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Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, to God what is God’s, and to the Panamanians what is Panama’s.

—MANUEL NORIEGA

The darkest nights produce the brightest stars.

—JOHN GREEN

Until now, nobody ever asked us about Panama.

—ANNYA YELL
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INTRODUCTION




PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 22, 1989

Naval Investigative Service (NIS) agent Rick Yell stared at the fish on the coffee table of Manuel Noriega’s apartment, taking in the array of needles sticking out from its skin. This creature wasn’t prepared for a meal, but a magic ritual. Around the apartment, candles were still burning.

Noriega had been on the run from the U.S. military for two days, ever since the United States invaded Panama and violently dismantled his loyalist Panamanian Defense Force (PDF). Outside this apartment, Panama City was still reeling from the combat. Parts of the El Chorrillo slums had been burned out, military buildings in the city had been reduced to their frames and rocket-blasted vehicles lay gutted in the streets.

Even the NIS agents’ office was not spared from battle damage. There were bullet holes in the walls of the Naval Investigative Services Resident Agency office in Fort Amador (NISRA-Fort Amador), where Yell and his team sheltered during the battle for Panama City. It seemed unfair that this home, belonging to the impetus for all this chaos, was untouched.

Soldiers with the 1st Battalion, 508th Infantry Regiment were in firm control of the house, yet seemed spooked by its interior. It wasn’t ornate, but it contained curious shrines. Yell recognized one as classic Santeria, a popular, white-magic religion identified by the requisite saint statues and offerings of food and liquor. There was a magnum of expensive French champagne set out to seek protection and good fortune. But at the opposite end of the floor stood another altar featuring what Yell took to be a robed Grim Reaper. This was Palo Mayombe, an aggressive but established magical tradition.

Artifacts of Palo Mayombe rituals were everywhere. Noriega had crafted enemy lists, his targets for hexes. Ronald Reagan’s photograph was affixed to an ashtray under a seal of red wax. President George H.W. Bush’s name was etched on a candle in the refrigerator; another candle was wrapped with paper inscribed seven times with the name of the U.N. Secretary General, Javier Pérez de Cuéllar. Eight spoiled eggs and a rotting cow’s tongue sat in white corn, an illegible name of a curse victim written on paper and embedded in the mess. And there was the ghastly fish, impaled like scaly voodoo doll.

The Panamanians had a word for this, “brujeríia.” Witchcraft. And indeed, the U.S. Army was here on a literal witch hunt. When strange photographs of a young, dark-skinned woman appeared on the walls of Noriega’s office and homes, speculation quickly grew about her role as a supernatural advisor. The night of the invasion, moments before troops burst in, she fled the house and then vanished. Between her disappearance from there and the altars found inside, the residence had already been dubbed the Witch House.

The mysterious woman was now wanted by U.S. authorities, more for the knowledge of Noriega’s mindset than her own complicity in his regime. Commanders in Panama were already feeding the media stories of Noriega’s “evil magic” and believed that arresting this strange advisor would bring the occult behavior to light. On top of being a killer, drug smuggler, money launderer, and repressive de facto dictator, the American government could also publicly tag Noriega as a twisted mystic. Justifying the invasion was a George H. W. Bush administration imperative, and this could only help.

Yell hefted a ball of masa laying on the altar; it undoubtably contained the image of the person supposed to be cursed. (It was a photo of Guillermo Endara, who ran against him Noriega for the presidency.) The masa looked a lot like what was inside the packages that the soldiers found here, which were reported as possible narcotics.

Since Yell was the primary investigator on criminal cases for the NISRA here in Panama, he was deemed the best nearby personnel to take a look. But to his eye, the so-called cocaine bundles were probably masa used in spells—or to make tortillas. The idea that Panama strongman Manuel Noriega was a drug-crazed maniac didn’t have any evidence here. Yet, the Army Criminal Investigative Division would later maintain that cocaine had been found at his lair of black magic.

Yell didn’t want to be inside this grim home on a wild goose chase, but SAC Chuck Briant, his boss, sent him to support the Army. He would rather have been with his NIS agent, Ted Fahey, who at the same time was inside Noriega’s office in Fort Amador.

There, Fahey was tossing the place with the help of some Army Rangers and CIA officer Chase Brandon, their liaison to the Agency who often called looking for professional favors.1 There was a weapons cabinet holding Noriega’s personal arsenal: an all-chrome AK-47; a Browning 9mm with the emblem of Panama stamped on the grip; a briefcase gun with the trigger of a Heckler & Koch MP-5 9mm hidden in the handle. They and found no drugs or classified information, and nothing that would help capture Noriega.

After the search ended, Chase and Fahey headed out to search Noriega’s personal yacht, moored in the Amador Yacht Club. Fahey never shied away from risky field work, a quality the CIA appreciated during the runup to the invasion. Before the NIS agent left the office, he made sure to nab some Noriega business cards to give to Yell as a present. He knew his ASAC wanted to be here, instead of on his own with just the Army for company.

The NISRA-Fort Amador team had worked together for less than a year before the invasion, but their trusting relationship was forged quickly under pressure. Yell was the Assistant Special Agent in Charge, or ASAC, but Fahy’s skillsets earned his respect: language fluency, local knowledge, and unflappable ease at undercover work. He was hard-working and, above all, dependable. The support between them extended beyond the office: Rick’s wife, Annya, would often watch Fahy’s son, Michael, while the agent was off on clandestine meetings with sources late at night.

The Witch House may have delivered little intelligence, but the scene represented a professional vindication for Yell. The Old Man, his prized informant, was proven right after all. Noriega was into magic, as The Old Man so vividly described. Yell couldn’t stop thinking about the story the Panamanian told him about watching a naked Noriega bath in fresh chicken blood.

Yell had been assigned to Panama since 1986, and he couldn’t believe his job had come to this. Black magic and witches. Things were dramatic enough when he was dealing with undercover operations and secret rendezvous. As strange as the Grim Reaper shrine was, it was just the latest in a series of unreal sights and situations. Watching rockets sail across the Panama Canal toward his office last fall during a coup, that fistfight with a Dignity Battalion goon, drying the bloody clothes of a dead Marine taken as evidence, and the first time he noticed the bullet lodged in the grandfather clock in his family’s living room. The scope of the memories staggered him.

He had no time to waste on memories, masa or witches. There was plenty of work yet to be done at the office, between reconnecting with panicked informants and fielding information requests from other agencies. The NISRA in Fort Amador had the best sources within the PDF in Panama, and both sides wanted to reach them. The war was already over, but danger remained. PDF holdouts and criminal gangs lurked in anarchic cities and along lonely highways. Yell’s wife and young daughter were still sheltering in an Admiral’s panic room, uprooted from their home.

Until Noriega was captured, the deadly drama that was the U.S. invasion of Panama remained unfinished.




PART 1

POSITIVE INTELLIGENCE COLLECTORS




WASHINGTON, DC, UNITED STATES

JUNE 12, 1986

Gen. Manuel Noriega’s dark brown eyes grew angry as they moved across a Spanish translation of the front page of the New York Times. The Panamanian military leader and national strongman spoke English—rarely—but didn’t read it well.

What he saw in the newspaper, a punishing piece by reporter Seymour Hersh, was nothing less than a backstab by President Ronald Reagan, and it made his blood boil. This trip to the U.S. capital was supposed to promote Noriega’s image as a necessary, anti-communist partner in Central America. Instead, the White House had shamed him in a publication that would spread the word globally.

The Reagan administration was sending the Panamanian strongman a message—give up his grip on Panama.

This would have to be his last trip to the United States for a while, Noriega thought bitterly. He didn’t want to admit to being scared, but he had to acknowledge the article was also a warning. As of now, America considered him to be a criminal. If there had been an indictment quietly filed against him in a federal court, Noriega could even now be arrested, tried, and imprisoned.

Accusations about Noriega’s role in drug smuggling had been swirling for years, with opposition politicians in Panama like Hugo Spadafora making them public in 1985. He was found castrated and decapitated in September of that year. The Hersh article suggested Noriega was responsible, and that the slain politician’s accusations against Noriega were correct. The words the Times used were “extensively involved in illicit money laundering and drug activities with Colombian cartels.”1 Worst of all, the article was supported by comments from an unnamed White House official who outright said “the most significant drug running in Panama was being directed by General Noriega.”

The timing of this leak was also meant as a personal insult, Noriega seethed. The White House knew he was in the United States. Just the day before, Noriega hung a medal on the neck of U.S. Army Gen. Robert Laurence Schweitzer, the chairman of the Inter-American Defense Board (IADB), a group within the Organization of American States.2 Now Noriega’s name was in unambiguous tatters.

It took years for the Panamanian strongman to become an American foreign policy nightmare. He was chief of military intelligence before becoming overall commander of the nation’s armed forces in August 1983. Every military unit and law enforcement agency in Panama was part of the PDF; after the fall of 1983, they all reported to him.

Since then, Noriega used his military clout to exert undisguised control over the civilian government, including the office of puppet president Eric Arturo Delvalle. He proved adept at using the levers of power in Panama—its media and political apparatus—to support his regime. This was aptly demonstrated when Nicólas Ardito-Barletta, handpicked in 1984 by the military to be Panama’s president, was forced to resign by Noriega in 1985. The fear in the U.S. embassy in Panama was that General Noriega, already powerful, was now in position to exercise full control.

Noriega’s ascension to power occurred at an uncomfortable time for U.S. foreign policymakers. In 1977, the management of the canal was turned over to the Republic of Panama under the Torrijos-Carter Treaties, which superseded a 1903 treaty giving the U.S. control of the canal. Omar Torrijos, commander of the Panama Defense Force, had gained power by ousting previously elected leadership in 1968 and remained in power until he died in a plane crash in 1981. Many believed Noriega, who famously rescued Torrijos from an earlier coup attempt, was responsible for his death.

Noriega had the reputation in Washington, DC, as a reliable anti-communist. Some in Noriega’s inner circle had training at the “School of the Americas,” an effort started in the 1950s as a way to train Latin American countries in U.S. weapons and military tactics. But the administration’s quest to create counterinsurgencies against leftist guerillas changed the complexion of the classes there. During the 1970s, 63 percent of the school’s trainees came from Chile, Colombia, Bolivia, Panama, Peru, and Honduras—each an actual or de facto dictatorship. The lessons taught at the School of the Americas were applied and easily perverted by these repressive regimes.3

Noriega surrounded himself with a group of young officers dubbed the Pandilla (“gang”), many of whom received training by the United States. One of them was Maj. Cleto Hernandez, a member of General Noriega’s personal staff who was also in charge of counterintelligence in Panama. He attended training at the School of the Americas since 1972, with the most recent being a Combat Arms Officer Advanced Course taken in 1982. He was also widely suspected to be the orchestrator of several political murders.

President Reagan and his advisors finally soured on Noriega on December 12, 1985, when White House national security advisor John Poindexter was rudely rebuffed by the strongman during an attempted face-to-face meeting.4 The U.S. wanted a lot from Noriega: to step down and allow deposed president Ardito-Barletta to be installed back in office. At the same time, Poindexter also wanted help in undercutting the Contadora peace process, which was hampering efforts to get Congress to fund more aid for the Nicaraguan anti-communist group. Despite this, Noriega didn’t even sit down with the National Security Agency (NSA) head. When Poindexter returned from his failed meeting, he began talking about “alternatives to Noriega.”5 Noriega got his first glimpse of how much the relationship changed in 1986, when in January Poindexter supported a National Security Council (NSC) idea to transfer $40 million in economic assistance from Panama to Guatemala.

For his part, Noriega’s position remained consistent—the strongman didn’t plan on going anywhere. It was a test of wills between Reagan and Noriega to see how far the Americans would go to rid Panama of his influence. Today’s very public shaming in the New York Times was a new low in their relationship. And it was clear that Noriega would have to remind those sympathetic to him in Washington, DC, just how he could be useful in fighting Communists in Central America.

If Noriega could cut a deal with the Cold Warriors within the Reagan administration, the pressure from his drug smuggling and antidemocratic repression would ease up. In the past, that meant contacting the CIA, but there was another option in Washington, DC, that might be more sympathetic, accommodating, and gullible.

When he returned to Panama, Noriega planned to dispatch an emissary to quietly approach another center of clandestine power in DC—the National Security Council. He knew a U.S. Marine lieutenant colonel who worked there who he knew would listen.

ABOVE PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

JULY 8, 1986

Rick Yell eased back in his seat as the airplane descended to take him to his new assignment. The Naval Security and Investigative Command (NSIC)6 operated a small office—called a resident agency—located at Fort Amador, a joint U.S. Army-Panamanian Defense Force base in Panama City.

The twenty-eight-year-old sat on a commercial flight, befitting an NIS agent. Most of NSIC’s twelve hundred or so agents were civilians, which enabled them to conduct investigations independent of the military chain of command. Despite the name, the agency recently won even more independence from the Naval Intelligence Command; since 1982 the service answered directly to the chief of naval operations and controlled its own budget.

Yell appreciated his job and the series of choices and chance encounters that opened the door to the intelligence world. The first came when he was attending graduate school at Jacksonville State University in Alabama, when he became a local police officer. He was dissatisfied by the low pay and low stakes. When a dispatcher at Jacksonville P.D. got a job with naval intelligence, she inspired Yell to do the same. He sat for an interview in an office in Chattanooga in 1983 and was assigned to work in Memphis shortly thereafter.

Yell was looking forward to the assignment in Panama, if only for a change of pace. His last few months had been spent in Operation Mount Up, a special protective service detail (PSD) launched to secure senior Navy officials from terrorist attacks. At the end of 1985, a wave of bombings overseas targeting Americans led to April 14 air strikes against Tripoli and Benghazi. Any PSD was a grueling marathon of paranoia, street operations, and paperwork, but Mount Up operations were made harder by the elevated threat level. Working criminal cases in Panama, and across Latin America, was more his speed. In many ways, Yell remained a cop at heart.

Unfortunately, Yell was traveling alone. His wife of a year, Annya, had to wait for a passport. Fearing a cold or drab environment, she was ecstatic to hear about the new post. NIS agents are active from pole to pole, so there’s no telling where they could have landed. The idea of a scenic Central American nation, sandwiched between oceans, was a romantic one.

Yell wasn’t so sure. On his lap was a Newsweek magazine describing drug smuggling accusations aimed at Gen. Manuel Noriega.

The article quoted Senator Jesse Helms, chair of the Committee on Foreign Relations, who noted: “Without a doubt, Panama is now at the center of drug and money-laundering operations in the hemisphere.” He cited years of evidence accruing that Noriega has been facilitating the transfer of billions of dollars’ worth of cocaine and marijuana from Colombia to the United States.7 Earlier that year, the Panamanian government refused to allow U.S. investigators access to bank accounts of suspected major smugglers and cartel members.

The magazine was following up on the news first broken by NBC and the New York Times. These journalists had been briefed on Noriega’s misdeeds by the National Security Council’s Latin American affairs director, Constantine Menges—although he denied it—as part of a campaign by the Reagan administration to pressure Noriega from power.8

This battle of wills between national leaders weighed heavily on Rick Yell, who could look forward to being stuck in the middle in Panama City. As a civilian criminal investigator, he must work with members of the PDF to pursue cases involving Panamanian citizens. Even traveling around to interview witnesses could be made impossible by an uncooperative host. The potential impact on already dangerous narcotics cases was worrying. Once on the ground, who could he trust? He could only hope the other NIS agents were ready to collaborate.

The plane seat lurched beneath him as the airplane began its final approach. Yell wondered if Annya had seen the issue of Newsweek, and if she was still enthusiastic. It would be hotter in Panama than they expected.

THE BUFFALO NEWS

“Panama’s Noriega Tied to Illicit Drug Trade”

July 24, 1986

by Max McCarthy, News Washington Bureau

WASHINGTON–Agents of the Drug Enforcement Agency and investigators for the House and Senate have corroborated charges that Panama’s strongman military leader is involved in the illegal drug trade, the Council on Hemispheric Affairs said Wednesday.9

The charges first were aired last month by NBC and the New York Times. They claimed that Panamanian Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega has been:


- Extensively involved in drug activities and illicit money laundering.

- Tied to the beheading of a political opponent who also aired the charges.

- Playing both sides by providing intelligence information to both the United States and Cuba.



When the accusations were aired earlier, the State Department reacted gingerly. It carefully stated the reports were so “disturbing that an examination of these allegations would appear to be a matter for consideration by the government of Panama.” In fact, the Hemispheric Council said the State Department also has corroborated the charges against the general.

James Mills, author of the new book The Underground Empire, told Congressional panels that the governments of all the major drug-producing nations, including Panama and Bolivia, support the narcotics traffic either tacitly or directly. He claims that U.S. administrations are fearful of jeopardizing diplomatic alliances, military bases and intelligence resources and stop short of forcing these governments to adopt serious antidrug measures.

PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

AUGUST 18, 1986

“I’m ready when you are,” called Annya Yell from the living room of the two-bedroom apartment.

Rick leaned out from the bathroom, shirt untucked. “They won’t know you’re late,” he said easily. “Probably asleep.”

“You know how much they miss us,” she responded. “And they expect me to be there every morning.”

“I know how much you miss them,” he replied. “I’m coming right now.”

Annya had been in Panama less than a month, arriving with a new passport in hand two weeks after her husband. The couple had stayed in the Marriott downtown until this week, when they moved to a two-bedroom apartment close to Rodman Naval Station. With Howard Air Force Base also close, the neighborhood was populated with U.S. military families.

“Elba?” she called out, and a small Panamanian woman of Annya’s age popped her head out of the kitchen. “We’re heading out, and I’ll be back in a few hours, like always.”

It felt odd to have a live-in maid, but Elba basically came with the apartment and had stellar references from the previous occupants. She was a dark-complected brunette who never wore makeup. She had a daughter who lived in the interior who she’d visit by bus Saturday mornings, returning early on Monday. “I cannot wait to meet them when they come home.”

“Thank you, Elba, but wait until they’re here before you say that. They’re a handful.”

Rick came out of the bathroom dressed in casual slacks and a tucked-in button-down shirt, but wearing no tie. From appearances, he could be a visiting American businessman or accountant for a Canal Zone company. Annya packed up her usual gear for the day—a folding chair and paperback novel with a bookmark dangling from the pages—and the couple walked outside to their rental car.

They lived in one of four units; the other tenants were military couples: two Army, the other Navy. “You speak to Annette about dinner yet?” Rick asked.

Annette Slattery lived across the hall. Her husband, Cole, was an Army captain. They were newly acquainted but the Yells felt a possible friendship forming. “Turns out they do a barbecue in the courtyard, pretty much every week,” Annya reported, pulling into the street. “So all we have to do is show up. They’re having one on Saturday.”

“Great,” he said. “I hope I’m around for it.”

Annya kept a poker face but inside she dreaded that his trips would start soon. It came with the job, as she well knew, but the first weeks in Panama were a pleasant reprieve. She and Rick finally had an extended period of time to spend together—after a couple days of exploring the city, they started calling her first days in Panama “the honeymoon we never had.”10

Annya was used to a transitory life. Adopted at birth, her father was a master sergeant in the Air Force, and in one year alone she moved three times. As a result of being so rootless, she never really made good friends. On the upside, she gained the ability to be adaptive and self-reliant. In this, she considered herself the definition of a military “brat.”

She met Rick at Jacksonville State University, where she was attending classes on an Air Force grant. He fell for her right away—ask him yourself if it’s true—but it took her a little longer to be convinced that such a supportive person belonged in her solitary life. He lobbied for her to stay in school, even after he joined NIS and prepared to move away. No one had ever told her she had potential that was worth developing, and she loved him for it.

The partnership flourished even when NIS sent him to work in Tennessee. She joined him in Memphis in August 1984, after finishing school. The pair worked at the same Navy base, Annya at the computer center and Rick in the bowels of naval intelligence. That is, when he was around; he immediately started traveling. There were training trips, like Undercover Operations School, to go along with six-week assignments. NIS offices tend to cover wide areas, adding workload and travel demands to go along with whatever local cases they were chasing. And of course, he couldn’t tell her anything about what he was doing.

Annya and Rick’s relationship grew around this separation and secrecy, like tree roots spread around an intruding boulder. In 1985, he proposed to her and quickly set a date, with her grandfather-preacher serving as minister. Two weeks before the wedding, word of an assignment arrived, going undercover to make a drug buy. He needed to play the part of a Marine, requiring a haircut. It was hard to explain the new look to his bride’s family.

Now they were in a foreign land, and Annya’s resolve was going to be tested in new, challenging ways. Rick didn’t want her to be alone and was keen to see the Slatterys become part of a supportive social network. The fact Cole was in the Army was a bonus; he and Annya had agreed it was better not to befriend Navy families because office politics could one day intrude.

“I told them we’d be there, but they’ll understand if you’re away,” she said.

“Virtues of being housed with military people,” Rick noted. “I don’t have anything lined up, and I’ll try to keep it that way.”

Annya steered the car across the Bridge of the Americas, a causeway that crosses the Panama Canal and connects the city to the man-made peninsula of Amador. The land was actually dumped material dug from the canal project. The Canal Commission built a breakwater to protect the waterway from crosscurrents, which created flats on both sides. These were filled in to create new land for a military fort and a small neighborhood, both called Amador.

In 1911, as now, a key feature was the security of having just one access point to the Amador peninsula, a single gateway staffed by PDF and American troops. There, Rick displayed his credentials to the guard and they were waved through. In mere minutes she pulled up in front of the Naval Investigative Service Resident Agency (NISRA) office, where Rick was based. It had three floors of plain white facade, as sterile as a clinic, but it was also the headquarters of the admiral in charge of the U.S. Naval Forces Southern Command (SOUTHCOM). Across the street, she could see PDF troops loitering outside a building with a Panamanian flag.

“I liked this daily tradition better when the trip was longer,” Annya said.

“You miss the Marriott?”

“The apartment is great, and I won’t miss the downtown traffic. But it was a nice honeymoon.”

Long hours and travel were necessary evils of the job, and Rick Yell knew they hurt her. But her ability to cope fortified his dedication, and he trusted her strength. As much as he wanted to, he wouldn’t lie and claim this post would be different. “I’ll be back home for dinner,” he offered. “Say hello to the babies.”

Annya pulled away and aimed the car back through the gates—always easier to leave than to come in. Driving in Panama was always exciting and unnerving, with roads clogged with fast, aggressive drivers. She wondered what was in their coffee, the drivers were so wired.

Panama City was a picture of contradictions—high-rise luxury buildings shadowing the El Chorrillo slums, friendly citizens walking past brooding PDF guards, glitzy tourist traps eclipsing family-owned restaurants, and the improbable geography of mountains and ocean, and the winding roads that connected them.

Annya drove back across the causeway to the neighborhood near Rodman Naval Station, navigating the stream of zipping traffic on her now well-practiced route. She parked in front of a single-story building, took the chair and book in hand, and entered. Inside, the receptionist recognized her immediately and waved her through the door to the rear.

A cacophony of barks greeted her, two more excited than the rest. Crated and wiggling were Smokey and Shag, the couple’s mother-and-son Cockapoos, ready for their daily visit. Annya had to surrender them for quarantine when she arrived in Panama, sentencing them to a full month of jailhouse time at the vet. Now that she and Rick were out of a hotel and in a home, her daily life felt empty without them.

Every day since moving here, she loaded up a lawn chair, pocketed a book, and drove to the veterinarian’s office. Hours spent with Smokey and Shag was time well spent.

NISRA-FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

AUGUST 10, 1986

Rick Yell gazed at Norieg a’s inner sanctum from the window of the Naval Investigative Service resident agency office, located on the ground floor of a building inside Fort Amador. The office had a line of sight to La Comandancia, the PDF’s national headquarters. No U.S. military intelligence agency had any high-placed human intelligence source working inside that nest of Noriega loyalists.

Cracking Noriega’s inner circle was not his job; spy games were not Yell’s forte. He was trained as a criminal investigator, the bread and butter of most NIS offices. The shorthand for the work was “Crim,” as opposed to “Eff-See-Eye” for their other focus, which was counterintelligence. Crim agents worked felony offenses directed against Department of the Navy property or personnel—and those committed by sailors and Marines—no matter where in the world they occurred. Any unattended or suspicious death fell into their investigative purview. And not just in Panama—he was the only NIS Crim specialist assigned to Latin America.

In Panama, the Navy was also interested in onshore narcotics smuggling, since Panama was a major transit point for cocaine and marijuana. Maritime interdictions were not part of his mandate, but action on land was fair game, if U.S. personnel were involved or endangered. Making a major case would mean diving into the bewildering flow of shipping traffic.

Hundreds of years of history conspired to create the unique environment in which he was working. The canal, of course, was at the root of the nation’s identity, and it’s been a flashpoint of international tension since the idea was first conceived in the 1800s.

The French abandoned their effort to build a canal between the Atlantic and Pacific in 1889, beset by landslides, disease, and corporate bankruptcy. President Theodore Roosevelt saw an opportunity, especially since Colombia was conveniently distracted by a civil war. The neighboring nation looked at Panama and saw the lingering memory of Simón Bolívar’s failed Latin American Republic. (Panama declared independence as “New Grenada” in 1821 and joined his southern federation, and after it failed, Panama became part of Colombia.)

The Panamanian independence movement began in 1903 after the Colombians said no to a treaty transferring the canal project to Americans. In a suite in the Waldorf Astoria Hotel, lobbyists gave independence leader Manuel Amador Guerrero a check for $100,000 to fund a revolt. The revolution began on November 3, 1903. The U.S. Navy sent the gunboat USS Nashville to the city of Colón, where 474 Colombian soldiers had landed to combat the rebellion. A shore party stopped the soldiers from reaching Panama City by train. On November 13, 1903, over Colombia’s impotent protests, the U.S. formally recognized the country of Panama and the term “gunboat diplomacy” had a new gold standard.

Within a month, the Hay–Bunau-Varilla Treaty was signed. Dominating the treaty’s name was Philippe Bunau-Varilla, a Frenchman turned Panamanian ambassador to the United States. In it, he negotiated the construction of a canal and granted the United States sovereignty over a strip of land on either side of the canal “in perpetuity.” The Panama Canal Zone was born, a strip ten miles wide and fifty miles long that the U.S. had to administer and defend. U.S. military bases sprouted there, including the Rodman Naval Station. Thousands of American citizens have been born, lived, and died in Panama since.

In 1951 the U.S. government started a government-owned corporation to manage the canal, railroad, and, just north of Amador, the Port of Balboa. Naturally, the resultant Panama Canal Company was run by a board of directors appointed by the president of the United States. This entity endured until the signing of the Panama Canal Treaty in 1977. The document, signed by President Jimmy Carter, ended the company by 1979 and agreed to hand the Panamanian government control of the canal on December 31, 1999.11 Signed with it, and less cited, was the Treaty Concerning the Permanent Neutrality and Operation of the Panama Canal, in which the U.S. retained the permanent right to defend the canal from any threat that might interfere with its neutral service. Through it, the United States maintained its naval base in Panama and remained integrated in its internal affairs. A smaller but still influential Panama Canal Commission replaced the Company to run the Zone.

The vessels moored at Panamanian ports fed his workload. American warships stopped to top off their supplies and disgorge personnel on shore leave. Those U.S. sailors and Marines represented a responsibility for the NIS, who were the ones investigating crimes involving them. The commercial traffic masked large shipments of drugs, destined for sale in American cities.

Ideally, Yell would either inherit or share sources to help him, but he didn’t feel that the NISRA office had anyone to offer. From the start he felt that the special agent in charge here, Mike McGlynn, didn’t appreciate his Crim work. The other NISRA agents were focused on counterintelligence, and their role in Panama came straight from the typical Cold War playbook. The CI agents routinely identified Soviets coming through the airport and ports. The itineraries of Russian trawlers in the Port of Balboa were also of interest, since many were clandestine floating listening posts. Other nations were also active in Panama, but monitoring the Noriega regime didn’t seem to be a priority.

The two counterintelligence agents at the Panama office had not impressed him with their work ethic or comradery. Noting their passion for vacation sports, he dubbed them “Tennis” and “Scuba.” Adding to his frustration was that few others within NIS shared his low opinion of his colleagues. The truth was that Yell was a young, hard charger in a station that enjoyed a slower pace.

To be an effective agent in this new land and make a mark, Yell needed a network to spot irregularities in the flow of canal and shipping traffic. If he couldn’t rely on the CI colleagues to share sources for his criminal investigations, he would build the network of informants himself.

WASHINGTON, DC, UNITED STATES

AUGUST 22, 1986

“You will recall that over the years Manuel Noriega and I have developed a fairly good relationship,” Lt. Col. Oliver North told the room, feeling the eyes of the Reagan administration heavy hitters resting on him. “Just days ago a representative from Panama approached me with an offer worth considering.”

North watched his words sink into the handful of meeting participants, the top members of the Restricted Interagency Group, or RIG. This secretive organization worked on sensitive Central American issues: chiefly how to undermine Communist governments and protect friendly regimes from revolutionary threats. The principals running RIG were Alan D. Fiers Jr., the chief of the CIA’s Central American Task Force, and assistant secretary of state for inter-American affairs Elliott Abrams. North was a frequent RIG collaborator, as a key liaison to the National Security Council.

North’s lifetime crusade against Communism brought him from literal battlefields to the secret wars fought in the marble halls of DC. Today, the struggle brought him to a secret meeting to seek support for a clandestine sabotage campaign.

He was in some deep waters for a U.S. Marine and mid-level NSC staffer. North graduated from Annapolis in 1968, served in Vietnam where he received, a Silver Star, Bronze Star with Combat V and two Purple Hearts. In 1981 he was assigned to the NSC. There, North was a champion of the Reagan administration’s promise to assist anti-Communist insurgencies around the globe.

But domestic politics had gutted the effort, much to Reagan and North’s mutual dismay. In 1982, the GOP was swept from the majority in both the Senate and House of Representatives. Congressional Democrats—with Nicaragua in mind—in December 1982 passed the Boland Amendment, which restricted the activities of the CIA and Department of Defense in foreign conflicts.

Reagan signed the amendment into law. His White House cadre interpreted it to apply to only U.S. intelligence agencies, but not the National Security Council. In 1983, NSC staffer North became the liaison to the Contras, until Congress closed this technical loophole in 1984, leaving scant ways Reagan could support the anti-communist Nicaraguan guerilla group.

That need caught the attention of Manuel Noriega, the subject of this RIG leadership meeting.

“Noriega is saying he has the capabilities to help us with the Sandinista government,” North said. “His representative said he could ‘take care of’ the leadership. I told him this was contrary to U.S. policy, of course, but he went on to say the Panamanians had the capability to form teams to strike at Nicaraguan economic targets to destabilize the communist regime.”12

“And what does he expect in return?” asked Abrams, his eyes fixed on the Marine from beneath his trademark sharply arched eyebrows.

“Mentioned was lifting the ban on arms sales to the Panamanian Defense Force,” North replied. “Noriega also feels U.S. officials can help ‘clean up his image,’ his words. Recent negative press has taken a toll.”

North felt Abrams would go along. He was responsible for Central American issues and became the Reagan administration’s chief advocate on Capitol Hill for U.S. aid to the Contra rebels in Nicaragua. This made him persona non grata in the eyes of Human Rights Watch after he denounced massacres as exaggerated.

North also expected the CIA to go along. Noriega had been currying favor for years and was looking to expand on previous actions. In July 1984, Noriega gave $100,000 to an unidentified Contra leader and trained Contra fighters.13 But the general’s most audacious move came that year when he arranged for a Panamanian civilian ordnance expert to travel to Nicaragua and sabotage a Sandinista arsenal. This proved the capability he now offered.

“So, I can arrange to have General Noriega execute some insurgent operations there, sabotage operations,” North put to the table. “So, do we want to do it?”

The blunt question provoked silence until Fiers spoke. “No,” he said flatly. “We don’t want to do that.”14

North limped from that meeting. He left sure that Abrams still might go along, so maybe he could end-run the CIA with State Department support. In any case, he wasn’t about to give up. He met with the national security advisor one-on-one to discuss the offer, and Poindexter once again demonstrated the difference between himself and his more cautious, less pliant predecessor.

Poindexter was a bald man who smoked a pipe, as befitting his 1964 PhD in nuclear physics from the California Institute of Technology. He attended during a successful career in the Navy, where he rose to vice admiral and commanded Destroyer Squadron 31 in the Western Pacific Ocean and Indian Ocean. His staff assignments brought him to the Pentagon and then, in 1981, the national security advisor’s office. In 1985 Reagan promoted him from deputy national security advisor to the big chair, and made him a vice admiral while he was at it.

North wanted Poindexter to get State Department sign-off on a meeting with Noriega to advance the sabotage plan. “I could easily go to London and discuss this with Noriega, face-to-face,” North argued. “Are we in?”

He watched expectantly as Poindexter deliberated, sucking on the pipe stem. He had once tried to convince Reagan to demand the strongman step down, but he also had a passion for supporting Nicaraguan rebels. Which impulse would win out?

“If Noriega has assets inside Nicaragua,” Poindexter finally said, “he could be helpful.”15

North smiled. The operation was still alive.

PORT OF BALBOA, PANAMA

SEPTEMBER 8, 1986

Rick Yell arrived early to the abandoned ammunition bunker. Doing an examination of the scene of an upcoming meeting is standard procedure for NIS agents. In a perfect world, there would be a separate agent or two to make sure no one was lurking nearby to observe the location. In Panama, the manpower is too thin, and, for Yell, unreliable. But when “Big John” called that morning, Yell knew he’d take the meeting.

John Williams worked for the Canal Protection Division, the organ of the Canal Commission responsible for the system’s overall security. Over the phone, he offered an opportunity to meet with a well-connected Panamanian man, a recently retired Commission official. They chose the location: an abandoned ammunition bunker in the Port of Balboa, owned by the Panamanian government. A handful of U.S.-supplied patrol boats sat at piers here, amid various merchant and civilian support vessels. Yell drove there early to verify it was safe and watched as two large men parked nearby and approached on foot.

One was Williams, who was strolling easily alongside an even larger figure. The stranger was nearly six feet three inches tall, with broad shoulders and a bulging but tight beer gut. As they got closer, the agent saw the massive man was actually in his sixties. From here on out, the retired official was known in intelligence circles as “the Old Man.”16

The introductions revealed a booming voice that seemed ill fitted to the man’s cordial personality. Yell found himself drawn to his accent, which to his ears sounded Jamaican. What he was hearing was a Caribbean slang mix of English and Spanish, what the French call patois. Yell got the impression the Old Man had a more difficult time understanding him than the other way around.

The Old Man made a point to identity Yell’s southern accent: he’d been around enough gringos to recognize the difference in English dialects. It was also an opportunity for the Old Man to demonstrate that he was evaluating Yell.

It was the start of a delicate dance. He and the Old Man met in Williams’s office a couple times. It was deemed a safe spot for casual conferences. Yell saw that his potential source was still welcome in the Panama Canal Commission, despite his retirement. No one seemed surprised to see him, and everyone seemed happy to see him. The Old Man had an easy charisma, but he diluted his big personality with humor and humility.

Finally, the pair agreed to link up without their chaperone, using a system that would soon become second nature. He would page Yell using a new number every time. When the NIS agent called back, the Old Man would set a location and a time. He always granted Yell an extra twenty minutes because he had to check the area in advance. These displays of tradecraft made Yell feel more comfortable, and he respected his informant for it.

Yell was finally able to ask the Old Man about drug smuggling through the Canal. The Panamanian didn’t seem surprised by the request—and the implicit acknowledgment that he worked with U.S. intelligence—and was likely flattered to be trusted enough to be asked. The Old Man made it clear that he hated the Noriega regime’s excesses and its corrosive effect on the national economy. He also hated the strongman personally, seeing him as a dangerous buffoon. Every time Noriega lavished himself with property, women, or vehicles, the Old Man would be quietly revolted in that certain way reserved for judgmental seniors.

A couple of weeks after they started meeting, the Old Man revealed his bombshell. At the end of a meeting in a Gorgas Hospital parking garage, he mentioned he was in a hurry to leave for an unmissable 10 a.m. appointment. Yell politely asked where he was heading.

“La Comandancia,” the Old Man said. “I’ve got to see my nephew.”

“Who’s that?”

“He’s a lieutenant colonel in the PDF.”

Yell blinked. Panama only had about seven lieutenant colonels in the PDF, and his new source was related to one of them. (It turned out he was related to two.) “And you can just walk in and out of the Comandancia?”

“Nobody there ever questions me,” he responded simply.

Yell felt his pulse quicken. He developed this source to supply information about drugs, but access to La Comandancia could make the Old Man an intelligence gold mine.

CAMP LEJEUNE, NORTH CAROLINA, UNITED STATES

SEPTEMBER 19, 1986

Steven Michael Kalish gazed out the window at the guarded gate of the compound inside the Marine Corps base. He’d already been jailed for two years, fruits of an epic if short career in drug smuggling, while his attorney arranged a plea bargain. Now he and the lawyer, Sam Buffone, were brought to this remote location inside Camp Lejeune, a place sensitive enough to warrant its own layer of armed guards.17

Inside were a cadre of investigators eager to hear his story. It was a full lineup of an assistant U.S. attorney and Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), and Customs agents, and the questioning would take hours.

Kalish had little choice but to spill every detail. He faced life in prison without parole—plus at least 285 years—on charges in four states after his arrest in Tampa in July 1984. His plea deal required he inform on the criminal web that supported his large-scale marijuana importation—and that included his payoffs to none other than Gen. Manuel Noriega.

With his testimony, the United States could legally charge the strongman with being a full-scale coconspirator in the drug operation. If they wanted to, that is.

Kalish had traveled a long but lucrative road from selling pot at Bellaire High School outside Houston, to conveying pounds of it between Latin America and Florida. Kalish had earned around $35 million, an amount that overwhelmed his ability to launder it. When he heard of a Panamanian man named Cesar Rodriguez who was capable of handling the cash, Kalish flew down to Central America in his Learjet under the assumed name “Frank Brown” to meet him.

The sit-down happened at the Bank of Boston building in Panama City, where Rodriguez leased three floors, including the twentieth-floor penthouse. He ran the Tower Club restaurant there, as well as a spa and members-only club for PDF officers and politicians. Kalish was offered a menu of services—shell corporations, investment portfolios, and a list of complicit bankers—meant to hide his money safely. It was clear that Rodriguez was a broker for the Panamanian government. He even offered armored cars to deliver cash from the airport to the banks. Kalish sealed the deal with a handshake and $2.4 million in cash.

Over time, his relationship with the Panamanian government deepened into cuts of massive drug transshipments. These deals required payoffs directly to Noriega, who first met with Kalish in an office where he left behind a suitcase with $300,000. Months later they met again to engage in a scheme to smuggle a million pounds of Colombian marijuana inside shipping containers carrying Panamanian customs seals.

Four days after his interviews, Kalish was flown to Washington, DC. He spent a day waiting across the street from the Robert F. Kennedy Department of Justice Building before being told that he wouldn’t be invited inside. There would be no deal. A U.S. attorney even said, “We’re your friends; others in the government are not. We want to go forward on this, but you’ll have to let us work it out.”18

Kalish wondered if the U.S. government would ever get serious about working against Noriega. That time, he now saw, had not come. The smuggler had records and documents to prove his testimony, but no one had even asked to see them.

Someone in the U.S. government still, after all the evidence, was dumb or desperate enough to believe that Noriega was still of use to American interests.

LONDON, ENGLAND

SEPTEMBER 22, 1986

“What do you envision for an initial target list?” Oliver North asked, seated across from Manuel Noriega. The NSC staffer traveled to London specifically to meet Noriega and discuss details of his pitch to launch sabotage raids inside Nicaragua.

“We’ve scouted vulnerable infrastructure targets in and around Managua,” Noriega said. “We have the resources to strike many in a wave. Airport, oil refineries, electrical infrastructure, and telephone systems.”

“Damages can be repaired,” North said. “Short-term outages won’t be destabilizing and could backfire.”

“We will cripple them,” the Panamanian said. “These operations are not small-scale actions by student volunteers. I can initiate a sabotage campaign that the Sandinistas will not be able to recover from and that will demonstrate the hollowness of their regime.”

Noriega and North’s energy fed off each other. “They are trained soldiers?”

“The commandos from my school are the best, and they’ve conducted operations in Nicaragua before. Ask your CIA about that! My guys have been trained by Israelis, and they will wreck Nicaragua for the Communists. Or they can train soldiers from anywhere else.”

“This is interesting,” North mused. “A commando training program that can export teams to destabilize Communists. Contras and Afghan rebels in Panama. I might be able to sell something that.”

“A School of the Americas for our own guerilla army,” Noriega offered. “We can make a difference in the fight, my friend.”

“Well, you have to prove you can walk before we run, right? Which leads us back to an initial sabotage campaign, as you say, with the goal of crippling the Sandinista government. What do you need from us?”

“This will cost one million dollars,” Noriega said expectantly.19

“I have an idea for that,” came the smooth reply.

North’s plate was full with more than just supplying the Contras against the wishes of Congress. He was also part of the NSC team that was negotiating with Iran for the release of seven American hostages, a Reagan campaign promise and moral imperative.

In 1985, then-National Security Advisor Robert McFarlane told Reagan that Iran had approached the United States about purchasing weapons for its war against neighboring Iraq. There was, however, a U.S. trade embargo with Iran. In exchange, moderates within Iran (headed by Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani) would press Hezbollah for the hostages’ release. If handled properly, the deal could forge new ties between the two nations and free the languishing Americans. They called it Project Democracy.

The dealings with the Iranians were conducted via the NSC, which was not sanctioned to conduct such operations. But with the backing of McFarlane and CIA Director William Casey, Reagan pushed ahead with the trade, over the objections of Secretary of State George Shultz and Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger.

Amid these schemes came Manuel Noriega, bearing gifts and promises at this secret London hotel room meeting. The NSC staffer was in position to merge the efforts into an Iran-Contra connection that would benefit all those involved.

North left the hotel room even more supportive of Noriega’s offer than when he arrived. Later that day he wrote a note to Poindexter detailing the offer, using a backchannel system within the electronic message system PROFS. Poindexter called it the “Private Blank Check” system, designed to avoid interception by other NSC staff members.

“Noriega does indeed have the capabilities proffered,” North wrote the national security advisor. “My sense is that this offer is sincere.”20

NISRA-FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

OCTOBER 1986

“. . . where NORIEGA attended a magic ritual involving animal sacrifice.”

Rick Yell stopped typing and stared at the words on the computer screen, head swimming. It was hard enough learning how to pass information up the intelligence chain, not to mention how to communicate the surreal information the Old Man had just given him.

He was working on what is called an intelligence information report, the lifeblood of the American clandestine world. Sharing a format and secure distribution, IIRs were the way that “positive intelligence collectors” shared what they found with the upper echelons—and for those who read them to ask for more. An IIR from NISRA-Fort Amador would head up the chain to seventeen other federal agencies, any of which could ask for a follow-up.

Yell always felt pressure to complete IIRs quickly, since they were meant to be distributed before the information became stale. In an office where agents shared word processors, this was harder than it should have been. He vowed, on his first trip stateside, to go to a RadioShack and buy his first laptop computer. The computer had to have a removable hard drive that was stored in a locked safe every night.

There was one portal for an IIR to pass through between Panama City and Washington, DC—a joint U.S. military-CIA task force. The Agency could take as long as three days with the information before sending it up the chain. When it came to the local CIA, the IIRs invited more than requests for more details. Problem was, Crim guys like Rick Yell were not expected to write IIRs, and he was never trained how. Yell had to learn when he started gathering intel from the Old Man, and he found that it was as much of an art as a science. He was never sure what to emphasize, what to leave out, and how to predict (and preempt) questions.

Sometimes the CIA didn’t want more information; on occasion they sought NIS agents for fieldwork. Yell knew that the Agency’s operations depended on achieving results while leaving zero fingerprints. That meant they were always looking for people to use as their instruments—and a NIS agent had a lot to offer. They were civilians, unburdened by both the military chain of command and code of ethics. They also arrived vetted and trained in undercover operations.

The NISRA-Fort Amador contact to the CIA in Panama was Officer Chase Brandon. Yell saw more of him as his meetings with the Old Man continued. Yell liked him personally but clung to his reservations. He never forgot who Brandon worked for and what he was capable of. He felt that if something went south and he got caught, they would deny any knowledge. Whenever he visited the Agency station at Corozal, someone would turn on the flashing red lights in the hall. It was a warning to keep a lid on all classified discussions—an “unclean” person was within their workspace. It irked Yell and reminded him where he stood.

And as it turned out, the Agency wasn’t telling Rick Yell everything they knew about the Old Man.

As an informant, the Old Man was proving to be deeper inside than Yell could have ever expected. The pair eased into their relationship, slowly building mutual trust. In time, the Panamanian man grew more comfortable with Yell’s tradecraft in meeting unobserved, and the NIS agent slowly began asking more detailed questions about the Panamanian government. The Old Man soon began to act independently, pursuing what he could and returning the information to Yell.

This free hand revealed the Old Man’s unparallelled access to the military leadership of the PDF. The Old Man knew the players, and not just at a distance. He could walk into PDF command buildings and even sit in on meetings by showing up with breakfast pastries for the men. He was as familiar and harmless as furniture.

Most incredible was the informant’s ability to get close to Noriega himself. The head of the PDF attended plenty of meetings where the Old Man hovered in the back, watching Noriega and cultivating his hatred.

The magic rituals really seemed to disturb him. Many Panamanians practiced forms of Candomblé, a Brazilian offshoot of the Latin American religion Santeria that involved statues and offerings. But beyond this mainstream “benevolent magic” was its darker sibling, brujería. This was witchcraft, aimed at debilitating enemies and protecting against magical retaliation. Such witchcraft tapped power through animal sacrifice.21

Yell turned back to the keyboard and continued to type the report. “During the ritual witnessed by the SOURCE, several chickens were slaughtered and drained of blood, while NORIEGA disrobed entirely. Among witnesses from the defense forces officer corps, the women then covered NORIEGA in the chicken blood while they danced and chanted.”

Should he include the rest? The Old Man said he was so disgusted that he had to leave the building. Noriega had shattered the economy, bullied his population, and made himself rich from corruption. Yet he remained so shamelessly and hedonistically enamored of himself. So far, the CIA seemed lukewarm on the Old Man, so maybe the detail would help explain his motivations. Yell typed, “SOURCE was distraught and left the ritual prior to completion.”

The finished IIR went to Corozal, and after a likely delay of hoarding the information locally, they’d send it to the United States. What the boys in Washington, DC, and Virginia would think about this gruesome report was anyone’s guess. Something had to shake their lethargy over removing Noriega, he thought wryly, and maybe this would shock the more pious among them into action.

THE NEW YORK TIMES

“Nicaragua Downs Plane and Survivor Implicates C.I.A.”

October 12, 1986

Government forces shot down a cargo plane carrying supplies to anti-Sandinista rebels last week, as it flew over southern Nicaragua. Three of the crew died in the crash, but the survivor—a 45-year-old former American Marine who said he once worked as a civilian delivering supplies to Central Intelligence Agency operatives in Southeast Asia—was captured by the Sandinistas.

The survivor, Eugene Hasenfus, said at a news conference set up by the Government in Managua that supply flights to Nicaraguan rebels were directly supervised by members of the C.I.A. in El Salvador. But reporters were not allowed to question him. Nicaraguan officials said he would be prosecuted and would probably face a long jail sentence if he is convicted.

The C.I.A., which has been forbidden by Congress to deliver arms to the rebels, denied any connection with the flight. President Reagan, asked if the Administration had any link to it, said, “Absolutely none.” But he made it clear he approved of civilians helping the anti-Sandinista rebels, known as contras. The President, who calls the contras “freedom fighters,” seemed to needle American leftists who oppose them when he said, “Some years ago, many of you spoke approvingly of something called the Abraham Lincoln Brigade in the Spanish Civil War.”22

WASHINGTON, DC, UNITED STATES

NOVEMBER 21, 1986

It’s not odd to see lights on inside the Eisenhower Executive Office Building after normal work hours end. It’s one of many places in DC that handle crises, day or night. Oliver North and Fawn Hall were inside his office facing a crisis tonight—a personal and professional Armageddon.

The pair were wordlessly and systematically shredding National Security Council documents. He would take them from file folders, examine each, and one by one place them on top of the shredder. Hall would feed these selected pages into the machine a single page at a time to ensure total destruction.

Earlier that day, North found out that the Department of Justice was conducting an inquiry into the Iran-Contra deals. He acted quickly, as was his nature, by stealing incriminating NSC documents. The afternoon was spent scripting edits that excised his involvement and protected superiors like McFarlane, and then giving the changes to Hall to type up. By that evening, she was helping North shred the most damning of his own files.23

Hall had served as North’s secretary on the National Security Council staff since February 1983. She knew what was happening was odd, and even felt uneasy about the events in the office. But she helped him cover up his work nevertheless. “I believed in Colonel North,” she would later say. “I believed there was a very solid and very valid reason he must have been doing this. Sometimes you have to go above the written law.”

The arms-to-Iran effort had fallen apart quickly. It started with an airplane shoot-down in October and a subsequent story in the Lebanese magazine Ash-Shiraa on November 3. Courtesy of a leak by Mehdi Hashemi, a senior official in the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, the Iran-Contra arrangement was now exposed to the world.

The White House faced a growing crisis. President Reagan appeared on television from the Oval Office ten days after the story first broke with a speech that mixed admission with a defense:


For 18 months now we have had underway a secret diplomatic initiative to Iran. That initiative was undertaken for the simplest and best of reasons: to renew a relationship with the nation of Iran, to bring an honorable end to the bloody 6-year war between Iran and Iraq, to eliminate state-sponsored terrorism and subversion, and to effect the safe return of all hostages. [ . . . ] Now, my fellow Americans, there’s an old saying that nothing spreads so quickly as a rumor. So, I thought it was time to speak with you directly, to tell you firsthand about our dealings with Iran. As Will Rogers once said, “Rumor travels faster, but it doesn’t stay put as long as truth.” So, let’s get to the facts.

The charge has been made that the United States has shipped weapons to Iran as ransom payment for the release of American hostages in Lebanon, that the United States undercut its allies and secretly violated American policy against trafficking with terrorists. Those charges are utterly false. The United States has not made concessions to those who hold our people captive in Lebanon. And we will not. The United States has not swapped boatloads or planeloads of American weapons for the return of American hostages. And we will not. [ . . . ]

During the course of our secret discussions, I authorized the transfer of small amounts of defensive weapons and spare parts for defensive systems to Iran. My purpose was to convince Tehran that our negotiators were acting with my authority, to send a signal that the United States was prepared to replace the animosity between us with a new relationship. These modest deliveries, taken together, could easily fit into a single cargo plane. They could not, taken together, affect the outcome of the 6-year war between Iran and Iraq nor could they affect in any way the military balance between the two countries. [ . . . ] At the same time we undertook this initiative, we made clear that Iran must oppose all forms of international terrorism as a condition of progress in our relationship. The most significant step which Iran could take, we indicated, would be to use its influence in Lebanon to secure the release of all hostages held there.”24



The speech made no mention of Panama or the Contras, but Oliver North saw the entire house of cards collapsing. He knew the time would come to fall on his sword, and he wanted to protect himself and his superiors. So, he stole the documents from the NSC and altered them, and shredded his own.

Late in the afternoon on November 25, 1986, with the scandal still widening like a chasm under Reagan’s feet, Fawn Hall picked up the office phone. It was the White House operator; the president wanted to speak with Colonel North. By then, her boss had retreated to a DC hotel, pursued by the media and gripped with paranoia that his enemies were out to kill him. Hall asked the operator if she could hold, called the hotel, and told North that Reagan would like to speak with him. He told her to give the Oval Office his hotel phone number.

When he slipped quietly into the office later that day, he told Hall what happened. Reagan fired North and they were both out of a job. One detail stuck out from his description of the call: “He said the president called him an American hero.”25

Many in the nation didn’t see it that way, instead judging the U.S. government was rewarding terrorism and making shady deals behind Congress’s back. Dealing weapons to Iran was questionable, but funneling secret funds to Contras was downright illegal. The scandal was just starting, destined to be a front-page disaster for Reagan, one that would come with televised hearings and eventual prosecutions. Admiral Poindexter’s role—seemingly at odds with his earlier recriminations against Noriega—would eventually come to light despite his early efforts to cover it up.

In Panama, the Iran-Contra scandal claimed Manuel Noriega’s scheme to leverage the conflict in Nicaragua to cling to power. With North gone and the Reagan White House under a media siege, Noriega’s plan to re-ingratiate himself to the United States led only to collapse, disillusionment, and heartache. As more details about Panama’s involvement in the scandal came to light, Noriega’s position with the United States would become much more contentious.

THE MIAMI HERALD

“U.S. Pushed Neighbors to Aid Contras”

May 10, 1987

By Alfonso Chardy

WASHINGTON—The Reagan administration in 1985 and 1986 conducted a secret campaign of threats and intimidation against five Latin American governments in an effort to scuttle Central American peace talks and win support for the Contras, according to classified documents and interviews with U.S. and foreign officials.

U.S. officials said the Reagan administration sought to disrupt the Contadura peace group because talks complicated efforts to persuade Congress to approve Contra aid. They said the campaign included an effort to force from office the head of the Panamanian defense forces, Gen. Manuel Noriega. When Noriega didn’t respond to a direct request from then National Security Advisor Vice Adm. John Poindexter that he resign, the U.S. cut off aid to Panama, then leaked damaging classified documents about Noriega to the New York Times and NBC News. [ . . . ]

U.S. efforts to force Noriega from office failed, but the pressures generated the worst tensions between the United States and Panama since the fight for new canal treaties in the 1970s. They also provoked deep divisions within the administration. The CIA, National Security Agency and Pentagon opposed Poindexter’s efforts on the grounds that Noriega was a valuable intelligence asset and that his country, where 10,000 U.S. soldiers are based, was a critical platform for monitoring Central America.

OUTSKIRTS OF PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

MAY 28, 1987

Rick Yell felt the attention of the crowd shift when Gen. Manuel Noriega showed up at the party. The attendees, members of his loyalist secret police force, turned their eyes away from the cockfights to their boss.

Yell also took him in, head to toe. He saw the man was wearing shoe lifts, but still seemed comically short. His face was as cratered and pitted as his critics alleged, earning him the nickname of La Piña, the Pineapple.

The agent was at the birthday of the National Department of Investigations (DENI), formed May 28, 1960. The DENI were the NIS agents’ chief official point of contact with the Panamanian government. They had a mixed reputation—at best—but Yell was compelled to be cordial. Luckily, he could approach them with the needs of a criminal investigator, ground-level relations that had formed over decades. He even built a relationship with Salvador Cordoba, the head of the DENI and one of Noriega’s most trusted men. Everyone in Panama called him the Silver Fox. His favorite line to Yell was, “You treat me with dignity and respect and I’ll do you the same.”

The DENI was run by a member of the Pandilla, Col. Nivaldo Madrinan. They had a bad reputation for corruption. For example, in 1983 government officials charged two well-known Panamanian businessmen with trafficking $10 million worth of cocaine. “While authorities have been able to reconstruct the case, they have lost track of eight suitcases containing 210 pounds of the drug, said Nivaldo Madrinan, chief of the National Department of Investigations,” United Press International reported at the time.26

But the personnel with whom Rick Yell worked most closely were professionals, and their day-to-day coordination persisted even as the rhetoric continued to grow heated. Through the DENI, the agents attended official events hosted by Noriega, standing shoulder to shoulder with the man. Although Noriega’s English was fairly good, he would never use it during his brief exchanges with the Americans.

The Silver Fox himself invited Yell to tonight’s DENI birthday party, complete with cockfights. And Noriega showed up with his own bird, a stocky beast that Yell thought must be on steroids. The general’s bird had an unimpressive opponent, a scrawny white creature with an equally thin owner. It was a clear setup, but no one told that to the birds. In a flurry of feathers and razor-tipped feet, Noriega’s cock soon lay dead in the ring.

Yell examined Noriega’s face and saw nothing but simmering anger, but when the agent looked for a reaction from the victorious bird’s owner, he saw the man had already fled the party.

TRENTON, FLORIDA, UNITED STATES

JUNE 30, 1987

It was just another drab day toward a dismal future for Steven Kalish in the Gilchrist County Jail when the Feds arrived. There were five of them: two assistant U.S. attorneys from Tampa and three federal agents from the FBI and Customs.27

After a year of silence, Kalish’s deal to testify against Noriega was back on the table. His attorney crafted a sweet plea agreement. Under it, Kalish could expect to be free in 1993 and could not be prosecuted for previous criminal acts. And he got to keep his money—including the proceeds of the sale of his $500,000 home in Panama.28

Then, it was time to once again tell his tale of smuggling and corruption in Panama. After hours of questioning, the Feds told Kalish to be ready to go before a grand jury. This would happen soon, they said, and this time he wouldn’t be left on the street in Washington, DC.

The implication for Kalish was clear. The legal tides in the United States were actually turning against Noriega.

PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

JULY 4, 1987

“If Noriega sees a woman, he’ll just tell one of his assistants to find her,” said Capt. Cole Slattery, biting at a chicken leg. “And Noriega will sleep with that woman that night—one way or another.”

The backyard barbecues between the Yell and Slattery families were havens of normalcy during the recent upheavals. The PDF had made the streets intimidating gauntlets of checkpoints, and Americans were swept up in the chaos. The soldiers were just the public faces of the real boogeyman for all expatriates—Manuel Noriega.

The fears were increasingly justified. Southern Command started collecting incident reports detailing the abuses of American or dual citizens in PDF custody: broken fingers, loosened teeth, rubber hose beatings, humiliating strip searches, prolonged detentions, and flat-out robbery. Such a steady application of violence wasn’t happening organically; it was fostered from the top down.

Through this unrest, Rick Yell continued to work criminal cases in Panama, with DENI cooperation. The Silver Fox’s umbrella of professionalism withstood the pressure of the collapsing relations. The fact that the criminal investigator for the Navy was also running the highest-placed informant in Panama didn’t occur to him. Why would it? It was hard even for Yell’s coworkers to believe.

One byproduct of this fear was that when Annya Yell heard brutish stories about Noriega, she held them to be absolutely true. She saw Noriega’s goons every weekday. She was working within the logistical division at the Army at Gorgas Hospital, supporting a lieutenant colonel with five divisions beneath him. Her daily commute passed PDF outposts and soldiers on the move, not to mention living a few blocks away from a PDF Army base.

After Slattery’s comment at the barbecue, whenever passing PDF facilities or convoys, she tucked her head down. She refused to look at anyone, fearing a dictatorial kidnapping.

PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

JULY 27, 1987

Roberto Díaz Herrera stared wide-eyed out of the window of his home, watching as the PDF helicopter arced overhead. It was low enough to shake the picture frames and glasses. There were military vehicles piling up in the street outside, with dozens of soldiers starting to disgorge and take positions outside the barbed-wire-tipped walls surrounding his home.

Here it is at last, Herrera thought. Noriega’s revenge. And it was being carried out by men who, just three weeks ago, were under his command.

The sudden sound of broken glass and chattering gunfire cleared any lingering cobwebs of sleep. It was 6:30 a.m., which the recently retired general recognized as the optimal time for a raid. Targets would be caught unaware and the dawn would cut down their chances of escape. But he realized that the gunfire was coming from a hovering gunship, not the street. There were thirty armed men guarding his home, and one must have been seen through a window.

Herrera’s wife, Claret Maigualida, appeared behind him in a panic. “Get the kids down and keep them down,” he cried. All three children were here with him, and their proximity to the coming violence made him sick.

This was Noriega’s payback for Herrera igniting a firestorm.

Herrera was the nephew of president Omar Torrijos, greasing his rise from lieutenant to colonel within the National Guard of Panama. His name and abilities as an officer made him a diplomatic asset, and now General Herrera was tapped to be a government representative in Israel, Algeria, Venezuela, Mexico, and Costa Rica. His biggest triumph occurred far from a battlefield: Herrera was a negotiator during the talks with Jimmy Carter that ended with the return of the Panama Canal.

As general chief of staff, he was second in command of the PDF. Until June, that is.

Herrera commanded genuine respect among the troops, independent of Noriega. The increasingly embattled Noriega didn’t appreciate a budding rival, especially one who was a personal friend of the slain presidential candidate Hugo Spadafora. So, claiming age, Noriega forced the fifty-year-old to retire.

Herrera didn’t take it gracefully. Instead, he scorched the earth. Three days into his retirement, on June 8, he conducted an interview with an opposition newspaper that dismantled his former boss’s reputation. He accused Noriega of drug trafficking, stealing the 1984 election, and, with CIA help, assassinating his uncle, President Omar Torrijos. He also claimed to have given the archbishop of Panama, Marcos Gregorio McGrath, documents linking Noriega to the killing of Spadafora in 1985.

Herrera was the first ranking Panamanian official to make such public claims, and it set Panama on fire. Hundreds of university and high school students hurled rocks and sticks at policemen, who responded with tear gas and water cannons. More protestors took to the streets over the ensuing days and prompted a full-blown national political crisis. Noriega’s response was straight from The Strongman’s How-To Manual. The government declared a state of emergency and unleashed the paramilitary militia, known as the Dignity Battalion, to brutally suppress all domestic opposition. Thousands were arrested.

The DENI was heavily involved in the repression. On top of making mass arrests, they targeted individual protest leaders for arrest and abuse. Reports filtered out of electric shocks applied to genitals, people hung by their wrists, prolonged sleep deprivation, cold showers, and solitary confinement.29

Noriega also responded by charging Herrera with treason. Herrera retreated to his fortified home with thirty loyal guards and waited to see what would happen. The standoff was a public one, and that was Herrera’s best hope to survive. He had cultivated powerful friends across Latin America and beyond, and his disappearance or execution would mean trouble for Noriega.

If he was counting on shame to stay Noriega’s hand, Herrera was clearly mistaken. And now it might cost the lives of his family.

A sudden boom from the yard drew his attention, and he saw the gate toppling after the blast of an explosive round, fired from an armored troop transport. A guard was pulling on his sleeve—“You’d better find your family, sir.”

He’d just gotten clear of the front door when the gunfire started smashing through the windows. They weren’t shooting at his guards but preparing the house for the next attack. And it came moments later—canisters of hissing tear gas, sailing through the shattered windows. His guards tried to toss them back, but gunfire from the advancing troops made the windows into kill zones.

One by one, light armored vehicles (LAVs) passed through the ruined gate, followed by dismounted troops using the vehicles as moving cover. The thirty troops inside kept their heads down and covered the entrances with weapons ready.

Now Herrera and his family heard exactly what he feared most—the sounds of a gunbattle at his front door. His guards sounded like they were firing back, and he knew that could lead to the deaths of everyone inside. He disengaged from his wife and children, ducking low to get to the hallway.

“Tell them we surrender!” he cried. “Everyone, lay down your arms! Surrender!”

The fighting died quickly, and the PDF moved to round up Herrera’s downcast officers. They detained the general with gruff professionalism. On the way through his destroyed front door, he saw bullet holes and blood trails, but no one ever confirmed if any guards had been killed.

The raiding party seized the boarders they found hiding in the home—the immediate family of Hugo Spadafora. The PDF also took Herrera’s family into custody. By the next day, Herrera was recanting his story and pleading for amnesty.30

PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

OCTOBER 11, 1987

It sounded like a good idea at the time, but now that it was time to strike, Kurt Muse felt his nerves jangle. It wasn’t every day someone got the chance to stick a thumb in Manuel Noriega’s eye. One reason why was the risk—if caught doing today’s stunt, he faced arrest and possible torture. Muse was an American citizen, so he might have some protection from retaliation. But his accomplice, Tomás Muñoz, was a Panamanian and if caught today, his doom would be assured.

Muse, Muñoz, and Jorge Quintero were inside Muñoz’s mother’s house, an antenna pointed out the window. In the distance was a mountaintop radio receiver that would relay the local signal to stations across Panama.

Muñoz was the one who discovered how to hijack Panamanian radio waves, superseding the national radio station La Nacional with whatever they wanted to broadcast. The question was when best to unveil the ability to maximize listeners and Noriega’s humiliation.

Today, Gen. Noriega was set to give a speech at a packed baseball stadium, broadcast to the whole country via La Nacional radio station. A boom box on the table was playing the live feed, with Noriega-worshipping commentators describing his defeat of a coup against President Omar Torrijos in 1969. How any salacious accusations made overseas about Noriega were insults to every Panamanian’s pride. The usual.

The trio of men stared at the transmitter in Muse’s hand like it was the trigger of a bomb. “Wait until he starts to speaks,” Muñoz said nervously.31

Kurt Muse’s family had lived in Panama for decades and flourished there as owners of a printing business. Muse inherited the business just in time for Noriega’s 1983 takeover of the government from his seat at the head of the military. The economy had tanked since, dragging Muse’s business down. At the same time, Noriega revealed himself to be a brutal strongman, and the architect of murders of people who Muse’s family knew personally. Soldiers at roadblocks intimidated his wife and children. His wife, Anne, was a schoolteacher at a school at Fort Clayton, and their children, Kimberly and Erik, had lived in Panama their entire lives.

Muse wanted to strike back, and Tomás Muñoz came up with a way to do it. Muñoz owned a communications company, and as such knew the ins and outs of Panamanian broadcasting. Local transmissions were sent at low power across low frequencies and broadcast nationally via repeaters placed on nearby mountain peaks. There, a 50,000-watt transmission could reach other peaks and relay the signal across the nation.

Muñoz had accidently isolated the signal from Panama City that was sent to the repeaters. It represented a risk and an opportunity. Low-power transmissions are easy to overwhelm with stronger signals on that frequency. It was a recipe for hijacking Noriega’s sycophantic media apparatus.

In a typical dictatorship, such a pirate broadcast might not accomplish much. But Panama was living out a hypocritical facsimile of democracy, a rigged game with Noriega stacking the deck with intimidation, ballot rigging, and a controlled media. The murder of Hugo Spadafora had taught everyone what they needed to know about election integrity. Still, the farce had to be played out, and there was an election scheduled for May. It would be a rare, fleeting opportunity for Panamanians to register their resistance. Muse ambitiously thought they just needed some inspiration and their innate desire for freedom would overwhelm Noriega.

All Muñoz needed to break this monopoly of mass communication was the radio equipment to hijack the local feed—but that was no small feat in Panama. The regime had outlawed private ownership of radio equipment and scanners. Complicating matters was the frequency itself: it was a part of the radio spectrum reserved for Costa Rican commercial fishermen. Buying transmitters at those frequencies required Muse to create fake purchase orders at the printshop and process those orders through a fake company. Shipments went to his wife’s post office address at work.

The first tests were just moments of blacked-out signals, proving the concept without tipping their hand. When Noriega’s media cronies started touting a national speech on October 11, the rebel radio cabal had their target date.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the boom box announced, “I now present to you our esteemed leader and commander in chief of our glorious armed forces, General Manuel Antonio Noriega.” The cheers drowned out the broadcast, putting the room on further edge.

As Noriega began to speak, Muse pressed the transmit trigger and closed his eyes. A moment later Noriega’s voice cut out of the radio broadcast, replaced by the recording that Muse and Muñoz prepared days before: “We interrupt this broadcast to bring you a message of hope from the free and democratic people of Panama. Our date with destiny approaches. One day we will finally have the opportunity to cast our vote against the tyranny of General Noriega’s dictatorship.”

The voice coming through the boom box belonged to a former radio announcer and member of the local Rotary Club, Enrique Fernandez. He had a professionally low, authoritative voice. And as a member of a prominent family whose fortunes tanked under his regime, he hated Noriega.

“We beseech you to be brave, to persevere. We beseech you to vote. Together we can bury General Noriega’s dictatorship under a mountain of ballots,” the pirate broadcast continued. “Cast your vote to end the dictatorship. Be courageous. Do not fear them. Remember that we are millions and they are but a few thousand thugs. The end of their dictatorship is near! Together we can run them out! The free and democratic people of Panama now return this radio station to its broadcast of oppression.”32

Muse switched the transmitter off and the radio returned to Noriega’s speech, still in progress. He was oblivious to the interruption.

The three men stared at each other, not feeling elation but fear. It wasn’t just that they were sure that Noriega’s henchmen were even now starting to hunt them. It was the certainty—one that came with success—that they would do this again. They had plans to use the tools of this illicit broadcast to create a pirate radio station to supersede government broadcasts at will. The men even had a name for it: La Voz de la Libertad, the Voice of Liberty.




PART 2

SOMETHING’S GOING ON IN THAT TANK FARM




NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA, UNITED STATES

JANUARY 1988

NIS Special Agent Ted Fahy thanked the U.S. Customs agent and hung up the phone, considering what to do with the information he’d been told. The man, a contact earned from long hours spent with local maritime authorities, had a cooperating witness (CW) that a Panamanian National Navy officer was in New Orleans on a business trip. The CW sent a fax to Customs to back up his claims, a copy of which should soon be relayed to Fahy’s office.1

It seemed like Panama was following him. The NIS agent was born and raised in the Panama Canal Zone and he still spoke Spanish fluently. His extended family still lived there; Fahy had an expansive tree of uncles, aunts, and cousins in Panama, mostly ranchers who were raising cattle in the western highlands.

Public service was a priority in his immediate family. His father, grandfather, and great-grandfather each served in the U.S. military. Fahy’s four brothers followed suit, in their own ways: Army, Coast Guard, Navy, and a sheriff’s department deputy. Ted Fahy chose the Naval Investigative Service.

New Orleans was his first post, and it felt odd to be living in the United States. His wife and two children certainly seemed happy in the Crescent City. For Fahy, the city represented a steep learning curve as he learned the ropes of criminal and counterintelligence work. He didn’t come with any type of background in either kind of investigation, but he’d been well trained and was immersed in gritty, real-world investigations. In New Orleans he worked the cases no one wanted: rape, theft, and “8G” cases that identified homosexuals. He used spare time—his family time—to embed with local Navy and Marine outfits, as well as federal Customs and Coast Guard officials, to learn their maritime beats. Fahy learned how to run double-agent operations out of New Orleans.

Fahy never shied away from undercover work. He had an actor’s ability to blend into the scenery, acting casual without overtly acting at all. Fahy’s power of recall absolved him of note-taking, a valuable skill for street work. He’d write down the exact details of a meeting only after it ended and he was somewhere secure.

But New Orleans was also home to a lot of foreign counterintelligence (FCI) activity, and as such he got a crash course in spycraft. The Soviet presence was the primary threat, but they saw pronounced activity from East Germans and the Czechs as well. This tip from Customs was a foreign intelligence lead, one of the first he brought in on his own.

The fax arrived from his source at Customs. The man who sent it identified himself only as an officer of the Panamanian National Navy and didn’t include a name. He explicitly wanted to buy boat parts for coastal patrol gunboats.

This told Fahy a lot. The Panamanian Navy had a pair of such gunboats, the MN GC-201 Comandante Torrijos and the MN GC-202 Presidente Porras. Panama purchased them from a firm called Swiftships, under State Department auspices as a legal arms transfer, in 1982. The boatmakers were located in Morgan City, Louisiana, just over eighty miles from New Orleans.

Swiftships was founded in 1942 and specialized in making small military boats for canal and coastal operations. The U.S. Navy fielded nearly two hundred fifty-foot-long warships, called Patrol Craft Fasts, in Vietnam. By the war’s end, people just called them Swift Boats.

The Panamanian Navy was not large, and the NIS agent had access to their most current organizational chart. The man in town was most likely a lieutenant named Galindo, from the executive office of the Panamanian National Navy: an emissary from the upper brass.

The first thing to do with the information was run it past the naval intelligence office (or N2) at U.S. Southern Command. They were able to vet the information, verifying the faxes and helping to identify the Panamanian. The N2 also requested an opportunity to add comment and provide greater context to this type of information in the future.

Now came time to write his IIR. He scrutinized the parts that the Navy officer was requesting. The patrol boats were in dire need of attention, cut off from American support due to the tensions between nations. The Porras was in better shape, but he knew boats well enough to know that both craft would be largely inoperable, spending most of their time floating at a dock. When he thought he milked the tip for all the analysis it could produce, he sent the report up the chain, where more than a dozen intelligence agencies could review it—and report back with follow-up questions.

Fahy was proud of the work, but he didn’t expect the information to provoke much response. But days later the secure telephone unit on his desk rang. This was an encrypted system developed by the NSA that enabled up to six callers to share secure communications.

“Agent Fahy? SAC McGlynn at NISRA-Panama.”

“How can I help you?”

“We were impressed by your work on the Swift Boats down here. I understand you lived in Panama, correct?”

“Yes, sir, I was raised there and still have family.”

“You keeping an eye on things down here, from up there?”

“Not really,” Fahy said honestly. “It sort of crossed my desk on its own.”

“Ted, we could use your help on something, your perspective. I’m sending an IIR to you that we’re about to send out, and I’d like you to take a look. Just to make sure we’re getting all the nuance that we can from what we gathered. Would this person be in a position to know something? Does what he says ring true? Hell, did we even spell everything right? Foreign language is not our forte, to be honest.”

“Send it across,” Fahy said. “I’ll take a look right away and get back to you.”

“Thanks Ted, much appreciated,” the SAC said.

When the IIR arrived, Fahy saw right away that it had nothing to do with the Presidente Porras. They weren’t interested in Swift Boats, Fahy realized. The NISRA office in Panama was interested in him.

WASHINGTON, DC, UNITED STATES

JANUARY 28–FEBRUARY 10, 1988

Steven Michael Kalish, testifying under oath to a Senate foreign relations subcommittee, described a relationship with Noriega that began with the $300,000 cash payoff and grew closer “until he became a full-scale coconspirator in my drug operation.”

His was just the opening act. On February 9, José Blandón, former top aide of Manuel Noriega, sat before the subcommittee and made a stunning revelation. In 1984, when the Colombian government began a crackdown, in exchange for tens of millions, Noriega let the cartel leaders run their operations from Panama. This put the Panamanian in league with some of the world’s most wanted men.

Kalish and Blandón were on a public tour, telling the Senate—and the world—what they already told the Miami grand jury in January. Their sealed testimony led to two Florida indictments accusing Manuel Noriega of drug running and racketeering. Now the details were aired for all to hear, including the citizens of Panama.

But it wasn’t all drugs that the senators cared about. Part of the campaign against Noriega was to chip away at his utility as an anti-Communist. The subcommittee asked Blandón about Cuba’s involvement in Panama, and the former official described Fidel Castro himself mediating a dispute between the cartels and Noriega, who returned a disputed $5 million to the Colombians in exchange for the release of hostages being held in Panama.

Noriega claimed the indictments were just a campaign to subvert the Panama Canal Treaty of 1977 and denied all the accusations.2 Castro said that Blandón was lying in an interview with NBC’s Maria Shriver: “If someone had had sufficient confidence in me as to ask me for advice, perhaps it might not have been bad advice. But the problem is that there is not the slightest truth in that.”3 Castro enjoyed quietly meddling in Panamanian affairs and wanted to maintain public distance from drug smugglers.

Despite the indictment and public hearings, President Reagan wanted Noriega to leave Panama—and not necessarily to face trial in Florida. By even publicizing the indictments and now their contents, the administration had removed the option of arresting him on U.S. soil. (They should be so lucky that he’d be that stupid.) The idea was to drive him from office by making him a pariah within his own nation.

Indeed, political chaos followed in the aftermath of the indictments. Panamanian President Eric Arturo Delvalle used them as rationale to relieve the general, but Noriega turned the attempt on its ear and engineered the ouster of Delvalle. Reagan then imposed economic sanctions on Panama, which prompted a March coup. Noriega quickly regained control and brutally purged PDF members proven to be disloyal. By the month’s end, Noriega’s command over Panama was stronger than ever.

Reagan tightened sanctions and, citing the terms of the Canal Treaty, deployed 1,300 military personnel to Panama to guard U.S facilities. The administration also quietly offered to drop the trafficking indictments in return for Noriega’s resignation, but got no answer.

Reagan’s national security team saw the situation heading downhill. They needed an operational plan to remove Noriega, and in late March they directed SOUTHCOM to make one. The result received the meaningless code name Blue Spoon. It was more of an extended show of force, a psychological operation with a goal of internal regime change. Blue Spoon planned a gradual increase in U.S. troops in Panama, ratcheting up pressure on Noriega’s men to overthrow him.

As such, the OPLAN wasn’t crafted as an invasion or war against the entire Panamanian Army. But despite its limited scope, Blue Spoon was the only detailed military contingency plan for Panama. It sat on the shelf, waiting for a time when things got worse.

GORGAS HOSPITAL PARKING GARAGE, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

MARCH 1988

“Something’s going on in that tank farm,” the Old Man told Rick Yell with his usual confidence.

He meant the Arraijan Tank Farm (ATF), two square kilometers of heavy woods and rolling hills containing large underground fuel storage tanks owned by the U.S. miliary. This was the region’s emergency gas station, containing fuel to be used during any future shooting war.

So, on a day-to-day basis, the tank farm was not the most important place in Panama. That’s exactly what made it such a tempting target. Indeed, the facilities were basically unguarded. Located along the Pan-American Highway, the ATF had no security fence or lighting. The land was etched with streambeds that could provide intruders with easy, unobserved access.

Now Yell had intelligence that he knew would raise hackles up the chain of command. But the Old Man wasn’t done. “I’ll tell you something else that might be connected,” he continued. “I saw a man leave the Big House [what he called the Comandancia]. He went to get a taxi but asked for a coche.”

Yell blinked, not seeing the word’s importance.

“Cubans call taxis coches,” the Old Man explained.

The Old Man was convinced that Fidel Castro had sent troops to Panama, and he had details to back up the contention. They weren’t just here to train Panamanians, he said, but to conduct harassment operations against the Americans here. That included infiltrating unguarded military targets, just like the tank farm. “These are exercises, just like they do in Guantanamo,” the Old Man insisted.

After the men separated to their respective cars, Yell folded the paper with his notes and laid it next to a half-filled coffee cup. If stopped by the PDF, he could stuff the pages in the liquid. The CIA had furnished the NISRA agents with water-soluble paper. The spy gear was appreciated as an acknowledgement of the risks the NISRA was taking, but the paper also had a nasty habit of prematurely melting in the humidity.4

When he returned to the office, Yell wrote an IIR immediately. But he also knew such tips were useless without corroboration. The phrase used in the NISRA office was “building his bona fides,” which Yell had to look up in a dictionary after he first heard it. The CIA seemed oddly lukewarm on the Old Man’s information, and Yell’s own SAC harbored doubts about his utility.

His information went against the company line. The CIA’s local office and the ambassador were both saying there were no Cubans in country operating with the Panamanian military. Saying otherwise risked escalating the crisis and even spreading it beyond the nation’s borders.

When the reports of intruders at the tank farm were distributed through command, Marines relocated from their barracks to the tank farm equipped with seismic sensors that detected telltale signs of human footsteps. The news came back to Yell—Cubans or not, there were unwanted people lurking there.

The NISRA agents saw in real time as their information helped change the landscape. Marine guards appeared at installation gates and started patrolling the tank farm. Heavier reinforcements started to arrive. Within two weeks, Yell saw ships arriving at the pier at the port of Rodman to unload LAVs.

He watched the deteriorating situation with a wary eye, and it wasn’t purely professional. Panama wasn’t just Yell’s assignment, it was his family’s home. And, as of late 1987, Annya was pregnant.

ARRAIJAN TANK FARM, PANAMA

APRIL 6–10, 1988

Hundreds of Marines arrived from Camp Lejeune on April 6, part of an influx of 1,300 troops dedicated to bolstering security in Panama. India Company 3/4, of the 6th Marine Expeditionary Brigade, occupied defensive positions in the Arraijan Tank Farm and quickly came in contact with intruders dressed in camouflage. The men appeared and melted away; no shots were fired.

On April 9, reinforcements arrived at the tank farm in the form of a fleet anti-terrorism security team (FAST) platoon. FAST units were established in 1987 when President Reagan issued an order for the military and federal law enforcement to enhance their anti-terrorism capabilities. Unknown intruders triggered the Marines’ seismic sensors but dispersed again before being spotted.

On the night of the tenth, the Marines again waited for the shadowy figures to return. This time the sensors alerted them to intruders at Rodman Naval Station, and a dozen Marines headed into the shadows to hunt them down. Soon after, the night exploded in a brief flash of gunfire just after midnight and, in the aftermath, a twenty-five-year-old Marine lay bleeding to death.

ARRAIJAN TANK FARM, PANAMA

APRIL 11, 1988

Of course, NISRA-Fort Amador got the call; Marine Cpl. Ricardo Villahermosa of Santurce, Puerto Rico, had been violently killed overnight. Rick Yell, the sole NIS criminal investigator in the region, headed to the Marine camp at the tank farm that morning. On arrival, he seized the M16 rifles of the Marines involved. Yell counted seven 5.56mm bullets fired.

The story came out with each of Yell’s interviews. At 12:10 a.m. a twelve-man patrol responded when a group of trespassers inside the Rodman Naval Station tripped the seismic alarms. The Marines dispersed into two groups to ensnare them in an open field. They were wearing night vision goggles (NVG), painting their vision in bright green hues.

As they closed on each other, a gunnery sergeant stumbled, dropping a trip flare. When it went off, the burst of light in the NGVs and sudden appearance of armed men drew a spate of immediate defensive fire from the other group of Marines.

When the doctors at Gorgas Hospital reported on the round they pulled from Villahermosa’s stomach, the final forensic detail seemed to fall into place. Villahermosa was killed by friendly fire after a harmless accident.

Such a disclosure wasn’t exactly welcome. The very real danger that the Marines faced seemed destined to be ignored, and it made them vulnerable to accusations of trigger-happiness and ineptitude. The idea that U.S. personnel were being harassed could easily be forgotten.

Yell needed to do a thorough job; the investigation didn’t end with the knowledge that friendly fire killed the corporal. There could have been other shots fired that night, a solo enemy shooter who sparked the deadly shoot-out after seeing the flare. Even without that possibility, the investigation wasn’t complete without a full crime scene investigation. There were shell casings in the jungle that revealed the shooters’ positions and told the night’s full story.

So Yell loaded up a man-portable minesweeper—there were no metal detectors available—and headed for the site of the shoot-out inside the Arraijan Tank Farm. He ran patterns with the machine until the sun grew low in the sky.

A prickly feeling grew across Yell’s neck as the shadows lengthened. It was that feeling that somebody was watching. Or maybe the dark was just spooking him. Either way, Yell left the tank farm feeling unsettled.

He was writing the day’s report at the office when the security department called to report a firefight at the Arraijan Tank Farm. Yell snatched up a handheld radio, tuned to military frequencies, and scanned the dial. He caught a plea in progress: the executive officer of the Marine barracks, Maj. Eddie Heath, pleading for helicopters to airdrop ammunition to his men.

Yell dashed outside and cast his eyes toward the tank farm in time to see a flare pop into existence. Peals of automatic machine-gun fire rippled in the distance, followed by the thumps of mortar shell impacts. That’s what war sounds like, he thought to himself.

The details came with the dawn. The Marine company had been probed by as many as forty armed men, who were detected by the seismic sensors. A listening post had been set up along a streambed and the Marines ambushed them, trading small arms fire with the force. The engagement grew as mortars and grenade launchers exploded in the raiders’ position.

The firefight ended after two hours with a ceasefire brokered by a Panamanian captain who graduated from West Point.5 It was a pretty piece of dissembling, since the PDF was denying involvement even as they negotiated. Yell heard the sound of shooting stop, replaced by the sound of buses rolling past. They were Chiva buses, the brightly colored mainstays of everyday Panamanian transportation, heading to the tank farm with lights extinguished to collect the dead and wounded.

The Panamanians quickly went public to claim the Marines were shooting at palm trees. SOUTHCOM public affairs officers didn’t dispute the regime’s story. Instead, the next day all Marines involved in the firefight were directed to submit to urinalysis.

PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

APRIL 20, 1988

“So, literally no one in this office speaks Spanish?” asked Ted Fahy.

Rick Yell shifted on his feet, sensing a judgement behind the factual comment. “Well, there are the Navy translators. Anyway, most of the people here speak at least some English.”

“I know, I grew up here,” the younger agent responded. “Still, you guys are amazing to get what I’ve seen without even speaking the language. Incredible job, really.”

Yell relaxed under the compliments. “Well, we’re happy to have you here, Ted, even just for a month.”

Fahy had just marked his first year with NIS when he was summoned from the resident agency in New Orleans to Panama for temporary duty. The frequent calls for assistance became a request to spend thirty days with the NISRA in Panama City, using his FCI training, language skills, and local expertise to help the office. The tension between Yell and his SAC was another impetus for a new eye to visit. Fahy recognized the situation between the SAC and his assistant in the office, but was relieved when both men welcomed him with sincere appreciation.6

“You ready to talk about the elephant in the room?” he asked Yell.

“The Old Man.”

“The very same. He’s the hottest asset anyone has working, but you and the SAC don’t exactly see eye to eye on him?”

“I think it’s a reflection of the reception on the other end,” Yell said. “The guys in the embassy aren’t exactly fired up over what he’s delivering. I don’t get it.”

“And here’s the agent in charge of Crim running a productive asset, maybe the most productive in Panama,” Fahy said bluntly. “That’s got to play into it. It’s pretty unfair, if that’s what’s going on. But I have an idea of how to untangle some of this, if I can head out to Corozal for a few hours.”

Yell’s eyebrows raised with interest. The CIA might be known as “the guys from the embassy,” but actual operations and planning were done from a nondescript building two and a half miles away on the coast in Corozal. “Do what you can, Ted.”

Fahy was following the advice of a mentor who he consulted on the eve of his departure to Panama. “The SAC and agents there are sweethearts; they’re great guys,” the veteran intelligence agent told Fahy. “They’re going to support anything you want to do. But they’re going to do very little to guide and focus you. So, if you really want to know what you’re doing, you need to get really close to the CIA’s military liaison officer. He’s the one who can either open you up or shut you down.”

With those words in mind, Fahy met with Chase Brandon. One bridge between the Agency and NIS was the “op interest” process, the way military intelligence agents updated the CIA of their involvement with a source or target. The idea was to use the CIA as a clearinghouse to prevent various military intelligence operations from overlapping. The trick would be to bring information about a source back from the CIA, which took a deft hand.

Brandon greeted Fahy, who shook his hand under the warning strobe of the “unclean visitor” light. It seemed like the CIA man was happy to have a foreign intelligence–focused NIS agent on the scene. Especially one with such deep local sources and a professed willingness to go undercover on CIA-inspired operations.

Brandon was also looking for clarity—on Rick Yell. Fahy realized that this was a result of the quality of the reporting that Yell was producing. The Agency’s trust issues were not exaggerated, and they wanted more perspective on the agent running the La Comandancia mole. Fahy told them his impression: Rick Yell and the NISRA office were staffed with capable professionals, and even his SAC recognized that Yell’s lack of CI experience hadn’t introduced any actual problems running the Old Man.

Things were illuminated when liaison offered some information: this was not the Old Man’s first time working with American espionage agencies. Before meeting Yell, he had been providing information to a “defense attaché office” at the U.S. Embassy, a thin cover for the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) staff there.

“The relationship ended ‘with prejudice,’” Brandon said, emphasizing the official designation. “I can tell you that the phrase used to describe him was ‘prone to embellishment.’ After that, he was no longer working with the DIA office here.”

“What the hell happened?” Fahy asked.

“Everything went to hell after the Old Man dropped the name of a PDF officer who he says attended a meeting, when that man was known to be at a dinner with a defense attaché officer,” Brandon said. “So you can see how that would sour a relationship.”

“Sure,” Fahy replied. “Maybe going to sour more than one.”

“I’m not saying the guy is useless, and that the DIA got it right to cut him out,” Brandon allowed. “But the Old Man needs to look better before we take him seriously. You might want to tell your Crim guys something about that.”

Fahy returned to the NISRA office and sat down with SAC McGlynn and Rick Yell to update them with the bombshell. It was news to everybody, but Rick Yell took it the hardest. It was background that could spell the end of the NISRA pipeline into La Comandancia, and untold wasted hours. He sat back at his desk as SAC McGlynn kept Fahy in the office. Probably talking strategy on how to save face, Yell thought miserably. Or figure out a way to have Fahy replace him as ASAC.

“You’re not shut down, not yet,” Fahy said. “He asked me to go with you to meet him.”

PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

APRIL 23, 1988

Fahy and Yell didn’t head out to the meet holding their naval intelligence credentials, instead taking fake military IDs that they could use at roadblocks and checkpoints. Fahy arrived in Panama with multiple covers established. Today he was a lieutenant in the Navy, to better match his partner’s cover.

Most times Fahy used his Panamanian passport for a cover, which worked well because his name was different. In Panama your name is your first name, your father’s name, and then your mother’s last name. Fahy used his first name and mother’s last name for an ironclad alias: Ted Espinosa, a Zone-raised cattleman with business to do.

Big John Williams arranged to have the Panama Canal Security Group ammunition bunker in the Port of Balboa available for the meeting.7 Fahy took in the surroundings—empty offices tucked inside of a cave—with an appreciation for the moody aesthetics as much as the security.

Local Panamanians can tell a lot about each other just by speaking. Accents and word choices can pinpoint a speaker to a specific community, especially the various Afro-Caribe communities inside the Canal Zone. Subtleties in someone’s name can also transmit much of the speaker’s history. These exchanges of information happen on a wavelength that most outsiders are not attuned to.8

Fahy immediately picked up on the Old Man’s accent as being from Paraíso, a nearby town to his boyhood home of Gamboa. Residents had their own schools, pools, movies—and their own lingo. Fahy knew that the man’s professed background was the truth, at least, when he picked up on a couple of these telltale words.

That also helped explain the man’s disgust with Noriega. During the 1950s, the town was one of the Canal Zone’s most modern, home to well-to-do Canal Zone workers and their families. The schools were some of the best in the nation, from their buildings to the sport teams. The town reverted to the Republic of Panama control in compliance with the Panama Canal Treaty of 1977, and by the mid-1980s Paraíso was in a bit of a slump. The Panama Canal Railway had stopped serving the town, but to be fair, the entire rail network was in disarray after becoming a state entity. Embargos, political unrest, and corruption had sapped the residents of their accustomed comfort and hope for the future.

The Old Man said he was canvasing the officers to see which were truly Noriega loyalists. “It’s easy to tell who hates Americans,” he said. “I start with a small comment against Bush and let them take the bait.”

The informant also held forth on the way the American presence was impacting the PDF and its specific players. Fahy was impressed with his savvy. He had deep knowledge of the situation in Panama, probably better than anybody he’d ever spoken to before. No wonder Yell gave him such latitude in what he reported—it was better than what he would bring back if strictly tasked by the agents.

The meeting was a routine catch-up with Yell, so there were no new bombshells reported. But Fahy took the opportunity to scrutinize Yell and his source. They had a clear rapport, but Fahy also sensed that the Old Man really appreciated the interest. Yell handled him well—some agents don’t allow sources to put context around why their information is important, but the Old Man offered informative analysis from his close contact to main players in Panama.

The Old Man also appreciated Fahy’s lack of note-taking. “These notes you take, what happens if you’re stopped and searched?” he scolded Yell, before turning to Fahy and adding in Spanish, “You, you don’t take notes.”

“I wait and write down the details later,” Fahy replied, also in Spanish.

“They are always well hidden,” Yell interjected. “And nothing in there leads to you. There are many pain-in-the-ass viejos in Panama City.”

“Not many with family in La Comandancia,” the Old Man snapped back, spirited but without anger. “How will you live to be as old as me, being so careless?”

Fahy watched the bickering with a slowly dawning realization that this banter would only be possible between two men who liked and trusted each other.

The meeting in the bunker lasted two hours. The discussions about the Old Man back at the NISRA office lasted as long.

The SAC’s safe move was to distance the NISRA from the source, given the CIA’s information. Yell never wavered. The mood was tense, edgy, and included cursing. Fahy found that, despite his lack of experience as an agent, his opinion as a CI agent and an independent observer carried weight.

“Run him under the military liaison office’s intelligence program, rather than making him a cooperating witness under the Navy’s,” he suggested to the SAC. “That’ll make the relationship less formal—and less observed. That’ll make it less risky all around.”

McGlynn was nodding. “That’s a can’t-lose suggestion.”

“If we’re going to keep him, we’re going to have to do a bunch of things to scrub him, to make him look pretty and shiny, or they are going to shut him down,” Fahy continued. “Because the Agency can shut down your asset.”

“Scrubbing,” Yell repeated. “What’s that entail, exactly?”

“Rick, you’ll have to convince him to take a polygraph, eventually.”

“He won’t like that,” Yell warned. “But if he knows it’s important, I think he’ll go along.”

“If he hates Noriega as much as he lets on, he’ll do it,” Fahy said. “He’s risking a lot, and all he’s asking for are doughnuts. And he likes Americans who listen to what he has to say and who are willing to put the information to use.”

“We better watch that,” Yell said. “You know he wants us to grab Noriega and haul him stateside. He keeps going after La Piña’s travel schedules.”

“What we really need to do is corroborate what he’s been saying, something that could move the needle,” Fay said. “To my eye, for what it’s worth, the easiest thing to do is get confirmation that Cubans were operating in Panama, as the Old Man claimed.”

“And you have an idea?” McGlynn said.

“Sure,” Fahy said, grinning. “Family reunion.”

WESTERN HIGHLANDS, PANAMA

APRIL 25, 1988

Fahy took in a deep breath and examined the scenery around him, both familiar and stunningly dramatic. He was on a farm at about three thousand feet, and still the skyline was crowded with the misty blue slopes of towering volcanoes and mountains. Everything here except the coffee plantations and cattle fields were covered in a pine canopy, a cloud forest with year-round springlike weather.

Fahy spent many weekends and every summer visiting this land of cowboys and vast ranches. He appreciated the experiences, and not just for the nostalgia, either. The western highlands was the location of his personal network of informants—aunts, uncles, and dozens of cousins.

Not all were pro-American, and very few knew what he was actually doing there. For example, Fahy trusted his aunts much more than he trusted their brother, a customs official. To his uncle, he was just an American cattleman visiting relatives.

“I’m looking to go scouting around the highlands for livestock, but I’m not really interested in explaining myself to any military patrols or anything,” he told his uncle. “Especially on these lonely ranch roads.”

“You know, there is some activity going on up here,” the man replied, proud to be helpfully in the know. “Some guys came in to train the new customs agents. They might be out in the country, if you’re really unlucky.”

“Dangerous?”

“Not really,” his uncle said. “It’s more that they don’t speak Panamanian Spanish. You speak like a local, but that might not help you with these guys. They’re Cuban, you know.”

“Long way from home,” Fahy said evenly. Inside he was thinking, Damn, the Old Man got it right.

“No doubt. I haven’t met them yet, but the commander wants a party for them tomorrow night. And guess who gets to host it?” He cocked a thumb at himself.

“There’s worse assignments, uncle,” Fahy said. “It’s been nice being back here, but I wouldn’t call it a party. You should be glad for the occasion.”

His uncle got the hint. “I’ve noticed all the work you’ve been doing here, and I appreciate it. Come by tomorrow for the party and help us drink what the commander lets me buy.”

Six Cuban officers came to the party. Fahy performed the operation by drinking, eating barbecue, and memorizing the names and personal details of all of them. When he returned to Panama City, he could route the names to the CIA, via Chase Brandon, to be verified.

When they came back true, as Fahy expected, the Old Man would be on his way to being scrubbed.

HOWARD AIR FORCE BASE, PANAMA

JUNE 1988

Annya Yell and Annette Slattery stood beneath the 250-foot-long C-5 Galaxy, taking in the cargo aircraft’s massive bulk and beefy turbofan engines.

In Annya’s arms was Shelby Yell, born on June 1, 1988, in Gorgas Hospital. Her arrival changed the couple’s perspective. The fear was that, after the firefight at the tank farm, things were going to go bad in Panama. The Yell and Slattery families didn’t want two women and their infants caught in a crossfire, so they made arrangements to hitch a ride to the United States. They were to land in North Carolina and then take commercial flights to stay with their respective families until things settled down.

Neither woman had been inside a C-5 before, and they wondered if they’d be packed into the cargo bay with the military vehicles. The weight of the vehicles, heading for an Army depot, made Annya think the airplane was overloaded. “How’s this thing gonna get off the ground?” she asked Annette.

Then they went up the ladder. The seats were laid out like a commercial airliner. After that, it was just a matter of putting the cargo below out of her mind.

Rick Yell watched the C-5 lift off, feeling the pang of the separation already. He’d called the Charleston NIS office, where he found a duty agent who agreed to meet the flight in person and get them out of the Air Force base to a hotel. The women’s commercial flights to their respective homes would leave the next day.

Yell had met him just once, at a training school, but he said he was glad to do it. The NIS family was small, but there was an advantage to that—its agents had become accustomed to backing each other up when needed.

NEW ORLEANS INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, LOUISIANA, UNITED STATES

LATE JUNE 1988

“I don’t want to be with you.”

Ted Fahy couldn’t believe what he heard his wife say. It was unexpected and utterly devastating. They started dating in high school and had two small children. All of his belongings—their belongings—were packed and ready for shipping. Now, on the verge of boarding an airplane for Panama as a family, she told him that they were separating. His son, Michael, could join him in the winter, but the youngest was to stay with her.

There was no point in staying, and he boarded the plane. The choice ate at him as the plane left the ground. If I could have stalled a few days, he thought morosely, things might have been okay. But it seemed easier to limit the carnage by accepting reality that it was too late—and he needed to get back to Panama.

The thirty-day temporary assignment had turned into a full-time position even before it ended. Everyone in the NISRA office wanted him to stay, as did the local CIA military liaison and Agent Chase Brandon, who liked his willingness to be involved in their operations. But his colleagues saw the energetic young agent return from the States alone and obviously shell-shocked. There was a lot of empathy and a surge of protectiveness.

Fahy threw himself into the work. The day after he came back, a Navy reservist reported meeting a farmer in Boquete who wanted to help the Americans. As the new NISRA agent, and one whose family lived in the province, the job of meeting the prospective source fell to Fahy. Given the other larger issues simmering in the office, he considered it “shitty job one.” But he dutifully, if sullenly, set out for Boquete using his most solid cover: Ted Espinosa.

The farmer proved more interesting than expected. He told Fahy of a source at the port who was interested in providing information on the ports, but there was a catch. “You need to prove you are truly who you say you are,” the farmer said. “Only then can I tell you his name.”

“Listen, my family . . .”

The farmer raised a hand. “These are his instructions.”

The access being offered was naval intelligence gold in Panama, and the agent wanted a pipeline into it. “Okay. How about this: The next time you’re close to Fort Amador, call me and let me know when. You can see the ambassador’s office from the street, and that’s one reason why he always keeps the drapes shut. I’ll have the ambassador himself leave them open for you. Is that proof enough?”

The farmer agreed. Now all Fahy had to do was convince the CIA to get the ambassador on board. Chase Brandon worked that out for NIS; the CIA had an obvious interest in ways to track Cubans and Russians who were coming through.

Drapes open and trust secured, the farmer gave Fahy the name of what turned out to be a gold-star informant—an official at the Port of Balboa able to pass information on every cruise ship and Soviet vessel that came in, complete manifests attached.

PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

AUGUST 13, 1988

“It’s beautiful,” Annya Yell conceded, standing in the combined dining and living room of their new home on Amador. There were wide picture windows gazing out at palm trees, as idyllic as a tropical postcard. A steady breeze, a break from the city heat, made the fronds wave.

Rick Yell watched his wife carefully. He trusted her strength and capabilities, but her morale had been undercut by the reassignment of Cole Slattery to Texas. Annette’s absence left an emotional hole that Annya didn’t recognize until after her friend left.

The idea to move to a bigger house made sense, given Shelby’s arrival and their friends’ departure. The allure of a three-bedroom, two-bathroom house was undeniable. The rooms were split between floors. Elba took a room downstairs and would just walk upstairs each weekday morning to watch Shelby.9

The Yells’ new home was located just outside Fort Amador’s front gate. The facility remained jointly operated, despite all the pressure between nations. The U.S. military stopped posting personnel there, so all military families were now living around Rodman Naval Station, across the Bridge of the Americas which spanned the canal. Annya found the new neighborhood in Amador to be isolating.

At the same time, the mood in Panama was intensifying around her; she could see the eddies of things happening just underneath the surface. At work, she saw the Army bringing in medical supplies. The gate guards warned her about aggressive PDF soldiers at checkpoints. Going out to dinner, once a pleasure in Panama City, became an exercise in nerve.

Her husband was tense, busy, and she could tell the fieldwork was making him jumpy. She didn’t know it, but a scare had made the NISRA team more cautious.

Ted Fahy had been scheduled to meet a source in the civilian shopping area outside the rear gate of Fort Clayton. The agents were using the extra manpower to help sweep locations before other agents’ meetings. That day the countersurveillance procedures might have saved Fahy’s skin, since the advance man spotted an unusual number of PDF men milling around the location. The rendezvous was aborted, but it was never known if the PDF were after the NIS agents.

Whether they were or not didn’t matter. The incident made the agents all a lot more careful. All fieldwork here came with an outsized risk.

MARINE CORPS BASE QUANTICO, UNITED STATES

SEPTEMBER 8, 1988

Rear Adm. John Gordon, head of the Naval Security and Investigative Command for a year, wanted to clear up any misconceptions about the agency he headed. Part of the problem, he figured, was the name. So with a pen stroke, September 8 became the last day of the NSIC.

Confusion over the nature of the Naval Investigative Service was nothing new—the role of the agency has been obscure and nebulous since 1882, when Secretary of the Navy William Hunt established the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI). At the time, ONI was devoted to collecting information on foreign weapons advances, charting bodies of water, and touring overseas forts and shipyards.10

Things more or less stayed that way until the eve of the Great War. In July 1916 saboteurs Michael Kristoff, Kurt Jahnke, and Lothar Witzke blew up a munitions dock in New Jersey. The explosion was large enough to damage the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty. Although it would take years to establish their guilt, the explosion highlighted the need to secure naval installations. Within days of the blast, the chief of naval operations (CNO) created an “information service” that assigned an “aid for information” to each of the fifteen naval districts and branch offices.11

As the Great War unfolded, naval intelligence operatives came from wherever they could be found—active-duty personnel, reservists, and civilians all served as operatives. This did little to minimize the confusion over who they were and who they reported to.12

After the war ended, the lifeblood of U.S. naval intelligence was kept alive by groups of volunteer reserve intelligence officers who since 1926 worked quietly to prepare for the next global emergency. The breakout of World War II revived the service well before the United States became directly involved; in June 1939, President Franklin Roosevelt directed ONI to investigate Navy cases of sabotage, espionage, and subversive activities. It was 1916 all over again—counterintelligence was back on the list of naval intelligence duties.13

After Pearl Harbor, Navy reserve officers handled countersabotage efforts, investigation of Axis espionage activities in the United States, and contractor fraud. Again, their mandate existed at the intersection of military intelligence gathering, criminal case investigations, and counterintelligence operations. The broad swath of responsibilities confounded many in and out of uniform, which didn’t help preserve ONI during the post-war drawdowns.

The Cold War breathed new life into naval intelligence and ultimately led to the establishment of the Naval Investigative Service in February 1966. The investigative and counterintelligence duties performed by district offices were consolidated; the days of duplicative efforts by independent operators were over. Still, the agency remained small, with a corps that hovered at about five hundred agents.

Ronald Reagan was elected president in 1980, and in the subsequent five years, the number of agents more than doubled.14 In August 1985, the name of the command was changed again, this time to the Naval Security and Investigative Command, and began to report to both the CNO and the secretary of the Navy, gaining more independence from the military.

But Gordon didn’t perceive much awareness of its newfound status when he became commander of the NSIC in 1987. He arrived to the job with a distinctly legal eye. Gordon received his Juris Doctor from Temple University School of Law in 1973 and joined the Judge Advocate General (JAG) Corps after graduation. This made him the first admiral to lead NSIC with JAG experience. Gordon also served as deputy Navy chief of legislative affairs, focused on the Senate, and four years under Secretary of the Navy John Lehman as special assistant for legal and legislative affairs. He was promoted to flag rank in 1986.

By 1988, Gordon had seen enough in his position to know that other government agencies didn’t know what naval intelligence agents actually did, which made collaboration difficult. Navy and Marine officers were also cloudy when it came to their jurisdiction and why deferring to them was a legally enforced demand. It wasn’t easy telling a Navy SEAL commander that a death during training is naval intelligence business, especially if the authority of the agents over Navy deaths isn’t clearly understood.

To clear things up, on September 8, 1988, Gordon directed that NSIC be redesignated as the Naval Investigative Service Command (NISCOM). Of course, no one ever used that designation, except to refer specifically to the headquarters element. To everyone else, “NIS” was back in the official lexicon. Indeed, in common usage, the term had never left.

Despite the commander’s best efforts, confusion over NIS still persisted among sailors, Marines, SEALs, local police, and civilian Navy officials. Agents felt that on the job every day. As for the general public, awareness was so low that it was as if naval intelligence agents didn’t even exist at all. That part, at least, suited them fine.15

THE YELL RESIDENCE, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

NOVEMBER 23, 1988

This is getting awkward, Annya Yell thought. There were nine people around their holiday table, including Shelby, but no one was speaking. Annya never thought she could host a half dozen young Marines and have to worry about the room being too quiet.

By Thanksgiving a general drawdown of dependents had depleted the population of American civilians in Panama. That left a lot of holiday orphans in Fort Amador, and SOUTHCOM responded with feel-good programs to spread some cheer.

Rick and Annya knew how it felt to be alone overseas over a holiday, and they took advantage of the “Adopt a Marine” program offered by the barracks. Rick commandeered a van and collected six Marines for a feast at their home, prepared by Annya.

The Marines were very respectful. Too much so. They were tense and politely speechless.

Rick had enough. “Okay, I don’t know what your commander told you. But you have to relax.”

One of them smiled. “Not sure we can, sir. Our first sergeant read us the riot act before we came over.”

“What did he tell you to do?”

“Don’t drink any beer,” said one Marine.

“Don’t make anyone uncomfortable; watch your p’s and q’s,” said another.

“Act like you’re at home,” said the third.

Annya and Rick were laughing. “I won’t dime you guys out to command,” he assured them. “What happens here, stays here. Let’s have a beer.”

The Marines loosened up immediately and transformed into a handful of young men from across the country, away from their own families on a lonely holiday. They spent a couple fun hours before Rick drove them back to their barracks.

After they left, Annya popped a bag of popcorn, packed up some sugar cookies, and headed out the front door with Shelby. It was a short stroll to the front gate of Fort Amador, where soldiers were spending a dismal night on guard duty. Here on the peninsula, surrounded by enemies, they were all in it together.

WASHINGTON, DC, UNITED STATES

JANUARY 20, 1989

George H. W. Bush faced the crowd on the West Lawn of the U.S. Capitol, head down, waiting for the prayer to end so he could begin his inauguration speech.

Bush had a presidential résumé but lots of baggage from decades of public service. He enlisted for World War II, becoming the youngest pilot in the Navy and flying fifty-eight combat missions. After that came Yale University, marriage to Barbara Pierce, two terms as a representative to Congress from Texas, ambassador to the United Nations, director of the Central Intelligence Agency, and, most recently, the vice president to departing Ronald Reagan.

Bush’s speech wouldn’t promise continuity—the world was changing too quickly for that. USSR Premier Gorbachev was ushering in a new era in Soviet history, with its satellite states peaceably breaking away. Bush saw the seeming easing of the Cold War as the dawn of a hopeful age. Once the preliminaries ended, he got to the meat of his vision:


I come before you and assume the Presidency at a moment rich with promise. We live in a peaceful, prosperous time, but we can make it better. For a new breeze is blowing, and a world refreshed by freedom seems reborn; for in man’s heart, if not in fact, the day of the dictator is over.

The totalitarian era is passing, its old ideas blown away like leaves from an ancient, lifeless tree. A new breeze is blowing, and a nation refreshed by freedom stands ready to push on. There is new ground to be broken, and new action to be taken. There are times when the future seems thick as a fog; you sit and wait, hoping the mists will lift and reveal the right path. But this is a time when the future seems a door you can walk right through into a room called tomorrow.

Great nations of the world are moving toward democracy through the door to freedom. Men and women of the world move toward free markets through the door to prosperity. The people of the world agitate for free expression and free thought through the door to the moral and intellectual satisfactions that only liberty allows.

We know what works: Freedom works. We know what’s right: Freedom is right. We know how to secure a more just and prosperous life for man on Earth: through free markets, free speech, free elections, and the exercise of free will unhampered by the state.16



It was a clear statement of the foreign policy values from the new president. Applied to Panama, the Central American nation was going in the wrong direction.

Bush was the former head of the CIA, at a time when the U.S. relationship with Noriega was considerably warmer. His predecessor’s pressure on Noriega left the strongman more entrenched—and hostile—than ever. Could anyone hope for a better approach from the vice president and former CIA head who was there as Noriega used his influence with the United States to gain power?

From the start of his term, all eyes in Panama were on Bush to see if he had the moral clarity—and backbone—to stare down Noriega and prove to the world that he believed what he preached during the inauguration speech.

UNITED STATES ARMY SOUTH HEADQUARTERS, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

MARCH 3, 1989

The calls started coming in just after 7 a.m. PDF soldiers were stopping American school buses filled with children, declaring them “registered improperly,” and holding the vehicles, drivers, and passengers at gunpoint.

On the first of the month, the Panamanian government refused to issue new license plates to replace expiring ones. This created a loophole that opened up U.S. and Canal Zone citizens to street harassment. Police tore plates from some automobiles and confiscated vehicles.

No one foresaw trouble with the school buses used to transport the children of American servicemembers. The buses were owned and driven by Panamanians contracted by the U.S. Navy, which swapped U.S. government license tags for the older Panamanian plates. Those improper plates were the pretext for stopping twenty-one loaded school buses—and holding nine under guard.

Maj. Alan Mansfield, provost marshal at Fort Clayton, rushed to the scene with U.S. Military Police (MPs), sealing off the area and collecting the drivers’ keys. The PDF upped the stakes by bringing in a wrecker to tow the buses with the children still on board. Mansfield ordered the MPs to block the buses with their vehicles. After an hour of an increasing standoff—each side receiving reinforcements—the PDF officer released the children. At 9:37 a.m., the PDF released the final bus, forcing the drivers to surrender their licenses.

“The incidents appear to be a pressure campaign by Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega to get the Bush administration to drop the year-old U.S. effort to force Panama’s military strongman out of power,” the Washington Post noted at the time, citing “reports that U.S. military personnel and their dependents in Panama have increasingly become victims of assaults and harassment by the Panamanian Defense Forces.” The paper noted “an internal Defense Department document last month that charted almost 1,000 incidents where U.S. personnel were attacked physically or subjected to psychological intimidation.”17

The seizure of American military school buses was hardly the first incident of harassment, but it was one of the most outrageous. “The incident shocked and angered the American community in Panama, which viewed the ‘traumatization’ of their schoolchildren as a major escalation in the crisis,” one history of the event put it.18

It puts a clinical sheen on the rage felt by the U.S. personnel in the nation. Before March 3, 1989, the dance between Noriega and the Americans was a professional conflict. After, it was personal.

OMAR TORRIJOS INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

APRIL 5, 1989

Kurt Muse sat in an uncomfortable metal chair inside the airport’s immigration facilities, his head swirling. He’d been arrested after an American Airlines flight from Miami, officials easing him from the security station to a detention cell. On the wall was a photo of La Piña himself, Manuel Noriega. As if Muse didn’t know who was responsible for his seizure.

He, Tomás Muñoz, and Jorge Quintero realized their dream of establishing La Voz de Libertad pirate radio station. They cut into local news broadcasts and haunted national speeches. They tried to stoke the preelection frenzy against Noriega but had no way of gauging the actual impact. Someone was listening, Muse knew, because La Voz attracted the attention of the local CIA.

Muse was a perfect cutout for an operation, a local who was savvy to his surroundings, a self-starter who could be used to increase the preelection pressure on Noriega, and someone who could be disavowed if caught.

Muse knew this would be the case when he accepted the Agency’s help with sourcing equipment. He’d operated on his own long enough to be comfortable with the idea that no one could help him if Noriega ever found out what he was doing. The specter of this kept him and his rebel confederates sharp and careful.

Only, they were not careful enough.

His stay at the airport was brief. The PDF brought him to Cárcel Modelo, across the street from La Comandancia. The infamous jail was built in 1920 and was known for prisoner abuse and severe overcrowding. Cells intended to house three inmates held fifteen. Sharing space wasn’t Muse’s problem—he was held alone, but for a guard who patrolled the solitary cells and nearby officer’s quarters.

Muse’s wife was a schoolteacher working for the Army at Fort Clayton, making Muse a U.S. military dependent. This conveyed rights to him under the Canal Treaty, and it was up to the United States to argue for him. Behind the scenes, the four-star Army general who commanded SOUTHCOM, Gen. Fred Woerner Jr., seethed over “another case of the CIA conducting ops on his facilities without him being aware of it.”19

Within NISRA-Fort Amador, secondhand sources reported on the Muse incident, but there was no effort to use the Old Man to make aggressive inquiries. He was a familiar face at La Comandancia but not at Cárcel Modelo.

For the NIS agents, Muse’s detention became an object lesson in the risks civilians faced while working espionage, especially when prompted by the CIA. Those who enjoyed Agency operations, like Fahy, adopted even more cautious tradecraft. Those who were leery of the CIA, like Yell, saw their fears realized.

The paranoia ramped up around every meeting and operation, CIA-connected or not. “Life is not good for Mr. Muse,” ASAC Yell told the NIS agents. “And we should never become his cellmates.”

PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

MAY 7, 1989

Jimmy Carter stood in front of the Panama Convention Center, teeth clenched. His trademark grin was replaced with tight lips. “I am trying to mediate a peaceful solution here,” the former president said, waiting for a translator to plead his case to the Panamanian security officials standing before him.

“You are not allowed inside, sir.”

“I am leading an international delegation of election observers, and this is the center of—”

“I am sorry, Mr. Carter.”

Carter was steaming mad. It wasn’t just a personal slight: he was flanked by a formidable array of Washington, DC, political heft, including fellow former president Gerald Ford, Republican senator Connie Mack, and Democrat senator Bob Graham. It was a clear diplomatic signal that the United States was watching this race closely. The response was hostile: Noriega wouldn’t take Carter’s phone calls, and now his entire, power-packed entourage was being rebuffed from the nerve center of the election.20

Election day was an unholy mess. Noriega’s man in the presidential race was Carlos Duque, a businessman and president-for-life of Panama’s Partido Revolucionario Democrático. Opposing him was Guillermo Endara, a National Assembly legislator who attended school in exile after the military overthrew his patron, Arnulfo Arias.

Panama had become increasingly destabilized in the run-up to the election. Checkpoints sprang up, manned by scowling PDF guards. Anti-Noriega students formed a group called the Civilistas that held massive protests. The regime organized the Dignity Battalion, criminals and street thugs whose objective was to intimidate opponents and violently attack Civilista gatherings.

On election day, observers didn’t have to work hard to spot irregularities. Riot policemen stormed a polling place at the Orlando Winter Gymnasium in San Miguelito. Voters found their names removed from registration lists or weren’t supplied ballots. Some soldiers and government workers voted multiple times. As the day wore on, officials replaced original tally sheets with false ones.

Jimmy Carter couldn’t clean or stop this election. All he could do was raise some hell. Wherever his delegation went, the media followed. He led them to the lobby of a nearby luxury hotel and hosted an impromptu press conference. “The Government is taking the election by fraud. It’s robbing the people of Panama of their legitimate rights,” he railed. “I hope there will be a worldwide outcry of condemnation against a dictator who stole this election from his own people.”21

Roman Catholic Church officials arrived to say an independent sampling of the vote showed Endara’s opposition coalition won by a three-to-one margin. “If Noriega’s candidate wins,” Senator Mack offered, “it’s an election they’ve stolen from the Panamanian people.”22

The street protests grew the next day, and so did the regime’s reaction. That day, Dignity Battalion goons ambushed Endara in Panama City and beat him badly enough to require stitches. That night, citing dubious exit polls, Duque declared himself the victor. The sitting legislature annulled any result before the final tally was even announced. Protests became riots, and the PDF instituted mass arrests. The nation was in crisis.

On May 10 the Panamanian government released results: Duque won by a wide margin. The United States officially declared it a sham election, and the tensions between nations rose even higher.

WASHINGTON, DC, UNITED STATES

MAY 11, 1989

“Operation Nimrod Dancer,” said President George H. W. Bush, seated in the Oval Office. He always wore a suit here, but his tie was loosened. “No matter how small the number of troops, it’ll be seen as a provocation.”

“It’s not the numbers, per se,” said Defense Secretary Dick Cheney. He’d only been on the job for about a month. The previous night the president had asked him and chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Adm. William J. Crowe to come up with some military options for the changing situation in Panama. Today, Cheney was briefing Bush on them. “Look beyond the number of 1,800 men. There are now 10,000 troops in the nation to protect 51,300 Americans. That’s not so bad, until you figure that most of them are not geared up for major combat. They’re support staff, maybe better described as potential hostages.”

Bush didn’t reply, looking at the operational plan in front of him. Nearly one thousand troops of the 7th Infantry Division would leave tomorrow. This was a “light” division, built to move quickly, with a backbone of M113 armored personnel carriers (APCs) and Bradley Fighting Vehicles. It would take fifty-five sorties from Travis Air Force Base, California, to get them all there.

On May 13, 165 members of the 2nd Marine Expeditionary Force would fly in from Camp Lejeune. The Marines would bring eighteen amphibious, eight-wheeled LAVs, their ride as of 1984. More Marines would arrive on May 19: 762 troops of the 5th Infantry Mechanized Division by sea from Fort Polk, Louisiana, with fifty-nine APCs, six mobile mortars, and 106 support vehicles.23

“They show up ready to fight,” Bush said, looking up from the pages. “A message for Noriega to leave Americans alone.”

“Yes, sir,” Cheney said deferentially. “And add teeth to the existing Blue Spoon plans. If it comes to that.”

Bush closed the file. “You know I am very concerned about our friend in Cárcel Modelo.”

The fate of Kurt Muse had occupied Bush’s mind since the man’s arrest. Cheney understood him to be a minor player, and only vaguely considered a CIA asset. Yet the president treated the situation as seriously as if the Agency were at risk of losing one of their own. Or being perceived that way. Besides, Muse was both an American and military dependent.

“That brings us to the dark side of Nimrod Dancer,” Cheney said. “We have SEAL Team Six and Delta Force both ready to deploy. They’d be the ones to prosecute a hostage rescue. The Delta plan for rescuing Muse is called Acid Gambit; they’ve already been training for it.”

“Good,” Bush said. Cheney would authorize the secret deployments the next day.

“They are also the people we’d look to for other operations,” Cheney said carefully.

“Arresting Noriega,” Bush said. “Removing him to face trial in Florida.”

“It keeps coming up. It would be complicated. Maybe violent.”

“But you haven’t ruled it out?” Bush said.

“Operationally, it’s not easy, but not impossible. Politically . . .” Cheney left it there. “In any case, now we’ll have the guys in country who could pull it off. A rescue and an apprehension aren’t too far apart, when it comes to those skill sets.”

“How does Woerner feel about all of this attention?” Bush asked. Woerner had been bothered by the warlike tenor coming from Washington, DC, and the Pentagon. Cheney spoke to him earlier that day; the idea of Delta grabbing Noriega at gunpoint sent him into anguish. “How can we catch him?” Woerner had asked. “We can’t even locate him.” The general was hearing Noriega was ordering his men to tread lightly, opening hope for a possible nonviolent resolution.

Cheney thought that Woerner was soft on Noriega and wanted him replaced. In due time, the secretary of defense thought to himself. “He’s flat opposed to a snatch and grab,” Cheney said. “He wonders what will happen if it fails. Then we’d be back to Noriega’s response, taking hostages or shutting down the Canal.”

“And that leads back to Blue Spoon,” Bush finished.

“But prosecuted without the element of surprise,” Cheney added. “And during a crisis Noriega chose to initiate at a time of his choosing.”

“If things go down this path,” Bush considered, “we may need a replacement at SOUTHCOM.”

Cheney just nodded. “I’ll get some options ready. Maybe Jack Marsh can help with some names.”

Marsh was leaving as Army secretary and therefore free to be honest. Whoever came to SOUTHCOM next would have to be steeled for action. With Woerner gone, one more obstacle preventing military intervention would be removed.

That afternoon, Bush announced the troop increase at a White House briefing with reporters. The reinforcements were “a precautionary, prudent step,” he told them. Asked what his goal was, Bush said, “I’ve asserted what my interest is. It is democracy in Panama; it is the protection of the lives of Americans in Panama.”24

The fresh muscle was arriving to protect the U.S. citizens residing in Panama, not to depose Noriega. But, as the press corps and inner circle of presidential advisors knew, anything was possible in the months ahead.

FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

MAY 22, 1989

Shelby Yell’s face fell as the mechanical pony stopped bucking beneath her. She gazed hopefully at her mother, who just sighed and slotted another quarter into the ride. The rickety animal started to shudder and the girl’s face broke out into a smile.

I’m sorry, baby, Annya thought, holding the girl in place affectionately. Going to a military base’s exchange shouldn’t be what passes for fun. She only shopped at Fort Amador’s commissary these days; aside from the hospital, she never went out anywhere in town anymore. It was hard not to feel imprisoned by the tensions here, haunted by the PDF and wondering if Noriega would unleash them for wholesale slaughter or kidnapping. It was a depressing change from the honeymoon of 1986.

Rather than remain housebound, she and Shelby would head into Fort Amador. The girl responded to the change of scenery with such mirth that it cheered Annya. While Rick worked his obscene hours, the pair had each other to lean on. With the help of Elba and the emotional support of the dogs, it would have to be enough. For now.

A scream overhead made mother and daughter stare upward, in time to see a fighter jet streak overhead. They watched it bank, the start of a racetrack circle over Fort Amador. “Not again,” Annya said wearily. “C’mon, baby, let’s go home and eat mango.”

By the time Annya and Shelby, still lamenting parting with her pony, pulled away from the exchange, helicopter gunships had appeared over the military base. Even though her car ride was mere minutes long, she had to hurry. She didn’t want to be caught inside the gate, cut off by U.S. forces, or, worst of all, get caught up in the inevitable PDF response.

Fort Amador was a popular place for exercises—to deter kidnappings, the U.S. military was eager to show it could respond with force. The demonstration of air power was the first step; the ground troops would be in motion soon.

The gate guard at Amador waved her through. “I would have warned you, ma’am, but no one told me,” the soldier there said apologetically. “This will put the PDF in a bad mood; get home as fast as you can.”

Annya drove quickly but carefully, as always. The gate guards often told her the PDF’s mood as one would pass along information about the weather. And they always told her to obey every law in Panama. Don’t give the PDF an excuse.

She parked in the street and hefted Shelby in one arm and a small bag of groceries in the other. After a few steps she stopped, seeing a pair of boots jutting from her flower bed. There was a U.S. Army soldier lying there, aiming a machine gun through a fence at the road outside Fort Amador’s gate. Getting closer, she saw the man had company; a squad was lying outside her house with the iguanas. No one looked at her, or even flinched, as she stepped past and let herself inside.

From the picture window, Annya could see the Army armored cars passing through Amador’s gate. The most tense part of the exercise was coming—the PDF garrison in Fort Amador would rally for a counter show of force.

Rick described the scene to her—he had an unfortunately close view. As many as 150 armed Panamanian soldiers from the 5th Infantry Company would cluster in front of the NISRA office, unloading from dozens of APCs.

Then came the American UH-60 Black Hawk helicopters, dispatched from Howard Air Force Base. They’d land on the fort’s golf course, dispatching hard-eyed Army troops to face the PDF soldiers. Senior commanders on both sides would meet and negotiate a mutual stand-down.

Exercise finished.

Annya looked at the youth manning the weapons in her flower bed and felt a wave of sadness. They were just kids, she thought. In a world like this, life seemed so cheap and easy to take. It disturbed her, even beyond her personal safety. As of late last year, Annya Yell was pregnant with her and Rick’s second child.

OMAR TORRIJOS INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

MAY 25, 1989

Chuck Briant, the new special agent in charge of the NISRA-Fort Amador office, stepped off the airplane to find his predecessor waiting to meet him.

“Welcome to Panama,” outgoing SAC Mike McGlynn told him as they shook hands. “You gotta fire your secretary.”25

This was not actually the first curveball for Briant’s assignment here. No more dependents were allowed to come with arriving military and government personnel, so he had to move to Panama alone.

This was not why he chose to leave the Navy and devote himself to civilian counterintelligence. He spent three years as an officer at sea, but he landed in counterintelligence work on shore in London in 1978 and stayed with intelligence ever since. The NSIC hired him as a civilian agent when he rejected jobs back at sea. He liked the work and enjoyed the ability to keep his family close.

Tension with the Noriega regime made that impossible. Even worse, the general’s family ties were making his first moments in Panama very awkward.

“Your secretary’s uncle is very close to Noriega,” McGlynn told him. “You’ve got to get rid of her. Otherwise, they aren’t going to share information anymore.”

Briant knew who “they” were—the CIA station in Panama, who could freeze the entirety of NISRA from meaningful operations. Briant enjoyed working with the Agency in his previous positions and knew he’d need them to make any kind of difference in Panama. The outgoing SAC was correct—the woman must be fired.

That would not be so easy to do. She was a U.S. citizen, protected under the Panama Canal Treaty. Easing her out would require a deft touch, one that wouldn’t generate too many questions or lead to her filing a complaint.

Briant wanted to build a team that could handle the growing counterintelligence action. He’d arranged for the transfer of a FCI specialist named Jim McDougall. He had the ease of being single and coming to Panama alone. McDougall began his career as an NIS special agent following six years of active-duty service as a commissioned officer in the U.S. Naval Reserve, assigned to San Diego. He’s a native of California, born in Santa Monica, but he lived in Ohio, Canada, and Switzerland as a child and graduated from Indiana University Bloomington with a Bachelor of Arts in history.

But not all Chuck Briant’s staffing was as simple, as bringing in Mike Gneckow proved. NSIC sent him to the National Security Affairs master’s program specifically for intelligence work in Latin America. He was nearly done attending the Defense Language Institute in California when Briant was named SAC in Panama and therefore was soon available for assignment. It was a perfect fit.

But there was a snag. His father was Rear Adm. Gerald Gneckow, head of the U.S. Naval Forces Southern Command. He was not only stationed in Panama City but headquartered a few floors above the NISRA office. With military personnel in Panama facing prohibitions on bringing family members, the admiral’s civilian son couldn’t be assigned here.

Briant applied for a waiver, arguing that NIS spent a lot of money and time on him for just this assignment. It worked, with some effort, and Gneckow was cleared to join the NISRA station in Panama upon graduation.

Adm. Gerald Gneckow joined the Navy as an ensign in 1960. Over the following decades he served as commanding officer of a half dozen ships, including the USS Iowa. He was promoted to rear admiral in 1986, after readying the Iowa for service a year ahead of schedule.26 He, his wife, and daughter arrived in Panama in 1987, while Mike was attending college in California.

His forces in Panama consisted basically of some special boat units (SBUs), some SEALs, and a lot of intelligence-collecting organizations.

Mike Gneckow spoke to his father about bringing his wife, Bonnie; three-year-old son, Eric; and infant daughter, Allison, to Panama. “Things are a little sketchy down here, but I think it’ll be fine,” the admiral said. “If things get ugly, we’ll just put ’em on a plane and send ’em back.”27

Mike saw a lot of his father once he arrived in Panama. The pair lived on the same street and worked in the same building, after all. The pair always got along well, but even a good relationship could have been stressed given their positions. Mike never walked upstairs to his father’s office, but he would have been a fool not to ask the head of the U.S. Naval Forces Southern Command for the occasional gut check over a beer, to chew over some new piece of information that the NIS was debating.

The NISRA team finally had what Rick Yell had wanted since 1986: dedicated colleagues he could trust and a leader who supported them.

ALBROOK AIR FORCE STATION, PANAMA

MAY 14, 1989

Rick Yell walked out of the Army Air Force exchange bakery’s front door, two boxes of thickly glazed doughnuts under one arm. The Air Force station, located just north of the township of Balboa, was his usual supplier of sweet treats and a linchpin of clandestine operations with the Old Man.

Before he drove off, he transferred the twenty-four doughnuts from the boxes to a large, plain evidence bag, then tossed the boxes in a nearby trash can. He pulled the car out of the airbase, cruising north past the port of Balboa.

Yell was heading to Gorgas Hospital, but not to visit Annya. Instead, he pulled into an empty parking garage and took a casual spin around. The place was as quiet as the NIS men who had swung by earlier reported. Yell parked and waited, finally seeing the large bulk of the Old Man appear in the rearview mirror.

The Panamanian always arrived here on foot. It was only a ten-minute walk uphill from the Comandancia to the hospital, but the wily informant took a meandering path between buildings to ensure he wasn’t tailed. The pair met inside vehicles whenever possible.

Yell felt the car settle on its springs as the Old Man took his position in the passenger seat. “You got the sticky buns?”

“Yeah, I got ’em,” Yell said, handing the bag across.

“I’ll go to La Comandancia today,” the Old Man said. “There’s a staff meeting. I don’t think La Piña will be there this time.”

He was a harmlessly patriotic, old volunteer who liked to act important by bringing doughnuts to Noriega’s staff meetings. And after he handed them out, he’d stay to pour the men coffee. Always, the Old Man would be listening, mentally recording the highlights of the meeting with an unexpectedly strong ability to recall details.

“You’ll call me when it’s done?”

The Old Man committed nothing to notes, which was one reason he and Yell would meet again shortly after a staff meeting. “Of course. And we won’t meet here. I don’t like it.”

“I’ll be careful. You know I’m always careful.”

“Careful Americans,” sneered Old Man. “Maybe too careful to get rid of Noriega.”

“This again?”

“I can get you his travel schedule; what more do you need? He’s a criminal; your government says so. A drug smuggler under indictment. So why not arrest him and end this nightmare? It’s because you people are paper tigers. You sound really mean, but you don’t do anything.”28

Yell had heard this before. “You want to do something, viejo? I have a colleague who has something to ask of you.”

“The skinny one who speaks Spanish?”

“The very one. I’ll use my number to set up the meet, unless you want me to be there.”

“I know him; he knows what he’s doing,” the Old Man said. “Rick, it’s time for me to go.”

“Call me later,” Yell said, then added, “and for God’s sake, be careful.”

The Old Man laughed and snatched up the doughnuts.

ON THE PANAMA CANAL, PANAMA

MAY 28, 1989

Marine Cpl. Joseph Zirfas felt the surge of water crest over the front of his LAV as it left the banks and splashed into the Panama Canal. He was commanding the lead vehicle of three making the first LAV crossing of the canal, part of a six-vehicle practice raid on Fort Amador. The Marines were not alone—an Army Black Hawk hovered overhead, and Navy Special Boat Unit 26 lurked nearby to escort the amphibious vehicles.29

They called it Operation Big Show. The exercise was a useful shakedown of the Marines’ rides, but it was more of a demonstration to keep the PDF from threatening U.S. personnel at and near Fort Amador. The ability of U.S. forces to reach the facility without relying on the Bridge of the Americas was a major strategic deterrent to any PDF plans to scour Amador for hostages.

They had to make it across for the show of force to work, and Zirfas was staring at the wake of a freshly passed 500-foot freighter. The swell tilted the LAV at a forty-five-degree angle, but Zirfas sighed as the vehicle crested the swell and settled behind it.

Capt. Stephen Linder watched as the LAVs crossed the canal. They were his Marines—he was the commander of Alpha Company, and Zirfas and the men were from the second division of his 2nd Light Armored Infantry Battalion. He was keeping a close eye on the way the two groups of LAVs, put in the water ten minutes apart, formed up in a single column under the Bridge of Americas before making landfall. Each vehicle hit the far side of the canal within thirty seconds of one other and rolled along designated routes to locations inside Fort Amador.

Zirfas muscled past surprised PDF soldiers at the gate of Fort Amador and joined the other LAVs at their assembly point, General’s Row. This was the billeting area for flag-grade officers. Soon after reaching the heart of Fort Amador, the LAVs received the order to retrograde. They drove across the Bridge of Americas to Rodman Naval Station, where they had started two hours earlier. The whole thing was done by noon.

This single exercise was representative of the American approach to deterrence in Panama in spring of 1989. There were bold gestures, but the ambition of the action was always restrained, measured, and quickly withdrawn.

Operation Big Show was not designed to be practice for an invasion but a way to prove the U.S. could protect its citizens. Regime change was not the threat being implied. Later that day Captain Linder sat with Cpl. Kevin Doll, a public affairs Marine writing about the exercise, and candidly described the exercise as “planned and carried out for training purposes as a raid.”

Doll also interviewed Corporal Zirfas, a more colorful source who described the surprised PDF members, handling swells in the canal, and the impressive ability of the LAVs. “It was a good swim,” he summed up.

A joint task force meeting that afternoon revealed some areas of improvement—and an actual schism between services. Everyone agreed that communication between the aircraft supporting the maneuver and the Marines could use improvement. But Rear Adm. Gneckow, as SOUTHCOM’s Navy component commander, wanted the senior officials at the meeting to linger to discuss some “concerns.” He read reports that the Marines in the LAVs departed Rodman with instructions that they could fire on PDF armored vehicles if they aimed their assault guns at the LAVs.30

Marine Forces (MARFOR) commander Col. J.J. Doyle defended the guidelines—after all, he issued them. It became an almost lawyerly debate focused on semantics. The Marines didn’t see how aiming at them didn’t constitute “hostile intent” and a reasonable reason to shoot. Others, like Army Maj. Gen. Bernard Loeffke, noted that Army Military Police experienced this kind of “bravado” from the PDF all the time and didn’t use it as an excuse to shoot anyone. He recommended the commanders “talk softer among ourselves and troops” to keep things under control.

Loeffke was worried that the freshly arrived combat troops didn’t understand the environment—including their leadership. He noted in a memo that month that “some officers misinterpret exercising our rights with being aggressive, to the point that we will start an exchange of fire when not needed.”31

By June 2 the continuing controversy led to a “heated” meeting at Quarry Heights topped by Woerner and Doyle. Woerner agreed with a more cautious approach and even punctuated his arguments with, “You got that, MARFOR?”

Doyle never really backed down from the frontline view of what constituted a threat in the field, but they did leave the meeting with a better understanding of the importance the task force leaders placed on a strategically lighter touch. According to Marine Col. Tom Braaten, who was there, “everyone was not particularly happy, but understood what the [commander in chief] was saying.”32

Joint task forces—great on paper, not so simple in the real world.

THE NEW YORK TIMES

“U.S. Military Chief Is Replaced In the Central American Region”

July 21, 1989

by Richard Halloran

Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney eased out the commander of American forces in Central America today and appointed a general with a reputation as an aggressive officer.

Mr. Cheney announced that Gen. Frederick F. Woerner, who heads the Panama-based United States Southern Command, would be retired and replaced by Gen. Maxwell R. Thurman, who heads the Army’s training command and is a former Vice Chief of Staff of the Army. [ . . . ]

Pentagon officials said General Woerner had displeased Mr. Cheney and the National Security Council by criticizing the Administration’s Panama policy in public. In a speech in February, General Woerner charged that the Bush Administration was not prepared to deal with Panama’s political crisis because of a “policy vacuum” caused by the change of Administrations.

General Noriega is under indictment in the United States on charges of being involved in illicit drug trafficking. Washington has been trying, with little sign of success, to force him to give up power in Panama.

General Thurman is widely considered to be adept in political-military affairs. He had been scheduled to retire on Aug. 31 but was asked to remain on duty to take the position in Panama.

The change in command was announced as the Organization of American States called on Panama to hold elections soon to take power from General Noriega. While not explicitly saying he must resign, the statement was interpreted by Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence S. Eagleburger as meaning “Noriega must go.”33

NISRA-FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

JUNE 23, 1989

“The Old Man came through,” said Ted Fahy, handing a sheaf of sealed envelopes to Chase Brandon. Inside were bank deposits destined for accounts owned by Manuel Noriega, each secured with a wax seal. It was a low-tech but proven way to prevent tampering, as old as the Middle Ages.

The CIA officer took the materials gratefully. He’d hustle them back to the Army base, where his techs could x-ray the envelopes and record the account numbers without breaking the seal.

The Agency operation came on top of a full slate of counterintelligence work on Fahy’s plate. He was running a handful of informants, each of whom required attention and vetting. He had a man inside the Port of Balboa and an officer who was freshly kicked out of the military who was giving detailed assessments of fellow officers. These sources were attracting enough reaction to warrant polygraphs—including an outraged Old Man. This grueling vetting process took time, but when the CIA station came calling, Chuck Briant and Ted Fahy were always eager to respond.

From Briant’s point of view, it was Yell who was most at persistent risk. His biggest concern was Yell getting captured. He imagined nightmare scenarios where he had to sit down with Annya and tell her that her husband was in prison. But the Old Man was a tremendous source of information, and NISRA-Panama was getting accolades from everybody for the reporting.

Briant and Yell made a good team, as the experienced Briant backed up his ASAC’s deep dive into the world of counterintelligence. Yell was a good old boy, and a Crim guy through and through. But sources in that world wouldn’t get him arrested by secret police, as is the case with FCI work.

Briant was also adept at enabling Yell’s work. The SAC knew the art and science that goes into writing an intelligence information report. There’s more than just stating facts. His arrival gave Yell somebody who knew the right things to punch up.

The information the NISRA office was generating was often too time-sensitive to be processed across the normal communications channels. Yell and Briant developed a system that relied on direct oversight. Yell would write a report, which Briant would then spot-edit and hand-deliver to the nearby communication section. In some cases, they met with the CIA and disclosed what the incoming report would say. Though some counterintelligence agents tend to hold back information so they alone can chase any leads, NISRA-Fort Amador knew that they had to play nice and share right away. Besides, the mission was Noriega, and their intel could be critical to the effort against him.

Fahy returned to the NISRA office, seeing Yell hammering out an IIR. “Chase is happy,” he said simply.

“I just live to make Chase happy,” Yell said, still typing on his personal computer. “But I bet the Old Man will be pleased that his work is appreciated.”

Fahy sat at a desk, exhaling heavily. There were reports to write describing the conclusion of his operation. Instead, he interrupted Yell again. “Did you ever think that you’d be doing something like this?”

Yell stopped typing and looked at his fellow NIS agent. They stared at each other for a moment before Yell smiled and slowly shook his head. Then they went back to work.




PART 3

PULL IT UP BY THE ROOTS




GORGAS HOSPITAL, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

JUNE 6, 1989

Annya Yell felt her stomach drop when the message reached her office at the hospital. The military was starting to outline its possible plans to evacuate dependents from Panama. That had been in the air for a while, but the devil was in the details. The thing that caught Annya’s eye was the section about pets—if a war were to break out, Shag and Smokey would have to stay behind during an evacuation.

She called Rick’s office immediately. “This message came out that said when we start sending dependents home, pets are not going to be allowed to go,” she told him. “I can’t just leave them here, Rick, I just won’t.”

Rick Yell immediately recognized this as a legitimate family crisis. “I’ll ask to take leave. You feel good enough to fly?”

Briant approved his request for time off for a stateside trip—provided it was done quickly. Annya, Shelby, Rick, and the Cockapoos flew from Panama to his family’s home in Huntsville, Alabama. That night Rick and Annya sat on his parents’ porch, taking in the welcome quiet. There they all were, in the United States and out of harm’s way. The absence of pressure was like a physical relief. But there was something wrong.

“I can’t relax,” she admitted. “I hate to admit it, but I’m thinking about the hospital. Leaving them shorthanded right now? It doesn’t feel right.”

“You’re telling me,” he said. “I wish I could tell you how much the guys stepped up to make this happen.”

“It feels good to have Shelby safe,” she said. “But I can’t go back without her. And I can’t stay here without you.”

“Anything can happen, and there’s no guarantee I’ll have much warning.”

“We’re not leaving you in that place by yourself,” Annya said firmly, then rested a hand on her belly. “You’re the only family I got, and we’re not splitting up until we have to.”

They flew back to Panama the next day.

Driving back, they could see tensions in the streets were soaring. There were more U.S. military vehicles operating in the streets, more military cargo planes at the airport runways, more uniformed American soldiers on inbound flights, and more expatriates fleeing on outbound ones.

Even worse, Rick was soon called away on Crim business. This time he had to visit a warship cruising off the coast of Brazil. He departed before the weekend started—not that he stopped work on weekends.

On the Saturday after they delivered the dogs stateside, Annya and Shelby took their usual trip to the exchange to break up the tense monotony of the day. The day was supposed to be quiet; the PDF and Dignity Battalion performed a large march down the road in Amador the day before, equipped with rocket launchers and machine guns, so today should be clear.

Inside the exchange, Annya spied one of the few familiar faces around Amador—Pam Clifton, the wife of a Navy lieutenant who she’d met through her husband.

The woman recognized her and walked over. “Hey, Annya, how are you doing?” she said conversationally. “You holding up?”

In response, Annya broke down, crying. After a few moments of accepting this near-stranger’s comfort, Annya tried to explain the flow of pent-up emotions: “Nobody has ever asked me that.”

OMAR TORRIJOS INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

JUNE 17, 1989

Rick Yell was happy to return to Panama. The time away from the Fort Amador office was tough, but being away from his family was worse. He hated leaving them, just after they had committed to staying with him in the pressure cooker of Panama.

Even when he was home, his days and nights were taken up by work. Weekends came and went without notice. But this was a pace shared by his colleagues, and their dedication inspired him. Indeed, it wasn’t Annya who picked him up at the airport. Chuck Briant was there instead, and the SAC had orders. Yell was to go directly to an Article 32 hearing at Rodman Naval Station.1 His Saturday was being superseded by a rape case.

Briant, while a counterespionage ace, had to balance the NISRA office’s priorities. There were a number of criminal investigations that took place at the same time. Even though they were focused on the intelligence gathering, they still couldn’t ignore their criminal responsibilities.

This case was nasty but lamentably prosaic. U.S. Marines were restricted to Rodman but allowed to drink at the E club, where locals could be sponsored. One Marine left there with a Panamanian girl and led her into the jungle around San Juan Hill. She returned saying he had brutally raped her. Rick Yell investigated and Ted Fahy assisted. The investigation—interviews with witnesses at the bar, the accused, and the victim—wasn’t complex, and what investigators call a report of investigation (ROI) was done quickly. An ROI is a summary of all the evidence and the conclusions it leads to, and in this case the investigators found the Marine should be prosecuted for rape.

The relationship between the MARFOR in Panama and the NISRA office was not a good one. The cause of the falling out was a drowning in an old canal called the French Cut. When Rick Yell arrived to interview the Marines at the scene, the commanding officer had him escorted from the building. He returned with Fort Amador’s legal officer, Lt. Pete Pedrosa, who told the Marines that it was NIS’s duty to investigate the death.

Yell waited for over three hours for the first Marine. He later told Briant that they were “completely programmed by MARFOR on what they told me.” But Yell was still able to piece together suspicious elements of the incident.

The victim and two other Marines were not on the best of terms, and the Marine who drowned allegedly was not a good swimmer. The two Marines with him egged him on to cross the water, as wide as a river, assuring him that they’d be on either side. He didn’t make it. Yell’s bottom line: the victim couldn’t swim, and the noncommissioned officer who ordered him into the deep water was not held accountable.

Given this experience, the NISRA office was disgusted but not surprised by the outcome of the E club rape investigation.

Days after Yell’s appearance at the Article 32 hearing, Yell received a call from Camp Lejeune. No charges would be offered because the Marine investigators in North Carolina didn’t believe the victim. Yell argued she was credible and the evidence supported her claim, and eventually he lost his temper.

“You’re deep-sixing the case to avoid bad press for MARFOR,” he said loudly.

The demand came back to speak to Yell’s supervisor. Briant took the phone and responded; Yell listened as his boss backed him up. Once again, Yell thanked God Briant had been assigned here.

But it did no good in the end, as no charges were filed. In the eyes of NIS agents, a rapist walked free.

FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

AUGUST 1989

It was supposed to be a pleasant lunch with Annya, and Rick wasn’t expecting trouble.

They had a lot to celebrate that late summer. On the personal level, of course, she was pregnant with their second child. Professionally, things had improved as Chuck Briant took the reigns as SAC. Yell liked Briant’s level of energy and competence. He was a leader who actually helped ease the way for his agents. Best of all, Briant knew the FCI side hands down and could predict which of the seventeen intel agencies who received his IIRs would be interested in specific aspects. Yell called him “the Quarterback.”

As the Yells approached their home after they ate, the pair spotted a figure rifling through the Yells’ car. They looked at each other, puzzled.

“Did you hire someone to clean the car?” he asked.

“I was thinking maybe you did,” she responded.

The well-trained Crim agent approached the man, who left the car with an armful of the Yells’ belongings. Without a word the man threw the materials into Yell’s face and took off running.

Yell never considered himself fast; he was a lineman in high school football for that reason. But that didn’t stop him from giving chase, pursuing his quarry deeper into the housing area. The race went on longer than either wanted.

When Yell would stop to catch his breath, the other guy would stop, too, the two of them panting and watching each other. A mile and twenty minutes later, the pair were nearly back to where the awkward chase began. The man was in a panicked flight, circling the neighborhood and heading back to the front gate. That brought him in the sights of a lieutenant commander who lived nearby, who darted in front of the fleeing man, causing him to break stride just long enough for Yell to tackle him and mash his face into the concrete.

Yell didn’t bring handcuffs to lunch, giving him few good options to end this street fight. Luckily the Army commander neighbor flagged down a nearby Army Military Police (MP) officer, who arrived to detain the thief. Yell, panting and scraped up, watched as the MP transported the man to the DENI.

By then, Annya had vanished. Rick soon found that she’d gone back to work after the chase started. He asked his wife why. “Well, you had a gun,” she said.

“I wasn’t gonna shoot it,” Yell replied. “You have to come back down here and give a statement.”

The word soon returned that the thief was a member of Noriega’s Dignity Battalion. Yell was afraid he’d use this connection to evade punishment, so he called the head of the DENI, the Silver Fox, Salvador Cordoba.

“Sal, this guy was breaking into my car, at my house,” said Yell.

“Unacceptable,” the Silver Fox replied. “Come to the hearing this evening.”

Yell and Pete Pedrosa arrived early and took seats in the courtroom. When Yell’s antagonist saw him, the cursing began. Then the agent gave it back: “What happened to your nose? Looks all scraped up.” Impacts of the legal officer’s elbow quieted him, but Yell was happy for the chance to make it personal.

The judge gave the man 180 days in Cárcel Modelo because Cordoba went down there and said they had to prosecute.

HOWARD AIR FORCE BASE, PANAMA

SEPTEMBER 14, 1989

Lt. Robert Paz arrived in Panama as a twenty-five-year-old Marine intelligence officer assigned to the U.S. Southern Command. He was one of more than 12,000 troops by then stationed in bases along the banks of the Panama Canal.

On landing at Howard Air Force Base, Paz saw fighters, cargo planes, tankers, airborne warning platforms, and search-and-rescue helicopters. There were also mysterious executive jets, used by intelligence agencies. He was in Panama to work counternarcotics, and many of those airplanes he saw at Howard were involved with War on Drugs surveillance and interdiction flights. His job required he work here at the Air Force base.

Paz’s mother was a teacher from America, and his father was a travel agent from Colombia. He spent part of his time in Colombia on a coffee and banana farm, where his family also raised cattle. Paz embraced patriotism as an upperclassman at Michigan State University (MSU), where he participated in the platoon leader class, started in the 1950s to attract college athletes to the military.2 He attended college graduation from MSU in 1986 wearing full military dress.

Paz was pretty low on the org chart, a basic intelligence officer within the J3 (or Operations directorate). Howard Air Force Base was a hive of activity, but the intelligence community there (as many places) was tight. It didn’t take Paz long to find a kindred spirit: Capt. Rich Haddad. He worked in Paz’s office coordinating logistics for DEA drug operations with U.S. partners in Latin America.

The pair were young, single, and enjoyed working out together and exploring Panama City. It didn’t take long before Haddad found out about Paz’s alma mater. The MSU football team was pathetic, and he always took the opportunity to remind his friend of this fact.3

NISRA-FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

OCTOBER 3, 1989

Chuck Briant leaned from his office and called out, “Something’s going on at the Comandancia.”

The agents ran up to the roof, where they could hear peals of automatic weapons fire. Yell immediately thought of his wife and child, at home near Amador’s front gate. Any shooting in the city would be answered by the PDF inside the fort—putting them in the path of a possible battle. But who was shooting?

Back in the office, the news came in fast. One of Noriega’s officers had launched a coup and had taken the general prisoner. All U.S. bases in Panama went into lockdown. That wasn’t so easy at Fort Amador, which shared space with the 5th Rifle Company of the PDF. They were literally across the street from the NISRA office.

Briant summoned Yell and Mike Gneckow. “I need you guys to get to the main gate. We’ve got two people from ‘another agency’ inbound, so let the Army know to let ’em in.”

The pair sped off on foot. They flinched as rifle rounds snapped overhead. The coup plotters at La Comandancia did not want the 5th Rifle Company to get involved and were peppering the PDF base with long-range, poorly aimed small arms fire.

Yell and Gneckow were heading away from safety—but getting closer to Yell’s home. They reached Amador’s main gate to find it blocked by the U.S. Army, who were restricting all movement on or off the base. The CIA guys were an exception, but the gate guards didn’t know it yet.

The NIS agents took cover behind a vehicle. It’s nearly parked in front of my house, Yell thought morosely. Gneckow shouted to the soldiers that he needed to come to the gate. He was cleared to run over and was standing behind a tracked vehicle when the military supervisor gave the order to “lock and load.” A nervous soldier accidentally fired a three-round burst into the embankment behind Gneckow. He traded an “I almost got shot in the ass” look with Yell, the nearly tragic becoming suddenly, morbidly comic.

There’s nothing funny about the rocket propelled grenades (RPGs) streaking across the inlet. The effort to pin down the PDF’s 5th Rifle Company had escalated, but the RPGs seemed to be fired at random targets. They were a message to the troops inside: stay where you are. But those messages could easily kill U.S. personnel or a family member living near the gate’s entrance.

Yell could stand no more. He snatched up the radio and spoke to SAC Briant. “I need to get Shelby out of the house.”

A strange voice hopped on the net; Adm. Gneckow was in the communications station monitoring the frequency. “Best to keep her inside,” he said. “You need to leave everybody where they’re at.”

But Briant followed up by saying, “It’s your child; do what you think is best.”

At that moment, Briant became the best guy Yell ever worked for. He climbed inside the official bulletproof sedan, parked it in front of the house, and hustled Shelby and Elba into the back seat. The coup proceeded as he drove to Adm. Gneckow’s home, offered as a haven for agents, their families, and their domestic help.

His daughter was secure, but his personal mission wasn’t done. There was a civil war in the offing, and Rick Yell now had to somehow get Annya somewhere he knew she’d be safe.

GORGAS HOSPITAL, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

OCTOBER 3, 1989

It was the early afternoon when Annya Yell heard from her husband. The hospital officials had the facility on lockdown, informing staff that they had to stay in place there. But over the phone, Rick had other ideas. “I’m coming to get you.”

News of the coup swept over Gorgas, a ripple of near panic that put her on edge. Everyone was busy but simultaneously confused on what to do. There were too many unknowns—the fate of the nation seemed up in the air and impossible to plan for.

“They just now told us we have to spend the night,” she said uncertainly. “They’re setting up cots in our offices.”

“I don’t know what my day’s gonna be like, Annya,” he responded curtly. “And we have a daughter. I’m coming to get you.”

“Okay, well there’s been sniper fire coming from Ancón Hill all morning long,” she retorted. “I can’t get to the main hospital from here.”

“Hell.”

“Listen, let me talk to my boss. There’s a breezeway that leads to a parking lot; I can take that and meet you there. Give me until 4:30.” That afternoon Annya’s coworkers escorted her to the garage, where she found Rick waiting for her in an armored G car. After a drive through the roiled city, she joined the collection of families and maids sheltered in the admiral’s panic room.

Rick went back to the office to catch up on the coup. Disgruntled elements of the PDF attempted to overthrow Noriega but failed. The coup lasted an hour, and the major who led it was dead. As with a similar coup attempt that fizzled the previous year, the United States avoided involvement, seeing no advantage in trading one bunch of PDF thugs for another.

Sources started reporting in as the NIS agents sat in the office writing IIRs. Occasionally, they heard a lone gunshot. The trials and executions of the coup participants were already underway. They realized that every time they heard a shot, someone died.

At around 7:00 p.m. Yell returned to the admiral’s house to collect his family. The trio had dinner at a home that only hours earlier had practically been a war zone. That night the parents moved Shelby’s crib into their room, just a little farther away from any stray bullets fired in their direction from Panama City.

CÁRCEL MODELO, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

OCTOBER 3, 1989

Kurt Muse woke up to the sound of a gunbattle.

Confinement for Muse reduced his life to a single room, a window that overlooked the prison’s courtyard and the front of La Comandancia across the street. His toilet was a quart-sized milk carton, and sheets of newspaper spread out on the concrete floor served as a bed. Muse had been beaten with hoses and subjected to a mock execution, but he knew others here had it much worse, especially political opponents who endured broken bones, electrical torture, and rape.

Today was different, and it both elated and scared him. Earlier that day he saw PDF soldiers detain others at gunpoint. (These were coup plotters turning on Noriega’s loyalist “Doberman” anti-riot police.) After that, there was quiet in the prison for hours, enough so that he fell asleep. Now he was wide awake, brought to the widow by the sound of gunfire rattling from La Comandancia.

He peered out of the window to see that armored personnel carriers encircled the PDF compound—Noriega’s troops had reasserted control. Then a sudden peal of thunder erupted from a neighboring window, as a heavy machine gun manned by a coup member sprayed the troops across the street. Muse dove to the floor, expecting the entire floor to be riddled with return fire. None came, since the assault on the prison was already underway—he heard shooting echoing inside the building.4

Noriega loyalists retook Cárcel Modelo within minutes.

Muse sat sullenly in the disturbing silence until he heard the rumbling of trucks. From his window he could see prisoners streaming from the building, under heavy guard. The imprisoned population was being relocated to an offshore prison called Coiba, displaced for arriving coup plotters.

Most of the guards went with them, Muse saw. He wouldn’t miss them. They were rude, incompetent, and easy to scoff at. That description didn’t include some of the officers and anti-riot police, who enjoyed inflicting pain. Muse couldn’t forget listening to the echoing torture of students and protestors that increased during each political upheaval. In his worst encounter at Cárcel Modelo, two PDF officers forced Muse to watch them beat a prisoner to death, finishing the pleading, broken victim with their boots.

More trucks arrived with new prisoners—and new guards. These were rough military men, and worse than the casually cruel men Muse had become used to. Their sadism became obvious as the prisoners disembarked, when an officer was singled out and slowly suffocated with a plastic bag in the courtyard. Muse watched this murder in horror from his cell window. The guards then formed a line and beat the prisoners with batons and metal rods as they herded them into the prison.

The sounds of torture echoed through the halls immediately, making Muse think that his jail had now become a medieval dungeon. The impact of wood on bone, the screams of agony and begging of victims floated to his solitary room, reducing him nearly to tears. Single gunshots rang out, the only end of a prisoner’s torture in the aftermath of the coup.

Things got worse for Muse as Cárcel Modelo became crowded enough for the sessions to take place in every room and hallway—including the officer’s quarters across from Muse’s cell. He watched from the small cell window as Noriega’s men wrapped a white shirt around a seated mutineer’s head and beat him with their fists for about fifteen minutes straight, until the cloth was soaking red and the slumped man was likely dead.

After that, the chair and man were removed and another victim dragged in to take his place. Muse retreated from the door to cower in his bathroom, but each blow landing in the room across the hall seemed to make the very walls shudder, and he could smell blood in the air.

ARLINGTON COUNTY, VIRGINIA, UNITED STATES

OCTOBER 15, 1989

Army Gen. Colin Powell strode through the halls of the Pentagon with Panama on his mind. He was the new chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff—nominated in August, though the job hadn’t started until his confirmation on October 1. Just in time for the latest failed coup attempt in Panama.

Powell was born in Harlem in 1937 and raised in the South Bronx. He joined the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps while attending the City College of New York. Powell was commissioned a second lieutenant in the U.S. Army after his graduation in 1958. He served two tours in Vietnam, was stationed in West Germany and South Korea, and in 1971 graduated from George Washington University with an MBA. Considered a consummate professional soldier, he steadily rose up the ranks, commanding the 2nd Brigade of the 101st Airborne Division from 1976 to 1977 and then serving as the junior military assistant to deputy secretaries of defense Charles Duncan and Graham Claytor. He was promoted to brigadier general on June 1, 1979.

Powell was no stranger to Panama and its problematic strongman. He was a deputy national security advisor to President Ronald Reagan in 1987, and then national security advisor from 1988 until 1989. These lofty positions gave him a firsthand view of the failed pressure campaign against Noriega. Now he saw the situation in Panama building toward a crisis and worried that the existing Blue Spoon plans might not be adequate.

For answers, Powell was on the way to meet the two men most directly responsible for the military in Panama, both recently ordered there by the secretary of defense. One was Gen. Maxwell Thurman, commander of Panama’s Joint Task Force South, known as one of the hardest-charging officers in the Army. He had replaced General Woerner in Quarry Heights, a move that most saw as an escalation, a name first offered to Secretary of Defense Cheney by now former Army secretary Jack Marsh.

Thurman chose an equally blunt officer, Lt. Gen. Carl Stiner, as his number two. “Everybody in Panama carrying a gun works for Carl Stiner,” Thurman put it.5 They both reported to Powell. As if to demonstrate this, Powell’s staff called Stiner a day before this briefing to order him to the Pentagon. He was attending his daughter’s wedding reception in Knoxville at the time.

Powell, Thurman, and Stiner met within one of the many war rooms inside the National Military Command Center (NMCC), a secure facility nested inside the Pentagon that exists to serve the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. The primary task of the NMCC is to monitor worldwide events, from missile launches to military operations.

All three men found Blue Spoon’s framing sound. Its twin goals remained relevant: to protect U.S. civilians and capture Manuel Noriega. The invasion would be mostly launched from U.S. bases within Panama. At the moment the operation was green lit, 9,000 U.S. troops would quietly and steadily join the 12,000 already in Panama.

But Powell, Stiner, and Thurman also agreed that Blue Spoon was too slow given the realities on the ground. A gradual buildup could only invite trouble from the PDF. For this to work, the timetable of military action needed to be compressed from three weeks to a few days, with a dedicated effort to seize Noriega just after H hour.

The trio of war planners supported a larger objective. “If you’re going to get tarred with a brush, you might as well take down the whole PDF,” Powell said. “Pull it up by the roots.”6 The arrest of Noriega had blossomed into a full invasion.

The PDF’s total strength was 12,800, of which 4,000 were combat ready. It had thirty-eight light airplanes, seventeen helicopters, and no significant air defenses. The PDF Navy numbered four hundred sailors, deployed on shore facilities, patrol craft, and light launches. A pair of U.S.-made Swift Boats were the most capable vessels they had on the water, and they were only armed with .50-caliber machine guns.

The new Blue Spoon plans widened the attacks on PDF installations across the nation, but the fight for Panama City would be the hardest. The multipronged assault on La Comandancia would leave from Fort Clayton, only four miles away. That was also Stiner’s headquarters, so he’d be on hand to watch the attack start.

Army Maj. Gen. Wayne Downing, commander of the joint Special Operations (SPEC-OPS) task force in Panama, was at Howard Air Force Base, just across the canal from downtown. His troops had several roles. One was to rescue Kurt Muse from Cárcel Modelo without somehow compromising the attack on La Comandancia across the street. That would be a job for the Delta Force, specialists at helicopter insertions in urban terrain.

The other SPEC-OPS task was to stop Noriega from escaping, and that would fall to the Navy SEALs. One task force was planning to seize the Paitilla airfield and disable his personal airplane there. Trapping Noriega also meant that the U.S.-supplied Swift Boats needed to be sunk, especially if any were parked at the Port of Balboa. That was a convenient location for use by the fleeing dictator, but the warship’s guns were just large enough to also pose a threat to traffic on the Bridge of the Americas.

The Air Force could bomb the vessel, but their warplanes and gunships would be busy with targets in the city. Downing’s Navy SEALs would be getting a chance to do something that hadn’t been seen since World War II—an attack on an enemy vessel by underwater divers. But like the rest of the reinvigorated Blue Spoon plans, the mission required fresh intelligence.

PORT OF BALBOA, PANAMA

OCTOBER 1989

“Go right in, Mr. Espinosa,” the security man at the gate said to Ted Fahy. “You’re expected.”

The NIS agent nodded vaguely and walked through the security perimeter of the Panamanian Port of Balboa as if he belonged there on his own at 10:00 p.m. Fahy ignored the armed PDF soldiers milling around the entrance and followed his memorized directions, heading for an administrative building where his informant, Manny, was waiting on the fifth floor.

From there, the pair scanned the entire port with binoculars, counting the ships in the water and noting any progress on the ones being repaired in dry dock. “Then we’d walk the area, every pier. Not right up to the ships, but close enough to say we saw all of them,” he recalls. “We could see when guards were doing patrols, particularly the boat patrols that were being done through the piers.”

Infiltrating a Panamanian facility was the kind of espionage operation that Fahy was hoping for when assigned here. With all of the military activity in Panama City, there was no wonder that war planners would want fresh information about the PDF’s Navy. The port was a hive of commercial activity, making any potential attack confusing without specific guidance.

Fahy wanted to make sure he could describe the port’s activity on different days of the week. This was the third night of his scouting operation.

Fahy imagined that the Army was planning some contingency to seize the port if shooting broke out. Maybe the Air Force would sink the warship floating here. No one bothered to tell Fahy why the information on the port was needed—he wouldn’t recognize the phrase “Blue Spoon” as anything but gibberish—but he knew from the reactions to initial reports that the ship they were most interested in was an American-made Swift Boat, the prize of the Panamanian Navy.

It was the same warship he heard about in New Orleans, the one whose report got him sucked into Panama to begin with: the Presidente Porras.

BERLIN, EAST GERMANY

NOVEMBER 9, 1989

Harald Jäger, the commander of the Bornholmer Straße border guards, could hear the noise of the crowd swelling on his side of the Berlin Wall. He was facing a crucial decision. There were thousands lined up at his crossing, demanding to be let through. They’d been gathering for two hours, numbers steadily growing. It started with students who had crossed into West Germany and were coming home. Now there was a mob demanding to be let through both directions.

Jäger could order his guards to shoot them or start opening gates.

He earlier allowed a stream of people to pass without checking their identities. This didn’t relieve the crowd pressure, only amplified it. His commanders were dithering, and he’d gotten no clear direction from superiors despite repeated phone calls. Now the situation was on the verge of a riot or, if Jäger so ordered, a massacre.

But at 11:30 p.m., Jäger ordered all the remaining gates open to the crowds. The moment swayed from dangerous to jubilant, as this unexpected reunification of Germany manifested in celebration. Citizens from both sides swarmed the Berlin Wall and joyously hacked at it with hammers and pickaxes.

Since 1961, the Wall served as a symbolic barrier between communism and democracy, but in an instant, it became a relic. Its sudden fall reflected just how fast international relations were changing in 1989. The Cold War, understood by intellectuals and bar philosophers worldwide as a struggle that would only end in mutual annihilation, was actually coming to a close. And America had prevailed.

No part of the world had been spared the Cold War calculus, and so the entire system of global international relations was bound to be reshaped without them. Without the familiar dynamic, President George H. W. Bush faced a changed world.

That certainly included Latin America. Things in Central America in particular had been ugly since the end of World War II, with American policymakers focused on tamping down communist insurgencies (and occasionally replacing elected governments) in Guatemala, Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Honduras. Cold War priorities put the U.S. in the same corner as some unsavory people, and decades of scandals ensued amid a mixed record of progress. Revolutionaries continued to fight, and the “Central American crisis” against Communism that started in the late ’70s persisted into the ’80s.

But without the influence of the Soviet Union, things in Latin America were poised to change. Many were hopeful that American interests would be less pragmatic and permissive of repressive regimes.7 At Bush’s inauguration, he declared “the day of the dictator is over.” In Panama, many hoped he meant Manuel Noriega.

The easing of the Cold War didn’t bode well for Noriega. For decades, the basis of his relationship with the United States was couched in support against the communist guerillas in Latin America. That relationship soured by 1986, and he became more clearly accommodating to Fidel Castro. But a crumbling Soviet Union could now offer him no support—and his enemies could act without fear of Kremlin reaction or reprisal.

Noriega’s geopolitical role against Communists was also now less important than his role as a drug smuggler and enemy of proper democracy. This should have meant that President Bush had a freer hand, and therefore an easier job. But as the president mulled removing Noriega, he was without the normal geopolitical guardrails of the past forty years to guide him. Instead of a rationale that was defined by a global, bipolar struggle, he had to solely identify the “national interest” in taking action.

If Bush ordered troops to force a regime change in Panama, the first military action in the post–Cold War world, he’d be redefining why America goes to war.

REPORT ON THE SITUATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS IN PANAMA

November 9, 1989

Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, Organization of American States

This report concerns the situation of human rights in Panama from June 10, 1987, the date on which the President of the Republic of Panama, by Decree N° 56, declared a State of Urgency throughout the national territory and ordered the suspension of a number of rights established in the Panamanian Constitution, up to September 26, 1989, the date on which the Commission provisionally adopted this report. [ . . . ]

DUTY TO REFORM INTERNAL LAW (ARTICLE 2 OF THE AMERICAN CONVENTION ON HUMAN RIGHTS)

As for the rights and guarantees included in the Panamanian Constitution, the Commission feels that those rights and guarantees are adequately spelled out. However, Article 50 allows habeas corpus to be suspended, which is incompatible with the American Convention on Human Rights.

RIGHT TO LIFE (ARTICLE 4)

As for the right to life, guaranteed under Article 4 of the American Convention on Human Rights, apart from the case of Dr. Hugo Spadafora Franco—the investigation of which has been repeatedly requested by the Commission to no avail, and the facts surrounding his murder have yet to be cleared up—the Commission notes that since June 1987, the majority of the violations of the right to live have been a consequence of the measures taken by police, military or paramilitary groups to put down protest demonstrations, or repressive measures that ended in the death of demonstrators or mere bystanders.

RIGHT TO HUMANE TREATMENT (ARTICLE 5)

[ . . . ] there is, in the Commission’s opinion, irrefutable evidence that this right has been particularly violated by the Government’s violent and disproportionate responses to the peaceful demonstrations organized by opposition groups. This has included the use of birdshot to put down such protests, resulting in a considerable number of injuries. Furthermore, this right has been ignored by the degrading and at times cruel and inhuman treatment that members of the opposition have received in jails when detained.

RIGHT TO PERSONAL LIBERTY (ARTICLE 7)

The right to personal liberty has been violated by the Panamanian Government by detaining members of the political opposition without fulfilling the requirements established by law. In a large number of cases, the detentions have been for lengthy periods of time; the individuals are held in communicado, without any charge being brought against them. [ . . . ]

FREEDOM OF THOUGHT AND EXPRESSION (ARTICLE 13)

The Commission is convinced that these rights which are fundamental to the existence of a democratic society, have been violated by the Government of Panama. These rights cannot be exercised in Panama due to restrictions imposed by the Government which include illegal actions, threats on the lives, liberty, and personal integrity of independent journalists as well as measures taken against the media that have resulted in their closing, the destruction of the same, the revocation of their licenses, and other forms of pressure that have led to the strangulation of these rights.

POLITICAL RIGHTS (ARTICLE 23)

The Commission believes that the vast majority of the Panamanian people demonstrated its will to exercise these rights in a serious and responsible manner. The annulment of the elections on May 7, 1989, by the Electoral Tribunal and the lack of agreement between the leading political participants in Panama have left the current provisional Government devoid of constitutional legitimacy.8

LOWER AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

NOVEMBER 23, 1989

Annya Yell set an enviable Thanksgiving table—full turkey, stuffing, vegetables, fresh rolls, and her corn casserole. She leaned in her chair to tell Chase Brandon something that had been eating at her since she met him.

“You look a lot like Tommy Lee Jones,” she told him, having just watched a VHS tape of Lonesome Dove. This earned a laugh and a confession: he is the actor’s first cousin.

Annya didn’t know her table was stocked with six CIA officers, who were seated with her husband, Shelby, Chuck Briant, and Jim McDougall. (Ted Fahy was stateside, meeting up with his son, Michael.) All of these intelligence men were alone in Panama for the holiday, so Rick had invited them to enjoy some home cooking.

To Annya, the men at the table were just faces she recognized from the street. They knew Shelby because the Yells had a huge picture window the men would often park out in front of, and Shelby would always wave at them when they came in and went to work.

The dinner unfolded warmly, but Annya noticed that there was no shop talk or office banter. Her guests asked her a lot of questions to keep the conversation focused on her job at the hospital. When they left, Rick told her the truth. “You just served dinner to a who’s who of spies in Panama.”

“Nobody ever really talked about their work for once,” Annya replied. “Now I know why. It was nice.”

LOWER AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 7, 1989

Ted Fahy arrived at the Yell home with his son asleep in his arms. He had family in Panama, including his parents—his father worked for the Air Force post office at another base—and he had a maid to assist at home. But there was nothing like the convenience and comfort of seeing Michael in the hands of friends, close to the office.

Annya Yell saw him park through the large front windows and met him at the door, so as not to wake the child with knocking. Night meetings had become a norm for the NISRA agents, leaving Annya to fill in as Michael’s babysitter on many evenings. Annya felt sorry for the newly single parent, but even more, she thought the world of Ted as a person. Annya saw how his arrival helped her husband thrive at the office, and she trusted him to keep Rick safe as Panama deteriorated. She felt the same way about Chuck Briant, a welcome change from her husband’s previous SAC. The toxic atmosphere of the NISRA office in Fort Amador had been transformed. She could tell by her husband’s mood that he regarded his new colleagues entirely differently than the men they had replaced.

Waiting for the men to return, during a midnight check on Shelby, she saw a stream of lights and a convoy of armored cars passing out of Fort Amador. It was Noriega, on the move in the middle of the night to throw off his enemies. Or maybe it was a decoy fleet, escorting a body double. The nights in Panama were alive with intrigue, no matter the hour.

She awoke when Rick and Ted returned hours later, and she watched from the picture window as her husband’s colleague retrieved his boy and carried him to his car, never having woken him. The concept of the tight-knit “NIS family” was a real thing in Panama.

NATIONAL ASSEMBLY, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 15, 1989

Manuel Noriega had a gift for bombast. Like many such people, he never knew when to reign it in. Today his rhetoric would change the fate of his nation.

That day the rubber-stamp legislature granted him the title of chief executive officer of the government. “The need for a common front to respond to the aggression and the urgent need to organize ourselves as one to fight against the aggressor forces the people’s government to take this step,” Noriega said in his acceptance speech. “This step is nothing more than responsibly accepting, as a Panamanian and a patriot, the leadership of the forces that oppose U.S. aggression and seek to consolidate the nation as a state.”

Noriega accepted the mantle with mock humility, as if he hadn’t orchestrated the official designation: “I will not fail the Armed Forms, the people’s power, or Panama. The events and circumstances that, I repeat, I did not ask for, and that I did not seek, impose on me this sacred duty. I will use the powers you bestow on me wisely, with Christianity, in the name of Panama. I will use these powers only to defend Panama.”9

Noriega took aim at accusations that his regime threatened the Panama Canal—a key part of the rationale under the Canal Treaty for the presence of American troops. “We would not use the canal as an ideological or personal tool to favor conflicting interests,” Noriega countered in his speech. “We do not justify the excessive U.S. military fighting strength under the sophism of defending the canal from being destroyed. We, the Panamanians, are the sole and ultimate canal custodians.”

He added: “We, the Panamanians, will sit along the banks of the canal to watch the dead bodies of our enemies pass by, but we would never destroy the canal.”

The National Assembly members, by then a collection of Noriega supporters, tried to match their leader with heated language of their own. The Assembly declared the United States “through constant psychological and military harassment [has created] a state of war in Panama, daily insulting our sovereignty and territorial integrity.”

If the Bush administration needed any further justification for intervention, these hotheaded politicians had supplied some persuasive talking points. Now the United States could say that war had actually been declared by the Noriega-led government. His inconvenient declarations to leave the canal alone were disregarded due to a lack of trust—or interpreted as an implicit threat.

The NISRA office in Fort Amador felt the tempo quicken as the powers that be in Washington, DC, readied themselves for a direct confrontation. They knew things were getting really close because the orders came to help catalog the places where Noriega could potentially hide.

Annya Yell also felt the tension building at work, where her logistics work at the hospital took on a fresh urgency. The Army requests of inventory of medical supplies and blood supply were coming in more frequently—and with more urgency.

In the Pentagon, Chairman Colin Powell remained committed to a forcible removal of Noriega and the destruction of his military. All Blue Spoon needed was a trigger.

FORT CLAYTON, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 16, 1989

Lt. Robert Paz piled into the back seat of the Chevrolet Impala, wearing civilian clothes and eager for a good meal. The car belonged to Capt. Rich Haddad. This Saturday night the two Marines, with two Southern Command officers, decided to go out for dinner at the Marriott Hotel. They left their base housing on Fort Clayton, headed for a destination across the city but just ten miles away, standing in a quiet residential neighborhood on the bay.

Local bars, nightclubs, or casinos in Panama City were now off-limits to U.S. troops, but restaurants were not outright forbidden. Travel was discouraged, but there was morale to consider. It was hard to ask Marines to stand up to Noriega while making them shelter for safety inside bases every time he made a threat.

The trip to the bayfront was interrupted by a line of stopped cars near the Comandancia, in the El Chorrillo district of Panama City. It was a PDF roadblock, manned by six armed soldiers. Their loud tone and body language showed how keyed up they were. A car stopped behind them, containing a man and women who looked American; his haircut even looked military. Haddad eased the Impala to the checkpoint, nerves jangling. The PDF soldiers clustered around the car, weapons at high port arms. The air seemed to thicken around the Marines as the soldiers closed in, shouting at the passengers.

Less than a minute later, the Impala was gone, riddled with bullets and racing for Gorgas Hospital.

FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 16, 1989

Annya Yell was doing dishes at the sink when she looked across the water and announced, “The lights at the Comandancia just went out. Like somebody turned the switch off.”

Annya had already put in a leave request and was planning to fly home. She was now five months pregnant and living in a virtual powder keg. She had already planned a going-away party at a seafood buffet in the city. But now, based on her husband’s reaction to the isolated blackout across the water, she was afraid she’d waited too long.

Then the phone rang. It was the Rodman Naval Station security department reporting that a U.S. Marine officer had been shot and killed by the PDF at a Panama City checkpoint. They also heard reports that a Navy couple had witnessed the shooting and had been detained.

Yell swallowed his dismay and stayed focused on the homicide. “Where did they take the Marine?”

“He’s at Gorgas.”

“Have everyone in the car stay there, and keep the vehicle there, too,” Yell said. “We’re heading over there now.”

This was the most serious crisis to roil the NIS in Panama, and the SAC, his boss Chuck Briant, was in the United States on a quick holiday visit to his family. That left ASAC Yell in charge as he investigated a killing that could tip two nations teetering on the brink of war. Yell dialed McDougall, Fahy, and Gneckow and told them to go to the Army hospital. Then he left home for the NISRA office to coordinate for whatever was coming next.

Under normal conditions the agents would have worked the case with the Panamanians since the murder happened on their streets. Not this time. Both sides were ignoring the rules established by their status of forces agreement.

Jim McDougall and Mike Gneckow arrived at Gorgas Hospital to interview the witnesses and secure the death car. Their stories were consistent: Haddad didn’t want to comply with their orders to get out of the car, and when it seemed they might tear them from the vehicle, he punched the accelerator and darted away from the roadblock.

Behind them, the PDF soldiers opened fire, AK-47 muzzle bursts flashing. Other PDF soldiers stationed about 300 meters down the street joined in using rifles, hitting Paz in the back seat. Captain Haddad was shot in the foot, with a different bullet, but he kept on speeding toward Gorgas Hospital. By the time he pulled in, Lieutenant Paz was dead.

The NIS agents compared notes from the interviews: The men were out for a meal, not a fight. They didn’t provoke any violence and fled when the PDF got aggressive. “The driver did panic, and under the situation that was understandable,” Fahy says.

Each man maintained that they left the base unarmed. This was a crucial point. There had been reports of U.S. troops conducting PDF officer hunts, finding isolated targets to beat down in the streets. If Paz and his friends were looking for trouble, the entire incident could be spun to make them responsible. A lack of weapons implied an innocent agenda. But their weapons were accounted for and nothing was found at the scene.

Mike Gneckow put the Impala in the Navy garage near the office—Admiral Gneckow’s parking spot—and started typing the results of the interviews. Fahy drove to Rodman Naval Station to meet Rick Yell. The pair were going to interview the husband-and-wife witnesses, Adam and Bonnie Curtis. They had been released after four hours in PDF custody.

They separately told the same harrowing story, one to Fahy and the other to Yell. She had just arrived in Panama that day and the pair enjoyed a reunion dinner in the city. But while returning to the base, they got stopped at a PDF roadblock near the Comandancia. An Impala was already stopped ahead of them, being approached by agitated PDF guards armed with AK-47s. When the car pulled away, the soldiers fired into the vehicle. The Curtises saw no sign of weapons in the Impala or any aggressive moves by the car’s occupants. They just drove off, not toward the soldiers but away from them, chased by bullets.

After the sudden violence, the PDF turned their attention to them. The couple was dragged from their car and detained. Adam Curtis was tied up and beaten with a hose. His wife was groped in front of him and threatened with rape.

Yell and Fahy regrouped with the rest of the NISRA agents and immediately set about writing up the eyewitness interviews. They were more than just key accounts of the death of a Marine. The actions of the PDF were a window into the everyday barbarity of the Noriega regime.

Results of the body’s examination told a sad story. Paz was sitting in the back seat and the round that slew him entered his lower back and traveled up through his body. It appeared that Paz ducked when he heard the shots. If he had sat straight up, the shot would have passed through less of his body and likely would not have killed him. The detail also indicated the Marines’ frightened, noncombative state of mind during the incident, backing up the witnesses.

Just before dawn, when they were done, Yell and Gneckow drove the documents to Quarry Heights in person and headed to the office of General Thurman. A colonel met them outside the four-star’s office and asked a single question: “Was there any indication that the victim or occupants of the car were armed?”

Yell told him that there wasn’t. “Thank you, gentlemen,” the colonel said, turning to leave. Then he paused and turned his head. “You’ll never work on a more important investigation for the remainder of your careers.” The weary agents returned to the office as the sun was coming up.

Behind them at Quarry Heights, General Thurman read the investigative action reports of the Paz killing and aftermath, teeth set tightly together. It was a vivid example of U.S. troops and families being abused in Panama, but would it be enough for the president to order a regime change? All Thurman could do was fax the witness interviews to the Joint Chiefs and wait for orders.

THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, DC, UNITED STATES

DECEMBER 17, 1989

Colin Powell entered the White House’s front door with a stack of poster boards under his arm and sheaves of papers in a briefcase, all detailing the situation in Panama. He was the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, but he nonetheless carried the tools of a country courtroom attorney, or maybe a real estate salesman. He’d been a professional soldier virtually his entire life, but his current mission was to make a presentation convincing enough to start a war.

Powell walked past the first-floor Bush family Christmas party and headed up to the second floor. He was flanked by Lt. Gen. Thomas Kelly, chief of operations for the Joint Chiefs. Both men were out of uniform, like party guests. The sound of hired carolers serenaded them up the stairs. They were ushered into the president’s private room to hold the most fateful meeting of the Panama crisis. At its conclusion, Powell fully expected a clear course of action against Noriega. But would Bush sign off on a plan that called for the elimination of the PDF?

The chairman felt like he was flying blind—he wasn’t sure who among Bush’s advisors would support a full-blown invasion. That was usually the kind of intel he’d gather before advocating a position at the White House, but things were moving fast since the death of Lieutenant Paz.10

The meeting’s participants filed in in twos and threes: Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney, White House Press Secretary Marlin Fitzwater, Secretary of State James Baker III, National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft, and Deputy National Security Advisor (and decades-long CIA alumnus) Robert Gates.

President Bush arrived last. He was wearing a blue blazer, brown shoes, and brightly colored socks that said “Merry” on one foot and “Christmas” on the other.

The meeting started with Kelly’s presentation of the NISRA agents’ investigation into the Paz shooting. The killing at the roadblock bothered them, but the harassment of the Curtis couple got the room angry. Powell then took the stage, using the poster board maps of the invasion plans to explain the details. What he was advocating was the rapid destruction of the PDF in a swift military action.

Nearly 26,000 combat troops would carry out Blue Spoon, but just under half were coming from bases in the United States. Operation Nimrod Dancer, one of the many show-of-force missions to Panama, had been a way to pour invasion-ready troops into the country. The U.S. also managed to quietly ship over an armada of helicopters—AH-64s, MH-53Js, and MH-60s—that were hidden at Howard Air Force Base.

Two dozen targets were selected across the country. Part of an Army task force would secure Fort Amador, a process they predicted would take eight hours of overnight combat. Elsewhere, U.S. paratroopers would jump on the PDF base at Río Hato, one hundred miles west of Panama City, and on the Tocumen military airfield, adjacent to Torrijos Airport to the east.

The other main target was La Comandancia. The drive to capture the PDF stronghold would be done by mechanized Army infantry backed by AC-130 gunships, massive transport aircraft adapted to carry 105mm howitzers and 40mm and 20mm cannons. They’d been used extensively in Vietnam and took full advantage of an onboard fire control computer to direct deadly accurate fire from above.

The fight, as usual, would begin with Special Operations. Delta Force had the responsibility of rescuing Kurt Muse just as the invasion began, while the Navy SEALs were tasked with sealing off Noriega’s escape routes by seizing his airplane and sinking any warships capable of taking him to safety. One SEAL platoon, under Commander Tom McGrath, was on rotation in Panama, and another four would be sent.11

Those in the room faced questions from every other participant: How will the Organization of American States react? What would the casualties look like? Bush asked about the time it would take U.S. forces to reach specific roads. But the biggest issue was the scope of the attack, and Powell argued passionately that a maximum effort was less risky than taking a smaller action. It would become the bedrock tenant of Powell’s military philosophy—the more you use, the less you’ll lose.

After nearly two hours of debate and questioning, eyes turned to Cheney. “I agree with what the chairman has said,” he intoned.

Bush continued to mull over the details and poll the room, but Cheney’s seal of approval seemed to ease his mind. The president took a moment to look Powell in the eye. “Okay, we’re going to go,” Bush said.

Blue Spoon had been approved.

The date and time of the invasion would be December 20 at 1:00 a.m., when the PDF would have its guard down and the Special Forces operators had the advantage of darkness. The president demanded the utmost secrecy leading up to H hour. Written memos were abandoned in favor of phone calls on secure lines. One of Powell’s first calls was to General Thurman in Panama, telling him to expect company.12

U.S. EMBASSY, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 17, 1989

John Bushnell spent Sunday working on a plan to deny wire transfers to Panamanian banks that laundered drug money. The office work was just something to do while he waited, and fretted, for the future. Considering that a U.S. Marine had just been killed, the deputy chief of mission in Panama City knew the nation could soon be in for momentous change. He needed something to keep his mind off the discussions he imagined were going on in Washington.13

Even though the work was a distraction, curbing money laundering in Panama was a real, intractable problem for Bushnell. Panama adopted the dollar as currency when the nation split from Colombia, making them a preferred provider of U.S. currency for Latin America. That drew the attention of cartels in Colombia and Peru. At the same time that Panamanian banks provided dollars to drug lords, they also transferred between $75 to $100 million to the U.S. Federal Reserve every month.14 Bushnell found that identifying this illegitimate flow was easier than shutting it down.15

Bushnell was already an accomplished diplomat, having experienced the Falklands War and various Central American upheavals for the Carter and Reagan administrations. He had received a degree in economics from Yale University, then served with the U.S. Air Force before getting a master’s from the University of Melbourne in Australia. After a short stint as an economics professor, he entered the Foreign Service in 1959 and specialized in Latin American affairs. It was the résumé of an attaché who could handle a crisis—and one was coming his way.

At 5:30 p.m., he got a call on the secure line and picked up to hear a greeting from the U.S. secretary of state. “John, you seem to know more about all the military planning than anybody in the State Department does, than I do,” James Baker said over the line. “But the president has agreed to launch something called Blue Spoon late Tuesday night.”

Bushnell was floored to hear the details. He considered himself plugged into Thurman’s inner circle, but an imminent invasion was fresh news. As he soon learned, precious few were in the loop. “There are only two people in the entire State Department who are going to know about this, and we are on this phone,” Baker said. “Operational secrecy is essential to success. Your job is to have a government stand up as the troops land. Can you do that?”

“I think so.” Bushnell was counting on the opposition candidates to have the courage and clarity to seize the moment. The trick would be to give them little choice.

“Anything you need, anything you want done, call me anytime,” Baker said. “There are going to be a lot of things you’re going to have to deal with, so I’m your desk officer.”

If Bushnell understood the comment correctly, the U.S. secretary of state had just put himself at his disposal, as if he were an underling instead of his boss. He would need all the pull the government could muster to put all the pieces of a transition together by Tuesday.

Bushnell called Thurman to set a meeting and left the office, and wire-transfer paperwork, behind. When they met, alone except for their secrets, they realized that the administration had made its choice and left the granular—and most perilous—details to them. Although the details were dizzying, Bushnell broke their responsibilities down into simple terms.

The military’s job was to take down the Panamanian military, and Bushnell’s job was to produce a civilian government. Thurman had the entry plan; Bushnell had to come up with one for the exit.16

PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 19, 1989

The people of Panama City spent Monday watching streams of inbound military airplanes crease the skies. The traffic eventually became so thick that one airlifter landed every ten minutes. When it came to tactical surprise, the sight of so many heavy airplanes certainly didn’t help. But the PDF also faced a more sobering realization—whatever was happening, there was nothing they could do about it.

AC-130s were delivering Army Rangers from airfields at bases in Georgia, and C-141s arrived with 82nd Airborne paratroopers from Fort Bragg. More C-141s ferried heavy equipment for an airdrop from the Charleston Air Force base in South Carolina. Special Operations teams arrived with zero fanfare, under the leadership of Maj. Gen. Wayne Downing, the day before.

By the time the troops arrived, Lt. Gen. Thomas Kelly had heard enough negative feedback about the operation’s name and had suggested a new one. Blue Spoon made no sense and conveyed no emotion, so he offered a more bold, righteous moniker. The name was sent up the chain of command and approved at the top: Operation Just Cause.

CÁRCEL MODELO, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 19, 1989

Kurt Muse tried to enjoy his prison breakfast, the usual small roll and a cup of weak, warm coffee. The meager meal was a highlight of a day in solitary. After all, it was much better than lunch, which was usually fish head soup, with the central ingredient floating to prove it.

The patrolling guard had been replaced by a solitary PDF corporal, seated outside his door with an M16. He had a standing order to shoot Kurt Muse if a rescue attempt was made. The designated executioner seemed to eat and sleep at the prison.

The American captive found his psyche bending under the strain. His mind wandered the Appalachian Trail, across its meadows, mountains, and streambeds. He breathed clean air, watched the clouds roll past, and listened to the upper New York State birds sing. Fresh air and birds. Focusing on anything but where he was—that’s how he would stay sane.17

At 11:00 a.m. today, his lonely routine was broken by news of a visitor from the U.S. Embassy. Muse was happy but not overly surprised to have a visitor—he’d been allowed sporadic calls from embassy staff—but the sight of Lt. Col. Robert Perry in the visitors’ area was unexpected. And anything unexpected created a glimmer of hope.

Perry was Southern Command’s treaty affairs officer. The last time he arrived here was just after Muse was arrested, nine months ago. Even more intriguing, the visitors’ area was thronged with media, guards, and PDF officers.

The prisoner sat expectantly. Perry gazed at the ceiling and then asked distractedly, “How are you doing?”

Muse blinked at his odd behavior and started to respond when the rumble of low-flying helicopters shook the building. The noises and vibrations didn’t fade—the American choppers were circling Cárcel Modelo. The Panamanians and press stared at the ceiling, wide-eyed.

Perry then raised his voice to make a pronouncement, loud enough for everyone to hear over the rotors: “I want you to know that if anything happens to you, no one will walk out of this prison alive!” With that, Perry stood, shook Muse’s hand, and marched from the room.18

Muse sat dumbfounded for a moment before slowly understanding that a message had been delivered. It was just not for him. The feeling of hope kindled brighter. Something big was happening in Panama, and with luck, Muse might survive to see it happen.

FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 19, 1989

Naval Investigative Service agent Rick Yell entered the office of Rear Adm. Gerald Gneckow, head of the U.S. Naval Forces Southern Command. It was a short trip up the stairs from his NISRA office to the admiral’s, just two floors above in the same building.

Chuck Briant was still stateside visiting family. That left Yell in charge of an office freshly embroiled in a death investigation that was being closely followed by the White House. He’d already delivered his report, making this call from the admiral very curious.

Gneckow got up to close the door as Yell settled into a couch, and then the admiral unexpectedly sat down beside him. “What I am about to tell you is top secret,” Gneckow said, voice lowering. “You do not breathe a word to anyone, understand?”

Yell nodded.

“Tonight we are going to take out the Panamanian Defense Force,” Gneckow whispered.

“What does that mean?” Now Yell was also talking low, as if someone were eavesdropping.

“Put it this way: this time tomorrow there won’t be a PDF.”

Then the admiral told him the biggest secret in the world—the American invasion of Panama was to begin at 1:00 a.m. tonight, December 20. Yell immediately thought of the 150 Panamanian soldiers housed in the barracks literally across the street from where the two men were talking. Fort Amador was a joint U.S.–Panamanian military base, a relic from better times between the nations. One expected response to any American aggression against Gen. Manuel Noriega, the “chief executive officer” of Panama, would be to storm this building seeking hostages.

There was no reason for the admiral to share the nation’s biggest secret right then, which made Yell even more nervous. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Your family is in our way,” Gneckow said bluntly. “Can you move them without saying anything? To anyone?”

Yell felt his stomach turn. The couple had waited too long. “I’ll move them,” he said firmly.

“Better hurry,” the admiral warned. “There’s a meeting at 1800 of all Navy officers in charge, and you should be there.”

The trip down to the NISRA office was otherworldly. In some ways the past three years had led to this moment—his actions had directly shaped the battle that he alone now knew was coming. But the knowledge of H hour sat heavily on Yell’s conscience. He couldn’t share the momentous news with anyone, officially or otherwise. The head of the Navy’s Southern Command was as true to secrecy as he preached—his own kid, Mike Gneckow, was in the dark about the invasion as much as everyone else.

Yell always carried a hundred-dollar bill for emergencies. He took it out and gave it to Maria, the office secretary, and asked her to stock the refrigerator. It wasn’t much to offer his colleagues and assuage his guilt, but it would have to be enough. The clock was ticking.

First, Yell had to lie to his wife and friends to engineer her evacuation. He snatched up a phone and called Lt. Randy Clifton, who lived across the canal at Rodman Naval Station. His wife, Pam, was the one who comforted Annya Yell at the exchange, and the two had graduated to tentative friends.

Yell struggled through some pleasantries and then said, “Randy, let’s do a cookout.”

“Sure, how’s Saturday look?”

“No, let’s do it this evening.”

“Okay, at your place?”

“No, your house.”

The line was quiet a moment. “Well, okay. How about seven?”

“No, we’ll do it at five.”

Clifton agreed, thinking Yell was the pushiest guy in Panama.

The next call went to Annya, working at the hospital, to tell her they were going to a cookout at the Cliftons’. He caught her just before she left for her staff Christmas party. He had no choice but to let her go and keep up appearances.

COLÓN, PANAMA

DECEMBER 19, 1989

There were a lot of eyes on Manuel Noriega when he left the final political rally in the city of Colón, forty-five miles from Panama City. He was busy whipping up support from his paramilitary Dignity Battalion, street goons, quietly issued heavy weapons, who would be unleashed if the Americans tried to snatch him.

They’d have to find him first. The trip to Colón was more than an opportunity to wave the flag for his frontline troops. It was a chance to shake off the spies, traitors, and military intelligence agents who were tracking Noriega’s movements.

Noriega took his Learjet to the city, but the airplane took off empty. There were two decoy cars in place, a Mercedes and Toyota Land Cruiser, each with a motorcade and phalanx of bodyguards. These drove toward Panama City along different routes.

No one noticed the unmarked, windowless white van that drove away from the last rally, unescorted. The vehicle pulled onto the road for Panama City. Noriega sat inside, imagining the consternation of the Americans trying to track him and sure that they lost his scent.

He was right. Military officials later said they lost track of Noriega the afternoon of December 19. “They had tabs on him until late afternoon,” said one official. As the invasion clock ticked inexorably forward, the military operation’s chief target had slipped out of sight.

PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 19, 1989

Monday wasn’t just another workday for Annya Yell. The logistics department of the hospital was having its Christmas party away from the hospital. It wasn’t very festive, as the punchbowl discussions involved ways to increase the influx of blood and medicine to the hospital. Now that a Marine had been killed, everyone was assuming worse was coming.

The Paz situation was what everybody was talking about. Annya wound up in a grim conversation with the wife of the hospital’s commander, who witnessed an emergency room holiday party broken up last night by the news that Paz had been shot. The skeleton ER staff was overwhelmed and everybody at the party had to go down and take control of the situation.

Annya’s party was just finishing up when the hospital staff heard the whine of heavy aircraft engines. And a lot of them. All of a sudden all shapes and sizes of military aircraft showed up, circling like they were waiting to land. And then everybody’s beepers went off. The intrusions shut the party down in an instant. Everybody was getting scared. She could see it in every furrowed brow, shaky voice, and wide, darting eye.

Annya steadied her nerves for a ride across Panama City to her home. At a stop sign she spied a man selling woven baskets. She loved those baskets and was suddenly seized with the idea she’d never have a chance to buy them again. Annya stepped out of the car, bought nearly twenty dollars’ worth of baskets, and stashed them inside.

The commissary was across the street, and Annya headed there to collect supplies. Rick was waiting for her, white as a ghost. She opened her mouth to ask what was wrong when her husband’s backup appeared: Jim McDougall.

The NIS agent had a job—distract Annya while Rick got everything the baby needed and took it to the car. Then he had to explain bringing Elba with them. Rick told Annya that they’d take the maid so that Annya could have more time to talk to Pam. She accepted this wordlessly.

Rick thanked McDougall and got into the driver’s seat. “What the hell’s with the baskets?”

“I bought them all from the man across from the commissary,” she said proudly. “I probably gave him bus money to get the hell out of there.”

“No, you probably gave him money to go to a bar,” Rick responded in disbelief.

The operation to evacuate his wife was a seeming success, or so it seemed until they pulled away from their quarters. “Can I ask you one question?” Annya said softly.

“I don’t know.”

“Am I ever going to see my house again?”

He thought for a moment and answered, “I don’t know.”

Annya never saw her husband so grave. He didn’t even have to speak because she could tell in his mannerisms that whatever was coming was going to be bad.

He pulled into the gate at Rodman Naval Station and parked before Pam and Randy Clifton’s house. Rick turned to face her. “The Cliftons don’t know why I’m bringing you over here. We know more than they do, but we cannot tell them.”

“This is embarrassing,” she responded.

Rick and Randy spent some time together, but the men soon left the women and Shelby to return to their offices. She couldn’t even talk openly with Pam about why she was nervous. The weight of the secret added to the stress of waiting for the fighting to start.

NISRA-FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 19, 1989

“I just got off the phone with Pete Williams at the Pentagon,” Chuck Briant told Rick Yell, referring to the media relations chief in Virginia.

The SAC’s noon telephone call from the United States to check on his men also relayed an order from the military brass. “He wants us to give access to the international press to photograph the death car. I told him we would have the car in front of the Treaty Affairs Office at 1400.”

Evidence in criminal cases was under Rick Yell’s purview, and so the job fell on him. It was the last thing his already-jammed schedule needed. But who was he to say no to the Joint Chiefs? He told Briant he’d get it done.

Before he left for the photo op, Yell called Marine Maj. Bob Neller and asked for additional protection at the NISRA office building. There were two Marines assigned—they went by the names Big Bob Rhodes and Sugar Ray Bey. With the entire 5th of the PDF across the street, this seemed dangerously thin. “Can’t spare anyone,” Neller told him. “But I thought you guys couldn’t be taken by surprise. You know more about the future than I do.”19

Yell hung up and walked to the admiral’s garage, where the Impala had sat since the night of the slaying. He drove it the one hundred yards to the Treaty Affairs Office, located only steps from Yell’s now-empty house, just in time for the press to arrive. NBC’s Ed Rabel was particularly pushy and tried to question the agent, who replied with a stoic “No comment.”

As the TV newsman persisted, Yell looked over his shoulder across the inlet at La Comandancia and thought, If he’ll just stand right here for a few more hours, he’ll have all the story he wants.

Yell left the scene feeling tired and depressed. He was dreading his next duty—a clandestine rendezvous with the Old Man. He had to show up to keep up appearances, even with his trusted source. And he would have to lie to his face.

They arranged the meet in a Panama Canal facility parking garage close to the Gorgas Hospital. By now they trusted each other’s tradecraft enough to feel comfortable in the empty parking lots of the city. It was also near the Comandancia—where Yell knew the Old Man’s only son was now working.

Of course, the Old Man knew something big was happening. He was too shrewd and well connected to be oblivious. He had one question for Yell, which he opened the conversation with when he entered Yell’s car. “What’s happening?”

“I’ve been working the murder of the Marine,” Yell said. “It’s been keeping everyone busy.”

The Old Man’s eyes narrowed. “What’s happening? You think I can’t tell something is? There are planes landing every ten minutes. What are you doing?”

“We have both seen this before,” Yell said evenly. “It’s more politics; nothing is going to happen.”

The Old Man didn’t press the American agent, and it was a mercifully short meeting. Yell went back to the NISRA office in a dark mood. The Old Man’s only son was assigned to a haven for Noriega loyalists.

Yell had another grim duty to match his disposition. Alone in the evidence room, he emptied paper bags containing a full outfit—pants, shirt, socks, and shoes. All sticky with blood. These were the clothes that Lieutenant Paz died in. Yell hung each piece, pinned so that they’d dry without folds. He stared at them and wondered how many other people would die because of this young man’s blood.

That’s when the past two days caught up with Yell. There was so much arbitrary death, both ahead and behind. He couldn’t keep from thinking about the Old Man and how his son was in the place that U.S. warplanes were going to target. His informant risked his life every day, and he was going to lose it all in exchange.

And then Yell broke down and cried.




PART 4

I’M NEVER GOING TO CALL YOU PAPER TIGERS




WOODBRIDGE, VIRGINIA, UNITED STATES

DECEMBER 19, 1989

Chuck Briant hung up the phone, frowning. Not only were things in Panama worse than he could have imagined, it appeared he was going to miss Christmas with his family. But orders were orders, and he was told to go back as soon as possible, no explanations offered.

Briant wondered if something had gone sideways with the Paz investigation, but he doubted it since he saw Yell’s prowess in the Crim world. Instead, there was likely an intelligence situation that required his deft touch. Or maybe Noriega had pushed his luck too far and was facing some attention from Army Special Operations troops.

His wife, Joanne, did what she could to be supportive by packing his suitcase and glumly accompanying him to Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport. The frustration and disappointment were dampened by the feeling of dread over whatever emergency was serious enough to call him away.

Briant swallowed his emotions and boarded his flight to Miami. From there, he’d change to a plane destined for Panama City. If he made the connection in Florida, he would make it back to his apartment there at around 12:30 a.m. on December 20.

FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 19, 1989

At the briefing of officers in charge, Yell listened as Admiral Gneckow laid out the details—as they needed to know them—about Operation Just Cause. The U.S. invasion of Panama and seizure of Manuel Noriega would start at precisely 1:00 a.m. that night.

There would be thousands of troops deployed from bases here, supported by thousands more coming from stateside. This was going to be a big fight. Everyone in the room had personnel who reported to them, and it was their jobs to brief them and prepare for the shooting ahead.

The piece of the plan everyone here was worried about was, naturally, Fort Amador. The PDF here would have to be quickly subdued before they struck at the soft targets on base—like the NISRA office, for example. The Army would start safeguarding the fort at H hour, but the current timetable didn’t estimate it would be secure before 0900.

The admiral knew that the plan to secure the base was not going to plan. The Army had units that were supposed to come to Panama and secure the Navy housing area so that a hostage situation couldn’t occur, but they never came because of bad weather.

But Rear Admiral Gneckow had a secret plan—if the dependents weren’t taken care of when the shooting started, he would rally them to his multistory quarters inside Fort Amador for safety. With dozens of dependents expected, the kitchen and five bathrooms would be busy.

The officers at the briefing glanced at their watches and calculated how they could reach their families to make sure they were hunkered down, without telling them anything specific. The need to keep phone chatter to a minimum meant physical trips to gather family—and the uncomfortable specter of lying to their loved ones.

As the admiral spoke, Lt. Randy Clifton turned his head to look meaningfully at Yell. This briefing explained a lot, and he figured the barbecue at his place with the wives was cancelled.

HOWARD AIR FORCE BASE, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 19, 1989

John Bushnell, chargé d’affaires at the U.S. Embassy in Panama, arranged for the Howard Officers Club to serve dinner in a private area at seven o’clock. It was more than a dinner reservation—the meal was also part of the planning for Just Cause.

The Panamanians invited had led an anti-Noriega ticket in the most recent, crooked election: Guillermo Endara, called “El Gordo Feliz” on the streets, and popular opposition politicians Ricardo Arias Calderón and Guillermo Ford. Each garnered enough votes for the U.S. to consider them the rightfully elected leadership of Panama.

During dinner, Bushnell was going to tell these men what was going to happen to them and their nation.

The two days since James Baker called his home had been torturous for Bushnell. He spent Monday and Tuesday suffering from the effort of hiding that something big was about to happen, balancing his typical workload with urgent tasks to secure the U.S. Embassy during the fighting and to arrange a smooth transfer of power after the gunfire ceased. Recognizing that he was very carefully watched by Noriega’s agents, he had to act normal.1

That day Bushnell had attended a meeting of the Panama Coordinating Committee, scheduled weeks before. Out of more than a dozen attendees, Bushnell knew of only two or three who knew Just Cause was on. This was expected to be an important meeting because they were deciding to put U.S. troops into the housing areas where American canal employees lived. The entire subject of the meeting was irrelevant, but Bushnell had to go through the motions of debating its merits, setting up committees, and planning details of a public presentation.

After tonight, all this wearying duplicity would be over.

“Gentleman,” he said, and something in his tone brought their full attention. “Before dawn, you will be sworn in as the new leaders of the Republic of Panama. Noriega will be gone and the PDF ended.”

Cries of arrest and invasion filled the room. “I know you have questions, but right now I need to get all of us to the lawn. There is a helicopter waiting to take us to Fort Clayton. This will be the safest place in Panama City.”

“And our families?”

“Security details have been standing by to bring your immediate families to the safe house as well,” Bushnell said. “By tomorrow, President Endara will deliver his first address to a liberated Panama, with Vice Presidents Calderón and Ford at his side. We have the stage and video equipment ready for you at the safe house.”

The men stared at each other in shock, and Bushnell got on with the extraction. “Now, if you can, let’s head outside for our ride.”

Other than the scripted broadcasts, the plan called for Endara and the new leadership to remain out of contact with everyone as the invasion unfolded. Bushnell would leave nothing to chance—he’d promised James Baker he would keep them close at all times. “I won’t let them go off and make phone calls or anything,” he told his boss.

For soon-to-be-president Endara, the news hit like a kick in the head. He couldn’t help but note the one-sided tone of the planning conversation. “We were told very diplomatically, but we were told,” he would later describe. “We were not really consulted.”2

NISRA-FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 19, 1989

Rick Yell was able to reveal what he knew to the other NIS agents at 8:00 p.m. They had been called into the office, which for all purposes was their “battle station.” Having them there was the only way Yell could be sure they were accounted for, and besides, their critical piece of equipment for intelligence gathering in the coming hours would be the telephone.

Most of them already knew that something major was happening, but with Yell’s briefing they knew exactly what and when. His instructions were to tell their families to stay off the phone and in their quarters. “Our guys know we have American families in these locations, and they’re not going to let anything happen to them,” Yell said. “Make sure everyone stays put.”

This was true, but the truth was a little more ruthless. The Pentagon had a plan, separate from Just Cause, to evacuate American civilians, but Thurman abandoned it to focus on Just Cause alone. He didn’t have the manpower to perform both plans in tandem without tripping over each other, and conducting a “noncombatant evacuation operation” before Just Cause would obliterate the element of surprise. So, the Americans who hadn’t left were left on their own to shelter in place until the battle for the streets of Panama City had been won.

The five NIS agents certainly planned to face the war alone. The backbone of their defense was a collection of Uzis, pistols, and shotguns, some of which were undoubtedly at the agents’ homes. Even when collected, these weapons and two Marines would not be enough to repel the PDF if they decided to storm the building.

Knowing this, the primary order of business was to destroy as many sensitive and classified documents as they could. Gneckow was point man on what some in the office called “Operation Shred It.” His wife, Bonnie, and the rest of his family were already hunkered down in a safe place in Fort Amador—the admiral’s panic room, wired with video cameras to see the home’s entrance from inside.

Gneckow had the luxury of knowing his family was safe, at the price of being the point man of Operation Shred It. He was at the shredder for hours.

Ted Fahy had a harder time securing his family, since he had to corral his son, little brother (home from college), and parents into one location. His concern was they’d go out to dinner that fateful night, with a Wednesday tradition of venturing to a pizza place. To forgo this, he invited them to dinner and left the NISRA office in his government-supplied jeep to attend.

Dinner was spaghetti. Fahy’s father carried on about how President Bush was sitting on his hands and got the table inflamed in debate. The conversation went on all evening, and everybody had their opinion. Fahy remained quiet and tried not to scream.

At 10:30 p.m., Fahy knew it was time to get back to the office. He picked up a duffel bag filled with gear—including body armor, two shotguns, and an AR15—and headed wordlessly for the door. His father’s words stopped him at the door: “Where are you going, son?”

Fahy turned and saw his father eye the duffel bag. He knew what was in there. “Dad, my Ruger is in the closet. You’re going to be much safer here. I’m sorry.”

That’s all he could say, and all he needed to. Fahy’s father stepped to the agent and wrapped him in a deep hug. And that was it.

Fahy tossed the duffel in the back seat of the jeep and drove back to the office through the streets of an anxious but still oblivious Panama City.

NISRA-FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

Mike Gneckow scanned the street around his office, shoulder to shoulder with Big Bob Rhodes and Sugar Ray Bey. The pair of Marine guards were laden with M16A1 rifles, frag and smoke grenades, night vision goggles, and aid bags. It was after midnight but the air remained warm and humid.

“They wanted me to remind you not to shoot at everyone approaching this building,” the agent said. “We have friendlies out there who might be coming in wearing civilian clothes.”

“They?” one of the Marines asked.

“Guys from the Embassy,” Gneckow said, meaningfully vague. “You know.”

“Tell them that we’ll be careful not to kill them, if they’re careful while they approach this position.”

“Understood,” the agent said. Everyone’s nerves were on edge, worried about their portion of the drama ahead. “Rick wanted to tell you that our refrigerator is open to you guys. He stocked it up for us, so just take what you need.”

“Well then, here,” said Rhodes, handing over their stash of meals ready to eat (MREs). “As long as we’re all sharing.”

“Thanks,” Gneckow said, turning to go. “If shit gets ugly, knock on the door.”

He closed and locked the entrance. Every door and window was sealed, requiring the PDF to make a dynamic entry if they wanted to take the building. The agents wanted the Marines to know they didn’t have to die at their posts outside but could be part of a last stand within.

Gneckow walked into the NISRA office on the ground floor and joined Rick Yell at the shredder. The pair fed documents into the machine, marking the time ticking toward the invasion by the page. The machine whined with each sheet, a droning noise that nearly drowned out the crackle of gunfire coming from close by, from the direction of the front gate.3

It was still twenty-five minutes until H hour. Something unexpected was happening, and close by.

FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

The joint base at Fort Amador had long been a focal point of the tectonic pressures between Panama and the United States. It should have been no surprise that the front gate was the place where the plates finally slipped and the war began.

There was only so much planners could do to hide the coming invasion. But there were more indications of a coming fight than the cadence of airplanes coming to the airbases. During the past twenty-four hours, as more U.S. personnel found out about the coming action, disturbing warnings started to trickle into the PDF intelligence agencies. Panamanian girlfriends were told to leave town or hunker down. American media outlets were airing reports of troop movements at domestic bases.

Noreiga was gripped by a well-founded paranoia. He stayed in motion as much as possible, knowing a moving target is much harder to pin down. No matter what else was happening—arrests, coup, invasion—the Americans would be coming for him. He finally settled down in La Siesta Military Resort Hotel, near Torrijos Airport, to relax with whiskey and a mistress. The facility was guarded by dozens of PDF troops, and Noriega himself remained under the watchful eye of his personal bodyguard, Capt. Ivan Castillo.

The Dignity Battalion’s military zone commanders rallied their forces and received weapons from the PDF. At military airfields, Panamanian forces blocked runways. And inside the Comandancia, a phone report arrived of street gunfire aimed at a PDF vehicle. If the Americans were taking action, the PDF could only try to get ahead of it. Taking some key locations and prisoners could only serve as leverage.

The gate of Fort Amador was manned by two PDF guards and two American Military Police. That night, the years of cooperative duty evaporated entirely when the PDF guards tried to arrest the MPs, effectively taking control of the base’s main point of entry. Alerted to the attempt, a platoon of paratroopers, freshly arrived that day, dashed to the gate. By the time they got there, the MPs had subdued the PDF guards.

The U.S. troops set about building a roadblock to keep PDF vehicles inside the fort. The work stopped at 12:30 a.m. as headlights appeared within the fort—a bus and a passenger vehicle headed toward the main gate at high speed. The paratroopers shot into the bus as it careened into their half-formed barrier, and the PDF soldiers inside returned a broadside of gunfire through the bus windows as it crashed through.

Well-aimed shots from the American soldiers peppered the bus driver’s seat, shattering the window and cutting through the man seated there. The vehicle cleared the gate but veered off the road just outside Fort Amador. The men inside boiled out and fled the scene.

The car behind the bus took heavy fire and crashed before even making it to the checkpoint. Inside, four PDF soldiers were dead and the other three wounded. The paratroopers handed their prisoners to medics and continued work on the roadblock. Just Cause wasn’t set to begin for another fifteen minutes, but for them the battle was already engaged.

FORT CLAYTON, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

The drive-by shooting prompted General Stiner to jump the gun. He’d heard enough to get nervous: American troops massed at the gates of Albrook Air Force Station had already exchanged fire with Panamanian troops, and others reported the sounds of gunfire near the Comandancia.

In most circumstances, fifteen minutes is not a significant amount of time. But for this complex military operation, it could change the outcome of some of the most sensitive Special Forces operations. If Noriega knew the operation had begun, he could slip away in that amount of time. Navy SEALs could find their targets easing away from piers. If warned, the paratroopers could jump into alerted PDF bases. And for Kurt Muse, held prisoner with his designated executioner nearby, a quarter hour could mean the difference between life and death.

Changing the time of H hour was a major decision. But the all-important tactical surprise was eroding before his eyes. He knew the first minutes of this invasion would determine its overall success. After hearing about the fight at Amador’s gate, Stiner issued the order to commence operation Juse Cause at exactly 0045, or 12:45 a.m., fifteen long minutes earlier than planned.

THE CLIFTON RESIDENCE, RODMAN NAVAL STATION, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

Annya Yell heard the rhythmic thumping of approaching helicopters as she lay in bed with Shelby. She was happy to get off of her feet and provide her daughter some comfort, but their tortured nerves didn’t allow for actual sleep.

She eased out of bed and stalked to the window. Outside she could see the side-by-side silhouettes of around ten helicopters leaving Howard Air Force Base and heading downtown. It was starting, she thought, hands clenching.

The helicopters had just passed overhead when a spiderweb of lights burst to life inside the naval base around her. The headlights of military vehicles lined up inside the fort, bumper to bumper on every street in eyesight, had turned on at once. Where did all these people come from? she wondered. And how many of these guys are not coming back home?

She heard the distant rumble of explosions and swept her eyes back to the departing helicopters. It seemed it was taking them forever to get to the city.

Rick is over there, she thought dismally.

ABOVE PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1999

The four MH-6 “Little Bird” helicopters were stacked nose to tail, on a direct course for an assault on Cárcel Modelo. Each helo carried four operators, two perched on each side, seated on benches mounted over the skids with their bodies exposed.

The Little Bird was originally designed as a scout helicopter for Army armored units, but in the early 1980s the American Special Operations community adopted it as their ride of choice to land on rooftops or narrow roadways. The MH-6s were lightly armed, if you didn’t count the well-trained passengers, but they didn’t fly into Cárcel Modelo alone. AH-6 attack helicopters, using the same airframes but laden with rockets and heavier miniguns, hovered nearby to provide extra firepower if needed.

With surprise on their side, the operators expected their weapons to pacify the prison on their way in. The helicopters stitched the guard towers and prison yard with bullets as the helicopters aimed toward the building’s roof. The PDF responded quicker than expected, and the operators aimed at the sources of the unwelcome tracer fire whipping their way.

As the concrete rooftop grew closer, the Delta team members each disconnected their safety straps and raised their legs to keep them from being pinned by the helicopter’s skids. They leaped off their seats as soon as the Little Birds touched down.

The Delta team’s plan was deceptively direct—deploy snipers to protect the roof while teams accessed the prison by blowing open a door with a shaped charge. The team had all been briefed on the intelligence regarding Muse’s designated executioner. Noriega himself had intimated that he was a hostage who could be killed, rather than a legal prisoner.

To prevent this, one of the Delta operators affixed a piton into the concrete roof and repelled down the prison wall, seeking a window two flights down that should provide a line of sight to the would-be executioner. Several PDF took shots at him from a nearby window until silenced by the operators on the roof and a strafing run from an MH-6. But when he got to his position, all he could see was an empty cell.

The Delta team didn’t hesitate. They detonated the charge at the door and swept into the building, each pair assigned to clear a floor. Anyone with a weapon was a target, and the sound of what armchair generals call “close-quarters combat” rippled through the prison. Those assigned to the third floor—the location of Muse’s cell—raced down the stairs with a fading hope that they’d reach him in time.4

PUNTA PAITILLA AIRPORT, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

Three Navy SEAL platoons approached the PDF airfield from the south, where they’d landed ashore an hour ago. Creeping toward the military airport, they were expecting to catch the Panamanians by surprise. The mission was pretty straightforward: find and disable General Noriega’s personal Learjet, robbing him of an escape option. Then hold the airport until relieved by conventional forces, expected in five hours.

The Learjet was not on a runway, so the SEALs picked their way to the hangars on the northern end of the airfield. They were in position by 1:00 a.m.—with the sounds of the invasion booming across the city. The PDF, already on alert, was now scrambling into action. And they spotted a squad of SEALs from Golf Platoon as they moved to secure a road leading to the hangar.

The streams of machine-gun fire swept the exposed SEALs like hail. All but one of the men were wounded immediately, and the SEALs were quickly pinned down by a crossfire that killed two. Chief Engineman Don McFaul lost communication with the squad and dashed over to help. The thirty-two-year-old from San Diego braved the incoming fire spattering around him to pull the wounded away. He was cut down while intentionally laying himself across a man to shield him.5

Two reinforcing platoons arrived to rescue Golf and take the hangar. Two SEALs died and four were wounded during the minutes-long firefight, but the defending PDF were routed. The SEALs received an order to ruin the airplane with a rocket, which they did in a single shot with an AT-4 through the fuselage, just behind the cockpit.

The mission was accomplished, at a steep cost. Nine were wounded in the battle. Along with McFaul, the attack killed Boatswain’s Mate 1st Class Christopher Taylor Tilghman, thirty, of Kailua, Hawaii; Torpedoman’s Mate 2nd Class Isaac George Rodriguez III, twenty-four, of Missouri City, Texas; and Lt. (j.g.) John Patrick Connors, twenty-five, of Arlington, Massachusetts.

PORT OF BALBOA, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

Underwater divers, even at night, always know the way up from the direction of their bubbles. But the four Navy SEALs approaching the Balboa harbor didn’t even have that luxury. They were using Dräger LAR V rebreathers, which filter the carbon dioxide from the diver’s expelled breath. As a result, the system didn’t produce bubbles that could be spotted by a keen-eyed guard.

The men swam in two pairs: Lt. Edward Coughlin and Engineman 3rd Class Timothy K. Eppley, and Electronics Technician 1st Class Randy L. Beausoleil and Photographer’s Mate 2nd Class Chris Dye. They had slipped into the water from lightless Zodiac boats and were now swimming steadily and stealthily toward their target—the Presidente Porras.

It was easy to feel lonely, immersed in the dark water, but it helped to know that the area was ringed with backup. Six additional SEALs in two patrol boats stood by as a quick-reaction force in case the divers were spotted. They were eager to get involved—with fewer military vessels in the Balboa harbor than expected, there was only need for two dive teams. A four-man team at Rodman Naval Station could also bring .50-caliber machine guns, 60mm mortars, and an MK19 40mm grenade launcher to the fight in case things got particularly messy.

The Presidente Porras sat as expected at Pier 18, and silent thanks were sent to the unknown people who helped develop the intelligence that fixed it in place. The two dive teams approached separately, using the overhead docks as cover to close the distance, surfacing only to make sure they were on course. There were PDF guards patrolling above, roiled by the sights and sounds of imminent invasion. Reaching the vessel undetected, the divers attached haversacks packed with explosives to the port and starboard propellers.

There was a sudden rumble from onboard the Porras—the engines were starting. If the props began to spin, there would be pieces of Navy SEAL floating under the pier. They quickly pulled the pins on the timers and swam to the adjacent Pier 17. Their rendezvous was cut short by two explosions—the PDF guards were tossing grenades into the water. News of the invasion had reached them and they were trying to protect the boat from unseen dangers. If they had been spotted, there would have been machine-gun fire directed their way.

The pier above them remained the best cover, so the four SEALs maneuvered underwater beneath it, still doggedly heading in the direction of their extraction point as the PDF threw more improvised depth charges into the dark water. They were still under Pier 17 when the Presidente Porras rose under a sudden billowing froth of water and, a moment later, a tremendous roar.6

With that, the mission was a success. But the divers still needed to escape, and that was already being delayed by overactive guards. Making matters worse, the water was now alive with the sound of commercial ships starting their propellers. This was panic—or a way to disorient and even cut underwater swimmers. Either way, the freight-train sound of whirling propellers and overhead vessels accompanied them during the hour-long swim to the boat waiting for them at the center of the channel.

Behind them, the Presidente Porras was listing. She sank in less than two minutes.7

CÁRCEL MODELO, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

Kurt Muse and the corporal assigned to kill him exchanged a look when the first peals of machine-gun fire erupted from the prison. Under it, the two men could hear the rhythmic thump of approaching helicopters.

Then a PDF guard cut loose with a machine gun from a nearby window, and the prisoner rolled off his cot and crawled to the bathroom. Looking behind him, his executioner had vanished from the doorway. Muse’s life depended on his willingness to follow orders, so Muse had formed an oddly professional relationship with the man, enough so that he one day posed a question to him: “Would you really shoot me, corporal?”

“Sí, señor,” came the grave reply.

This exchange was on Muse’s mind, but the guard still wasn’t the most immediate threat. The sound of bullets impacting the building is what made Muse worried. Getting killed seemed beyond his control, and so it was far from his mind. He instead gathered his clothes and got dressed. Better to die ready for rescue than to be caught unprepared if it happened.

There were flashes outside his window facing the street, and massive concussions that shook the entire prison. Peering out, he saw a line of light reach down from the sky and impact La Comandancia, bursting across the rooftop in bright explosions. Gunships, firing down into Noriega’s headquarters. No Panamanian rebel groups could do this. This, finally, was an American intervention.

Muse felt a savage delight—no matter what happened, he at least saw Noriega’s crooked rule being dismantled, his dream realized. A nearby explosion, likely the impact of a helicopter strafing run, sprayed concrete through his window and proved that gawking could be fatal tonight. He retreated into his bathroom and curled into a ball, making himself as small as possible.

The gunfire he heard in the building reached his floor, machine-gun bursts followed by the cries of what sounded to him like American troops keeping each other updated. Then, scuffling outside his door. “Moose,” a voice said. “Are you okay?”

“I’m here, I’m alright!” I already have a nickname among the rescuers, he realized dimly.

“Get down and stay down. We’re going to blow this door.”

It was the largest explosion of Muse’s night, and he fully expected his cell door to be swinging wide open. But it wasn’t—the entryway that the operators detonated led to the officer’s quarters across the hall. Peering inside, they spied the corporal crouching in the darkness and shot him to death. After the room was cleared, the Delta team blasted Muse’s door hinges with a shotgun.

Shadowy figures dashed through the haze of cordite, and one dropped heavily across his body, as if they were under fire. “You alright?” he asked. Hands draped him in a Kevlar vest and dropped a helmet on his head. “Let’s go,” one of the Delta guys said, and the operators formed a human shield around Muse while they hustled him to the roof, where the Little Birds were waiting.

Muse was crammed into the rear seat, an uncomfortable fit, while the Delta operators took their positions above the skids. Muse could hear sharp metallic sounds as bullets dinged off the fuselage, and then the Little Bird rose from the roof, tipped toward the ground, and pulled up amid a swarm of tracers.

No one onboard was hit, but their MH-6 was wounded. The pilot set the helicopter down in the street, close enough to La Comandancia to see the flickering flames on its top floors, as the passengers screamed for reasons why. The pilot took off again, but by now the PDF was fully alerted and eager to shoot at anything that looked American.

Machine-gun fire ripped into the helo, punching into the vest of one of the operators, enough to knock him off his perch (saved by the safety strap) but not enough to penetrate. But another round ripped through the bench and embedded behind his knee.

Other streams of bullets punched through the already battered fuselage, and the Little Bird staggered in the air and then dropped out of the sky into the streets of El Chorrillo.8

BRIDGE OF THE AMERICAS, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

At 1:00 a.m., Marine Cpl. Garreth Isaak led a squad of Marines toward a small traffic police station on the end of the Bridge of the Americas. He was in Panama as part of Task Force Semper Fidelis, serving as a scout squad leader within Company D of the 2nd Light Armored Infantry Battalion, a blend of Marines and infantry.

Isaak was a twenty-two-year-old from Greenville, South Carolina. His father, Dr. Albert Isaak, was a science instructor at Bob Jones University. Garreth joined the Marine Corps in May 1985 and was stationed close to home at Camp Lejeune until the call-up to Panama.

Isaak’s mission tonight was to secure this foothold, officially known as National Department of Traffic and Land Transportation Station No. 2. Seizing the outpost meant controlling access to the vital bridge over the canal. It was not expected to go well—there were more than just street cops inside. This small facility was suspected of being a command center for operations within the Arraijan Tank Farm.

The squad approached cautiously, seeing movement inside the windows. Isaak was in the lead and recalled the briefings that suggested the frontline PDF troops might be willing to give up instead of fighting. “Surrender!” he called to the Panamanians.

The windows erupted in explosions of light, raking fire from AK-47s. Isaak dropped to the ground, a round punched through his throat. His fellow Marines concentrated return fire on the gunman who felled him, killing the man and prompting three others to immediately surrender.9 The position had been taken, but the squad lost Garreth Isaak.

AIRSPACE OVER PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

Seven C-141 Starlifters and four C-130 Hercules transport aircraft cruised five hundred feet over the ground, skimming the terrain and heading on a course for the Torrijos Airport. The plan was scheduled down to the minute, and the transport aircraft were in position at the exact right time, with the first airplane crossing over the airport at three minutes after 1:00 a.m.

Just minutes before, the first airstrikes landed amid the PDF garrison assigned to defend the airport. In another swift attack, Special Operations forces secured the Pacora River Bridge to thwart reinforcements from reaching the airport. Now it was time to put boots on the ground, and quickly, by inserting 732 Rangers of the 1st Battalion task force by air.

The low altitude was a problem. The five hundred feet they were given was three hundred feet lower than their training drops. With heavy rucksacks and little time to release them, scores of Rangers hurt their ankles while landing. They faced hard targets: Panamanian barracks filled with defenders, the airport’s well-protected control tower, and the airport terminal. Company B was ordered to secure the perimeter and prepare the runway for coming American (and possible civilian) landings. If ordered, they would also secure Objective Hawk: La Siesta Military Resort Hotel.10

The battle for the airport was more intense than expected—the PDF were not taken by surprise. Firefights erupted around the airport and at each objective. The PDF’s 2nd Company took up defensive positions inside the airport’s terminal, a nightmare scenario since intelligence about the airport was outdated. Instead of a quiet airport, two international flights had just landed and 398 civilians were now caught in the middle of a coming fight.

The battle for the airport was intense, held at close quarters, and included multiple hostage situations. It would take until 5:00 a.m. for the airport to be secured. Objective Hawk, the secondary target, was empty when the order finally came to capture it.

The Rangers of Company B didn’t know it, but the longer-than-expected fighting had deprived them of catching Noriega. Capt. Ivan Castillo, Noriega’s bodyguard, heard the sound of the first explosions at the airport at 1:00 a.m. and was at a window as the Rangers’ parachutes blossomed in the sky over the airport shortly after. He immediately roused the general and his mistress, both still reeling from whiskey.

“It’s an invasion,” he told them, prompting quick dressing and a panicked flight to an awaiting Hyundai driven by a Lieutenant Pinto. A second car filled with bodyguards followed behind.

Pinto took a perimeter road around the airport, at Castillo’s orders, but the headlights strafed the ghostly image of the Army Rangers advancing into the road, securing the perimeter of the airport as planned. Pinto steered around them and gunned the engine until they met the main road. Behind them, the Rangers intercepted the fleeing follow-on car and peppered it with automatic fire.11

The strongman needed a haven, but Castillo couldn’t think of a safe house that the Americans might not have under watch. He decided there was no safer place than Lieutenant Pinto’s home in the northern suburbs of Panama City.

There, Noriega could call another mistress of his, Vicky Amado, to let her know he was alright. His other call would be to Maj. Eduardo Lopez Grimaldo, PDF spokesman. The major held a prerecorded message that Noriega wanted put on Radio Nacional before the Americans thought to shut it down: a cry for the Dignity Battalion to fight the American invasion in every city and town in the nation.12

BRIANT APARTMENT, FORT AMADOR, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

Chuck Briant pulled to a halt in front of his apartment, extending a hand to wave appreciatively at the Military Police vehicles cruising past. When he’d landed at Torrijos Airport, he found the MPs weren’t letting people drive unattended and were organizing escorts for those leaving the airport every time a flight from the United States landed. His motorcade brought him to Amador at around 12:30 a.m.

Briant sighed, weary but curious as to why he had to rush back. After freshening up, he walked to a window, fogged from the humid air’s contact with the cool glass. He could see the NISRA office from here—the lights were on. And beyond the dark stretch of the inlet, he could also see La Comandancia, blazing with light. There seemed to be an American helicopter hovering at an oblique angle to the building, above and to the side, where it exposed itself to the fewest of the building’s windows.

As he stood there, a series of deep concussions rumbled through his feet. “Ah, shit,” he said to the empty apartment. “We did it.”

He saw that the lights in the NISRA office had been extinguished. He made an urgent call and Yell answered. “I landed tonight and just now got back to the apartment. Is everyone okay?”

“We’re good, Chuck,” Yell said. “Everybody’s in the office, doing their job. Things are getting really serious out there. Better just stay put until it’s safe.”

There were flashes of light and attendant explosions in the distance. “You don’t have to tell me twice. I’ll see you all soon.”

Briant hung up, feeling very alone in his apartment. Then his head turned in response to some unwelcome sounds—rifle fire from directly outside his building. He eased over and stared out the fogged window. All he could see were U.S. troops, members of the 1st Battalion, 508th Infantry (Airborne).

He should have been relieved. Everyone who worked at Fort Amador figured that the Panamanian plans called for members of their Special Forces school here to sweep the military housing to seize American hostages. The Army clearly had a plan to stop this from happening, and some were outside his building to secure the area.

But the soldiers looked very young to Briant’s eyes, and well-armed. One lifted a rifle to his shoulder and fired it, eliminating a streetlight. I’m going to get shot by a stray round from one of our own, Briant thought, going prone.

EL CHORRILLO NEIGHBORHOOD, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

Judging by the condition of his rescuers, the liberation of Kurt Muse had gone very wrong. Almost everyone who was onboard the crashed helicopter was injured. One Delta operator suffered head wounds from a helmeted impact with a snapped rotor blade. One was shot in the knee, another in the thigh. Muse himself lost his helmet during the hard landing.

However, Muse thought it a miracle that none of them had been killed. Of the seven men stuck on the streets of Panama City, only Muse and the pilot remained unhurt. The Delta Force team had regrouped away from the ruins of the Little Bird, and one was holding an infrared light over his head to signal to pilots wearing night vision. Even the wounded took up positions on the side of the street, hunkered down against a brick wall and shielded by parked cars with weapons pointed in all directions.

Tracer fire squirted across the sky overhead, and explosions of gunship runs against La Comandancia shook the ground. They expected the PDF or Dignity Battalion to arrive to hunt them down any second. Hopefully, they were too busy fighting—or dying—to be bothered. If not, they’d have to survive contact with their perimeter.

A civilian nearly died doing just that. One of the operators called out a contact as a man slowly crept closer to where they were huddled. Muse, armed with a pistol, wasn’t sure it was an enemy. He was more plugged into the environment, and the body language of their visitor didn’t seem bold or aggressive enough for a Noriega man, even tonight. Plus, he was alone.

The operators only saw a threat and were ready to shoot the man until Muse insisted on an attempt to warn him off. Calling out in Spanish, Muse said, “Hey, you! What are you doing out there behind the cars?”

The man popped up, saw the silhouettes of armed men, and dropped down again.

“Are you crazy?” Muse continued. “These are American soldiers, and they will kill you if you get any closer.”

One of the operators chimed in. “Tell him to show himself and then run the other direction. And if I can’t see his hands, I swear to God I’ll blow him away.”

Muse swallowed and called out the instructions. The shadow of the man rose slowly, hands high in the air. “Good. Now, run home!”13

The form retreated, fast, and Muse felt the relief wash over him. People had risked their lives to rescue him, and others had died defending the strongman’s offered vision of their nation. There was a war surrounding him, the sound of violent death in every direction. Muse was proud to prevent one death.

The thump of rotors made the men glance skyward, but those on the perimeter couldn’t take their eyes off the street for long to watch. Muse, tending to one of the wounded Rangers, had the luxury of seeing a Black Hawk helicopter cruise into view then turn in the air around their position. They’d been spotted.

Soon after—but way too long for Muse and the Delta team—a parade of Army M113s pushed into view. They were with the 508th Infantry. The adrenaline high wore off in an instant, replaced by exhaustion and shock. For the first time tonight, Muse allowed himself the idea that he might survive.

NISRA-FORT AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

The office was taking fire; the NIS agents inside could hear the telltale thuds when bullets struck their building. But at least those were the noises of blocked rounds. Occasionally one would shatter a window and run amok inside. That sounded like breaking glass and the repeated pops as the round bounced around the room.

“Get to the floor and stay the hell down there,” Yell ordered the NIS agents.

Outside, the 4th Battalion, 6th Infantry was pursuing its immediate goal: to protect the Americans living in Fort Amador from the PDF soldiers stationed there. UH-60 Black Hawk helicopters descended onto the golf course on Fort Amador that separated the American family housing from the four-story barracks of the Panamanian 5th Rifle Company.

Wheeling above the fort nearby was a pair of helicopters, an AH-1 Cobra and OH-58 Kiowa. The PDF shooters on the ground took aim at the Kiowa, used for close-range observation, and the stricken helo careened one hundred yards off its station and crashed into Panama Bay. The copilot was killed, but the pilot was rescued within a half hour.

Soldiers with the 6th Infantry quickly sealed off the enemy barracks across from the NIS office, firing into the building with .50-caliber machine guns to discourage the gunmen sheltering there from sallying out. There was little appetite to storm the building; there could be three hundred troops sheltering inside, beyond those stalwart enough to fire from the windows. But the AC-130s were on call to support the 6th Infantry, and a Spectre gunship overhead worked over the PDF barracks with salvos from the 105-mm cannon.

The NISRA men had become accustomed to the sporadic shooting, enough so to move around the office, using penlights to navigate the darkened rooms. As Mike Gneckow crouched in his office, a .50-caliber round crashed through the window, bounced off three walls, and landed to burn a hole in the carpet.14

Their battle stations were phones. The line they didn’t want to ring was the emergency phone for their contacts. Every source had emergency contact instructions to call a “hello line” to confirm they were safe during a dire emergency. The line was nothing fancy: just an answering machine that went to a recording. No one had used it yet, and Yell was praying that everybody could just hunker down for the night.

At 1:30 a.m. the main office phone rang. Yell crawled to it and picked up the receiver to hear a producer with NBC News in Washington, DC, asking him for an update on what’s happening in Panama.

Yell held the phone up to face the sound of gunfire echoing through the windows for a few moments. “I’m kind of busy right now,” he said before hanging up.

The phone rang again, and Yell again responded on hand and knees to answer it. He recognized the voice on the other end of the line immediately—the Old Man.

“Where’s your boy?” Yell asked straightaway.

Amazingly, he heard the Old Man laugh. “I didn’t like the way you look today,” he said. “So I told him, ‘I don’t care what they tell you, you come home.’ He’s here with me now.”

Relief swept over Yell like a shock wave. In its wake came chagrin: the Old Man was too clever to be caught by surprise. Delighted by the scope of the intervention, the Old Man now also realized the stakes enough to understand the position Yell had been put in.

But there was still residual guilt. “When we can, we can send someone in a car to make sure you’re all okay,” Yell assured him.

The Old Man said, “I’m never going to call you paper tigers anymore.”

Things started to get very loud across the street from the NISRA office. The 508th Infantry moved a 105mm howitzer to hammer the barracks in what they called “direct fire mode.” Instead of an arc, the shells were fired directly into the building in nearly straight trajectories. The results were devastating, and the NIS agents could see PDF troops abandoning the shattered building, leaping into the water to swim for the boats of a nearby marina.

Within one hour, the U.S. facilities at Fort Amador were safeguarded, the main gate blocked, and the PDF areas inside isolated. A Spanish recording was broadcast, calling on the PDF to surrender. Most didn’t. A building-by-building search loomed before the base could be declared secure.

U.S. troops approached Admiral Gneckow’s residence, where more than sixty dependents had gathered in the middle of the night. They could hear the shooting; there were machine guns going off all over Fort Amador, and all of the PDF buildings were getting blasted. The noises drove them in the opposite direction—right toward the admiral’s home.

The Gneckow family was ensconced inside a panic room. The admiral refused to call it a safe room, knowing a dedicated team could breach it in minutes. But he stashed his wife, daughter, daughter-in-law, and her kids inside while he and his son went to work. Before leaving, Admiral Gneckow gave his wife a shotgun and said, “Don’t let anybody in.”15

The fight for Amador was won, if not finished, but the battle for Panama City was still raging. From their windows, Yell and the NIS agents watched all night as the top floors of La Comandancia withered under aerial attacks from gunships and helicopters. Across the inlet, they watched as flames slowly spread through Noriega’s headquarters—and the surrounding neighborhood of El Chorrillo.

DOWNTOWN PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

At around 2:00 a.m., a platoon of Company C, 6th Infantry became the first to reach La Comandancia from Fort Clayton.

It had already been a long night for the men in the M113 armored personnel carriers. All paths to the compound cut through the barrio of El Chorrillo, poor and crowded, tied together with narrow and erratic streets. The armored vehicles crawled through the neighborhood as people fled through the streets. There was also an inconvenient amount of vehicular traffic cluttering the roads.

The slow speed made the vehicles good targets, and the columns were under fire nearly from the start. For a surprise attack, the Panamanian defenders seemed well prepared to fight back. There were ugly street attacks with rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs) and small arms, fired from balconies and rooftops.

Before too long, they encountered roadblocks. In trying to negotiate the obstacles, M113 columns stalled and became magnets for hit-and-run attacks. A corporal in Company B was killed while firing against a PDF position.16 Some of the lead M113s broke the impasse by steering their vehicles over cars blocking their way—without checking if there were civilians inside.17

Civilians were caught up in the fighting. PDF and Dignity Battalion members were not wearing uniforms and were firing from occupied residential buildings. Threats were met with sharp responses from machine guns from the ground and supporting aerial attacks. AC-130 gunships circled overhead to provide air support, using the airborne 105mm howitzers to neutralize threats, but risking civilian casualties with their large ordnance.18

In the constricted terrain of downtown Panama City, the M113 proved its value in combat. War planners chose this personnel carrier for its smaller size compared to the newer, larger Bradley Fighting Vehicle. The soldiers in Panama City also valued the .50-caliber machine gun, which could be aimed at even the uppermost stories of high-rise buildings. The Bradley had a more precise 25mm cannon, but what the troops needed in this urban, ambush-prone terrain was thick suppressive fire. Even more important for the soldiers, they could fire from the top of the vehicle even while the .50 slewed, while the Bradley’s turret was usually in the way.

Other advancing Army troops now joined Company C around La Comandancia. An estimated four hundred PDF troops defended the fifteen-building compound. As if this wasn’t bad enough, a sixteen-story high-rise loomed over the military complex, and from the amount of sniper, machine-gun, and RPG fire from its balconies, it was infested with PDF.19

Company B secured its positions to the north, and an hour or so later, Company D settled in place to the south. The infantrymen weren’t alone. Four M551 Sheridans from the 82nd Airborne Division and four U.S. Marine Corps LAVs were positioned on Quarry Heights, only five hundred yards away. They had heavy weapons—152mm guns and the LAVs’ 25mm cannon—to support the coming assault. Their contribution from that position turned out to be modest, however, since the line of sight was partially obscured.

But there was no hiding the PDF headquarters from the air. AC-130s and AH-6 helicopters pounded the compound. When the attacks focused on the main building, an impressive amount of smoke and debris poured across the compound. However, the actual damage was limited to the top floors, and the effect of the attack was to blind the aircraft and ground troops alike, even as they maneuvered to seal off the La Comandancia complex.

In the chaos, Panamanian personnel took off their uniforms and slipped away from their headquarters. As they retreated, some PDF and Dignity Battalion members set fires in El Chorrillo. Hundreds of Panamanian civilians fled toward the approaching U.S. forces, even as the soldiers tried to cordon off the complex. Between the arson and American weaponry, three adjacent city blocks of wooden shanty homes were immolated.

At one point in the fighting, the PDF shot down an AH-6, which ended up landing inside the La Comandancia compound. The pilot and copilot managed to get out of the craft and make their way to the facility’s wall, climbing over it and scurrying to American lines.

While this was going on, Company C of the 508th was waiting for word to enter and clear the La Comandancia compound. Among them was Private 1st Class Vance Coats, an eighteen-year-old from Great Falls, Montana. Company C’s section of the cordon was being pressed by heavy sniper fire and a hail of grenades. One of the grenades dropped from inside the PDF headquarters detonated beside Coats, killing him. “The Army was his life,” memorialized his girlfriend, Melissa Eitzen. “But after he went to Panama that all changed. Then, he just wanted to come back to Great Falls and be a cop.”20

After suffering such punishment, his and every other unit pulled back to a safer area and waited for command to offer a new plan. For now, La Comandancia remained in the hands of the PDF.

FORT AMADOR, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

Mike Gneckow and Ted Fahy froze in their tracks when the voice barked at them from behind: “Hands up, drop what you’ve got, and get down!” The commands came in English, but the danger from their own troops was just as real. The pair were wearing civilian clothes and easily confused with looters or even saboteurs.

The NIS agents were involved in dicey field work. The CIA had people crawling across the city, looking for information on Noriega, his top men, and PDF guerilla ambitions. Several actual agents had been using the NISRA office as a safe haven in Amador. That night, the NISRA office got a call from some Agency people who needed an assist. He and Ted went out the back door, only to be detained by these American Army soldiers.

The agents watched, chagrined, as the soldiers collected their IDs and looked skeptical. “Ted Espinosa,” the soldier read aloud.

Gneckow looked at his colleague, unable to stop from asking, “Who’s that?”

The soldiers, unamused, soon let the pair go to continue their clandestine mission. As to the work the Agency wanted them to perform that night, Fahy and Gneckow won’t ever say.

ACROSS THE REPUBLIC OF PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

The invasion may have been focused on Panama City, but it also unfolded across the entire nation under the organization of Task Force Atlantic, which had objectives along the Caribbean coast.

The 4th Battalion, 17th Infantry captured Coco Solo Naval Air Station. Shooting at the gates alerted two Panamanian gunboat crews, who quickly threw lines and slipped away. At Gamboa, they protected 160 American Panama Canal Company employees from the local PDF garrison. At Fort Espinar, the 8th PDF Company fought off the 4th Battalion, 17th Infantry until concentrated fire from their armored carriers’ Vulcan chainguns prompted a surrender.

The 75th Ranger Regiment—the entire 2nd Ranger Battalion and one company from the 3rd Ranger Battalion—were tasked with taking the Río Hato military base on the Pacific coast one hundred miles west of Panama City. To subdue the enemy, a pair of two F-117A stealth fighter-bombers dropped two-thousand-pound precision bombs on the base. The air attack only woke the garrison, and more than five hundred well-trained Panamanian soldiers from the PDF’s 6th and 7th Rifle Companies were prepared for the Rangers’ arrival.

Thirteen C-130 Hercules transport aircraft approached, flying low at 590 feet. The dangerous altitude was supposed to protect the planes from antiaircraft weapons, but 23mm ground fire still peppered the fuselages and wounded Rangers inside.

Then the first of the 850 Rangers jumped. Some were essentially killed in the air when bullets clipped their parachute wires. Others were hit upon landing from approaching PDF armored vehicles. The Rangers responded with light anti-armor weapon (LAW) rockets and calls for Spectre gunship strikes, and the battle for Río Hato was underway.

It took all night to secure the airfield, ending in room-to-room fighting with small arms and grenades. Four U.S. servicemen were killed and more than forty injured.

During a climatic helicopter assault against Fort Cimarron, a PDF bastion fifteen miles east of Panama City, hundreds of the PDF’s Battalion 2000 were ordered to strip their uniforms, slip away, and start guerilla operations. Many simply started looting and forming robber gangs. A few elected to linger and fight, facing soldiers from 4th Battalion, 325th Infantry delivered by eleven UH-60s. The stubborn resistors refused calls to surrender.21

Even with the stiff resistance and holdouts, by the end of December 20, all of Just Cause’s initial objectives were achieved. All but one, that is: the capture of Manuel Noriega. There was no doubt of the importance of his apprehension; that day President Bush wrote a memo to Defense Secretary Dick Cheney: “I hereby direct and authorize the units and members of the armed forces of the United States to apprehend Gen. Manuel Noriega and any other persons in Panama currently under indictment in the United States for drug-related offenses.”22

Now he was officially a fugitive from the law—and the United States that night put a $1 million bounty on information leading to his capture. The manhunt was on.

NISRA-FORT AMADOR, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

Chuck Briant arrived at the NISRA office at 6:00 a.m. He was only able to get there because he coaxed Army Rangers into providing him an armed escort across the fort to his office.

It wasn’t safe to travel alone. Paratroopers were still clearing the PDF from Fort Amador’s buildings. Holdouts were surrendering or being killed in last-ditch attacks.

The first thing Briant saw was Jim McDougall crouched down in a doorway with a shotgun. “Hey, boss, good to see you,” the NIS agents said, surprised to see the SAC in person.

Mike Gneckow greeted him, bags under his eyes. “You made it? Whoa.”

“How’s the admiral?” Briant asked.

Gneckow shared the recent news from his family home. This morning, after cowering all night, those in the safe room saw U.S. soldiers appear on the security camera feeds at the front door. They emerged to meet an officer, who told them the area was secure. “Those Army guys are lucky she didn’t take the shotgun to ’em,” Gneckow said.

By now the office had clustered around their leader. “Everyone hear from their sources?”

He was relieved to hear that all of them made it through the night, having called in from safe places. But with the lawlessness and escaped Noriega loyalists, they couldn’t be considered secure. Highest on Briant’s mind was their most valuable intelligence asset. “Ted,” Briant ordered, “why don’t you check on the Old Man?”

Of all the agents, Fahy was best suited to traverse the war-torn city. As a fluent speaker and native Panamanian, he had the best odds of staying alive. Besides, he knew the Old Man’s town, Paraíso, since it bordered his own while growing up. This mission also suited his reputation as a skilled and eager undercover operative. Although it made perfect sense, the other agents didn’t envy him the trip and tried to be helpful.

“You can take my old man’s car,” Gneckow offered.

This, Fahy accepted. The admiral rode inside an armored sedan; even the tires were puncture- and bulletproofed. It was a far better option than Fahy’s jeep. Given he’d be navigating around smoldering debris, reckless criminals, jumpy American troops, and vengeful Noriega loyalists, he wanted as much protection from his ride as he could get.

THE CLIFTON RESIDENCE, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

Annya Yell sat by the television and waited for President Bush’s speech to begin. It was 6:00 a.m. in Panama, an hour later in Washington, DC. Her night was a never-ending display of noise and light, massive orange-red explosions booming moments later like a fireworks display. She was too exhausted to be fearful anymore.

Then President Bush came on and made the announcement.


Fellow citizens, last night I ordered U.S. military forces to Panama. No president takes such action lightly. This morning, I want to tell you what I did and why I did it.

For nearly two years, the United States, nations of Latin America, and the Caribbean have worked together to resolve the crisis in Panama. The goals of the United States have been to safeguard the lives of Americans, to defend democracy in Panama, to combat drug trafficking, and to protect the integrity of the Panama Canal Treaty. Many attempts have been made to resolve this crisis through diplomacy and negotiations. All were rejected by the dictator of Panama, General Manuel Noriega, an indicted drug trafficker.

Last Friday, Noriega declared his military dictatorship to be in a state of war with the United States and publicly threatened the lives of Americans in Panama. The very next day, forces under his command shot and killed an unarmed American serviceman, wounded another, arrested and brutally beat a third American serviceman, and then brutally interrogated his wife, threatening her with sexual abuse. That was enough.

General Noriega’s reckless threats and attacks upon Americans in Panama created an imminent danger to the 35,000 American citizens in Panama. As president, I have no higher obligation than to safeguard the lives of American citizens. And that is why I directed our Armed Forces to protect the lives of American citizens in Panama and to bring General Noriega to justice in the United States. I contacted the bipartisan leadership of Congress last night and informed them of this decision, and after taking this action, I also talked with leaders in Latin America, the Caribbean, and those of other U.S. allies.

At this moment, U.S. forces, including forces deployed from the United States last night, are engaged in action in Panama. The United States intends to withdraw the forces newly deployed to Panama as quickly as possible. Our forces have conducted themselves courageously and selflessly, and as commander in chief, I salute every one of them and thank them on behalf of our country.

Tragically, some Americans have lost their lives in defense of their fellow citizens, in defense of democracy, and my heart goes out to their families. We also regret and mourn the loss of innocent Panamanians. [ . . . ]

I took this action only after reaching the conclusion that every other avenue was closed and the lives of American citizens were in grave danger. I hope that the people of Panama will put this dark chapter of dictatorship behind them and move forward together as citizens of a democratic Panama with this government that they themselves have elected.

The United States is eager to work with the Panamanian people in partnership and friendship to rebuild their economy. The Panamanian people want democracy, peace, and the chance for a better life in dignity and freedom. The people of the United States seek only to support them in pursuit of these noble goals.

Thank you very much.23



The speech was a psychological blow. Annya looked down to see her hands shaking uncontrollably. Something about the speech made the scope of the situation so real, and the danger to Rick so acute, that it struck her to the core.

“Are you okay, hon?” asked Pam Clifton.

“I don’t know; I think so,” Annya said. “Oh my God. For a second there I was afraid I was going to go into labor.”

“Well here’s some good news: Rick’s on the phone.”

She clambered to her feet and scrambled to the receiver. “You’re alright? Shelby’s alright?” Rick asked.

“We’re fine, thank God. Please tell me you’re not in danger.”

“I’m fine; the guys are fine, too. But the city’s not going to be safe anytime soon. There’s still some fighting inside Amador, for God’s sake. I think you guys should stay put.”

“They’re fighting inside the fort but you’re not in danger?”

“I know, but don’t worry, okay? Things are winding down, I think. Hey, Chuck flew in last night. He got here this morning with a Ranger escort.”

“All you guys stay safe. Me and Shelby will stay here until it’s over. But the minute that we can, I want us back together under one roof.”

PARAÍSO, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

Ted Fahy used as many back roads as he could to get to the Old Man’s town of Paraíso. Staying off the main roads avoided dangerous complications from displaced Noriega loyalists and any uncomfortable questions from U.S. soldiers.

The mission was simple: get to the Old Man, verify his status, and evacuate him if needed. If he had time, Fahy also wanted to check on other sources he had cultivated. But the Old Man came first. He earned that.

Fahy crept toward the Old Man’s home. It was nice, even by Paraíso standards. Normally he’d walk up to the door and knock, of course, but this was a day to be cautious. He didn’t want to be shot by an overprotective resident or hidden gunman waiting to take revenge on the informant—and his American handler. So Fahy approached from an adjacent street and snuck into the backyard of the Old Man’s house, gaining access to the property near his swimming pool.

A figure stood in a window, waving. It was the Old Man’s wife, who Fahy had met during a highlands trip and considered a sweetheart.

Inside, the Old Man was all smiles. His son was fine, as were other family members who wore PDF uniforms. But Noriega was still at large, so he couldn’t fully celebrate. The informant’s hate for Noriega was a primary motivator for his actions, and his favored idea was always to snatch the general off the streets. Now Panama had been invaded, soldiers and innocents killed, and his hated enemy somehow remained at liberty.

Still, Fahy’s reunion was pleasant and short. He bade farewell and headed off to the next stop, due south, to Manny the harbormaster at Balboa. There was no way to get there without crossing the northern swatch of Panama City. He passed by Fort Clayton and through Corozal. The streets were still hot and uneasy. Groups of men loitered in alleys. Stores far from the fighting had broken windows and boarded doors—signs of looting.

That’s when something smashed through the front windshield and embedded in the steering wheel. Another sound reverberated from somewhere in the car’s body, the hollow thunk of a bullet burrowing into the sedan’s armor.

The rounds arrived on a downward trajectory, fired from a building or hilltop. That was good news, since it enabled him to just speed up and escape whatever kill zone he’d crossed into. Or maybe they were stray rounds. It didn’t matter; the key was to just keep moving.

My dad got shot in the chest in Korea, Fahy thought to himself after the close call. A metal compass saved his life. The thought steeled his rattled nerves as he headed to Manny’s home in Balboa. He met the port official outside his house, and the two spoke while parked. Shocked by the sudden change, Manny was also happy he had curried favor with the people now in charge of Panama.24

Fahy drove past the Balboa port, pondering how his surveys there had enabled the SEALs to sink one of Noriega’s Swift Boats. He was proud that no American personnel were hurt or killed during the underwater operation he enabled. His quiet contribution would never be acknowledged.

RODMAN NAVAL STATION, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 21, 1989

A welcome face appeared at the front door of the Clifton home around lunch.

Taken to the naval station, Elba weathered the night of fighting with a friend in the maid’s quarters of a house across the street. With her now available to watch Shelby, Annya Yell was able to respond to a request from Pam Clifton to volunteer at the Marines Corps’ enlisted club.

Pam was in the Navy Wives Club and organized a cadre to serve lunch to the men there. It was a supportive and patriotic gesture, and one with wartime precedent. The club women set about preparing the meal when they noticed scores of men, some of them hardly dressed, seated along a chain-link fence.

The club’s windows had a good view of the prisoner of war (POW) camp across the street, growing by the busload. New arrivals were seated by the fence, under guard. American forces had captured 1,236 Panamanian soldiers but expected more. The idea that mass surrenders would follow the displays of U.S. firepower had faded as pockets of resistance held out for hours.

Annya examined the men through the windows, not knowing how to feel. The overwhelming emotion was pity. They looked absolutely awful, physically, some with torn and stained clothes. But it was their faces that struck her: expressionless, hollow-eyed, and vacant. She realized that she had never seen a broken man before, and to see so many young men reduced to this condition was tragically pathetic.

A booming voice broke her revelry. A commander burst into the room, screaming. “Get these wives outta here; they don’t need to see this!’”

The women were unceremoniously hustled out, but for Annya the image of the defeated men was already seared in her mind. Some things you can’t unsee.

LA COMANDANCIA, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 20, 1989

The PDF’s headquarters had been pounded with 152mm shells from Sheridan tanks and various cannons aboard the AC-130 gunships, but by 3:45 p.m. La Comandancia was still not under U.S. control. After fifteen hours of punishment, the PDF soldiers inside were still not surrendering.25

With the support of Apache helicopters and a platoon providing covering fire from the roof of a nearby gymnasium, the Rangers began clearing the prison and other facilities in Compound A. Next up would be the 345 buildings in Compound B, which included La Comandancia itself.

Commanders requested the use of helicopter-fired missiles to cow the defenders of La Comandancia into submission. Hovering over Panama Bay two miles away, Apaches launched Hellfire missiles into the back of the Comandancia compound.

It was working well until an Apache pilot spied a V-300 armored car moving behind a building. They fired a volley of 2.75-inch rockets at the PDF vehicle; two slammed into nearby buildings holding American troops, wounding one by stripping the skin from his back. The buildings caught fire and the U.S. troops inside were forced to relocate.26

The AC-130s sometimes picked the wrong targets, as well. Aviators were using night vision devices to fly their aircraft and identify their targets. But the increasing smoke and bright explosions created a literal fog of war, and there were two separate incidents of the AC-130 gunships firing on the U.S. forces attacking the PDF headquarters. These attacks wounded twenty-one men.

It took until 6:00 p.m. to fully clean out the PDF from the remains of La Comandancia. Four U.S. soldiers were killed during the effort. The PDF casualties were not tallied but were assumed to be high. It was hard to count for sure because so few kept their uniforms on when they fought, either to adopt guerilla tactics or because they were caught by surprise.

The U.S. invasion of Panama ultimately cost the lives of twenty-three U.S. soldiers and wounded three hundred. Just three U.S. civilians were killed. An estimated 314 PDF soldiers were killed. The Dignity Battalion was better armed than expected and fully mobilized. Stiner later attributed the PDF’s willingness to fight to the December 15 Noriega speech to the legislature and the Assembly’s firebrand response. He also acknowledged that the massive airlifts compromised operational security.

But the urban fighting took the steepest toll on Panamanian civilians. There was a debate over the numbers: the U.S. military claimed 202, the United Nations cited 500, and the Central American Human Rights Commission tallied more than 2,500.27 While even Human Rights Watch didn’t think the actual number was that high, the group rebuked the thinking behind Powell’s dedication to using overwhelming force in conflicts:


Though we remain skeptical about larger numbers, we stress that the updated figures are still troublesome. They reveal that the “surgical operation” by American forces inflicted a toll in civilian lives that was at least four-and-a-half times higher than military casualties in the enemy, and twelve or thirteen times higher than the casualties suffered by U.S. troops. By themselves these ratios suggest that the rule of proportionality and the duty to minimize harm to civilians, where doing so would not compromise a legitimate military objective, were not faithfully observed by the invading U.S. forces. For us, the controversy over the number of civilian casualties should not obscure the important debate on the manner in which those people died.28



For Stiner, Bushnell, and Thurman, there was a more pressing problem in the aftermath of the invasion. Without the PDF, the nation had been plunged into disorder. Riots and looting went unchecked. In Panama City alone, an estimated three hundred former PDF troops and Dignity Battalion goons had reassembled into well-armed criminal bands.

By the end of December 20, the first of thousands of new troops started to arrive from the United States. Their jobs indicated that a new phase of the Panama invasion had begun: stability operations. The 7th Infantry Division civil affairs and psychological operations units and the 16th Military Police Brigade had to stabilize the city and give the new Endara government a chance to plant its roots.

With their arrival, the final tally of U.S. forces in Panama for Just Cause topped off at 27,000. Of these, a telling 22,000 engaged in combat operations. What Powell provided, Stiner used.

MIAMI INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, FLORIDA, UNITED STATES

DECEMBER 21, 1989

Kurt Muse walked off the CIA’s executive jet in a daze, still wearing a prison shirt, now stained from the blood of a Delta operator during his rescue. Muse was on the way to a reunion with Anne in Virginia, but he felt more drained than elated. The preceding twelve hours had been a whirlwind of activity—medical checkups, briefings, emotional partings with the men who saved his life. All of the injured would recover, albeit with new scars.

Muse found the airplane ride from Panama interesting. He and a solitary CIA officer, who called himself Bob, were the only passengers on the business jet. Muse surmised it was not a charter but Agency-owned from the rectangle cut into the cabin, empty but built to house a camera rig.

Staggering into the airport, Muse saw an immigration booth and cringed. “Bob,” he said. “I don’t have any papers.”

The immigration officer laughed. “I wouldn’t worry about it.”

Bob approached the Customs station first. “Do you have anything to declare?” the Customs officer asked.

The CIA officer hooked a thumb at Muse. “Just him.”29




PART 5

WELCOME TO THE JUNGLE




THE FAHY RESIDENCE, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 23, 1989

Ted Fahy picked up the trilling phone to hear the voice of Chase Brandon. “Ted, I need you to help me out,” he said simply.

“What do you mean?” It was Saturday morning, and Fahy was looking forward to attending mass that afternoon. The preceding days made him want to spend time at church, even before Christmas. But the CIA officer had another plan.

“We’re going to get wet,” came the response. “We’re diving together. We’ve got to go down and see what’s on that vessel that the SEALs put on the bottom.”

“What for?”

“Man, we’ve got to get there before the Army does. If there’s anything to get, we should get it before they do. We have to get there fast.”

Fahy had to smile at the CIA mindset. They don’t trust anybody, he thought. They probably don’t even trust themselves.

“I have a tank for you; just bring your gear. But hurry up and get down there.”

The Balboa harbor looked the same as it did before the invasion, except there were no Panamanian Navy personnel or PDF guards at the site. There was only a patch of oily water at Pier 18 where the Presidente Porras once sat—the vessel was fully immersed in the murky water. Visibility would be near zero; the chances of recovering anything of worth seemed remote.

Undaunted, the two hooked up the tanks and rebreathers and jumped into the Balboa harbor. The descent to the wreck was short but the dirty water devoured the sunlight. Their underwater flashlights only illuminated gritty water. The pair of divers groped around, finding hatches and, finally, the bridge. It was fruitless. They couldn’t see anything and surfaced after half an hour.

However, the NIS agent was able to say goodbye to the ship that brought him to the attention of the NISRA in New Orleans, that hastened the demise of his marriage, and that led to his direct involvement in a war. The last thing he did before leaving the bridge was hold onto the captain’s wheel. He only wished that he could have taken it up with him as a war prize.

LOWER AMADOR, PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

DECEMBER 24, 1989

Rick and Annya Yell stood at the front door of their quarters, holding Shelby above the debris on the floor. Their feet crunched broken glass as they walked inside, scrutinizing the damage. The fighting had, as the admiral predicted, raged across the neighborhood outside the Amador gate. Incoming rounds had shattered their apartment’s windows and pierced the living room furniture. They found a bullet embedded in their rosewood grandfather clock.

There was only one thing to do: clean up and then celebrate Shelby’s second Christmas. Elba had gone home days before, eager to let her family know that she was alright, so Rick and Annya set about sweeping up the glass. The sound of a car outside interrupted them: Annya’s boss, the colonel from Gorgas Hospital, had arrived to check on her. “We have been looking for you for days,” he said, relieved by locating his lost personnel. He stayed and talked for a while and then he went back to work.

Rick took out a VHS recorder and placed it on his shoulder to dutifully chronicle Shelby’s second Christmas.1 There were songs, presents, and a meal. And then Rick went back to the office.

Annya was in the kitchen when there was a loud banging on the back door. She peered out to see a familiar face—one of the CIA individuals from Thanksgiving. He looked absolutely awful, like he hadn’t showered or anything in a week.

The weary officer had only one request—food. All Annya had to offer was a box of stale doughnuts that she’d left on the counter before the fighting, chaos, and bloodshed of the invasion. A lifetime ago. She handed him the doughnuts and he was gone.

CAMPO LIMBERG, PANAMA

DECEMBER 24, 1989

Manuel Noriega paced in the back of the Dairy Queen in Campo Limberg, one of three Panama City suburbs where he had been hiding since the invasion. He carried a pistol constantly and had recently ruled out suicide. That’s why he also carried two AK-47s slung over his shoulders.

“He didn’t want to end his life being shot by some G.I. Joe from Missouri,” recalled Mario Rognoni, a former minister of commerce who spoke with Noriega while he was in hiding. His advisors and mistress Vicky Amado convinced him there was another option.2

A sleek car pulled into the parking lot of the Dairy Queen, and Noriega’s men confirmed it belonged to who they hoped: Monsignor José Sebastián Laboa, the nuncio to Panama. A nuncio is an ecclesiastical diplomat, serving as a representative of the Holy See. Accepting his plea for sanctuary, the Vatican embassy had granted him asylum. The nuncio even sent his diplomatic car to bring him into the downtown Panama City refuge.

Over the previous five days, the U.S. military picked up and lost Noriega’s trail several times as he moved from safe house to safe house in various Panama City outskirts. Dozens of intelligence officers and at least seven teams of Special Operations forces mounted the manhunt for Noriega. Operators kicked in the doors of safe house after safe house, interrogated any Noriega supporters on-site, and then launched new missions based on that intelligence. “The noose kept getting tighter and tighter,” said a member of Congress briefed on the operation. “They were systematically reducing his options by the hour.”3

But Noriega had found one place that would take him—the Vatican embassy. He wasn’t alone inside, either. Col. Nivaldo Madrinan, the much-despised head of the secret police, joined him. So did others wanted by the Americans, including Maj. Cleto Hernandez, head of Noriega’s CI in Panama, and Lucinio Miranda, a senior official in the crooked police narcotics division.

As soon as the Panamanians were reported to be inside, Stiner ordered the Vatican Embassy to be quarantined. Troops set up barbed-wire checkpoints on every approaching street, Black Hawk helicopters buzzed the building, and soldiers shot out the streetlights.

One worry were the embassies of Nicaragua and Cuba. These were obvious hotbeds for anti-Americanism, places where Noriega could find refuge and his men could acquire weapons. Each embassy was surrounded by U.S. Army Military Police and, deemed possible sources for guerilla attacks and sabotage, they stayed cordoned while the drama with the Vatican unfolded.

With Stiner’s approval, a psychological operations group set up speakers and blasted the nunciature with rock music, played ceaselessly at an earsplitting volume. The playlist was inspired: “Welcome to the Jungle” by Guns N’ Roses, “Wanted Dead or Alive” by Bon Jovi, “The End” by The Doors, “No More Mr. Nice Guy” by Alice Cooper, and “Give It Up” by KC and the Sunshine Band.4

The invasion had been reduced to a surreal siege of a single building.

ASSOCIATED PRESS

“Vatican Shielding Noriega”

December 26, 1989

by Joseph B. Frazier

PANAMA CITY, Panama (AP)—U.S. troops on Monday kept a vigil on the Vatican Embassy where Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega sought asylum as officials debated what to do with the man who once ran this country.

Dozens of U.S. soldiers, armored vehicles and helicopters encircled the embassy after Noriega turned himself in Sunday, five days after the invasion overthrew his government, blasted his headquarters and drove him into hiding.

Panamanians living in refugee camps and Americans on patrol found something to celebrate. Near Santo Tomas Hospital, infantrymen put up a tiny Christmas tree at their post and a sign saying “Feliz Navidad.” They shared their food with people in the neighborhood.

“Last night, people came over and wished us a Merry Christmas,” [ . . . ] said Sgt. Clay Carnahan of Lubbock, Texas. “It makes you feel real good.”

Garbage trucks moved through downtown, with workers shoveling mountains of trash, the debris of frenzied looting, into the vehicles as U.S. military police patrolled the streets and armored vehicles stood guard.

President Guillermo Endara, the U.S.-backed leader who took power minutes after the U.S. invasion, visited refugees during a Christmas Mass at a camp in a soccer stadium. Endara refused to comment on Noriega’s status, saying, “It is a very delicate diplomatic matter with the papal state.”

In Washington, the Bush administration demanded “in extraordinarily tough terms” that the Vatican authorities turn Noriega over, a State Department source said.

Negotiations have brought “a Mexican standoff,” the official said, with church authorities rebuffing the request and trying—unsuccessfully so far—to find a country to take Noriega.5

HOWARD AIR FORCE BASE, PANAMA

DECEMBER 27, 1989

Rick, Annya, and Shelby arrived at Howard Air Force Base for a flight to Miami. From Florida, the family would stay with Rick’s parents in Alabama. Annya was nearly six months pregnant now, and it was almost getting to the point where she couldn’t fly.

The air base didn’t look like it did during her previous flight. There was an array of never-before-seen warplanes housed there now, as well as the attendant boxes of replacement parts, ammunition, and fuel. The airplanes and helicopters were decorated by crews, many now tattooed with skulls and skeletons. Equipment designed and used to deal death, she thought grimly. She had seen enough of that, and the fear wasn’t gone.

High on everyone’s list of concerns in Panama was a possible guerrilla war. Noriega wouldn’t surrender, and the nation was still in turmoil. The streets were still plagued with rioters and criminal gangs. The Dignity Battalion could be feeling vengeful against Americans—although so far they seemed content with preying on fellow Panamanians.

The airplane lifted off the ground and banked eastward. The details of the land below grew smaller, receding from view as they gained altitude. The terrain was quickly replaced with clouds, and Panama vanished.

It was about a three-hour flight to Miami, but the military airplane took them farther than 1,100 miles. When they transferred to an Alabama-bound commercial airplane at Miami International, the family felt the first disconnect between themselves and the rest of the nation. Being immersed in the United States felt unreal. At least in Miami some of the flight attendants acknowledged where they had come from. But when they got to Alabama, life was entirely . . . normal. Panama became a distant, indistinct concept for those around them. It made them feel isolated and alone.

It wasn’t a world Rick could stay in—there was too much at stake at NISRA-Fort Amador to quit for Alabama. Once he saw his family settled, he would return to Panama City alone.

THE PENTAGON, ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA, UNITED STATES

DECEMBER 29, 1989

Colin Powell seethed as he watched the report from Panama on CNN. U.S. troops had forced their way into the home of Nicaraguan ambassador Antenor Ferrey. The diplomat protested the intrusion, to the point where he got in a shoving match with troops and fell down a flight of stairs. U.S. officials there would only say troops did enter the home of someone but added that the incident was “still very confused.”6

Powell was confused as well. Why the hell would they violate a diplomat’s home? He could clearly see the signage designating it an official diplomatic residence, for all purposes making it Nicaraguan property. Maybe they forgot the way the American diplomats harnessed global outrage in 1979 when Iranian students invaded the U.S. embassy there.

The first call went to Thurman, but he wasn’t available. Simmering, Powell demanded a call as soon as possible. He then called Dick Cheney, who agreed with him but also tried to calm things down. “Okay, let’s get it worked out,” he said in his trademark monotone. “But let’s not come down too hard on our guys.”

The call from Thurman came later. He related an intelligence tip had indicated that the diplomat’s home doubled as an arms cache. That was borne out by the fact that his men found a dozen AK-47s, four Uzi machine guns, and six grenade launchers inside Ferrey’s house. But Thurman went too far when he told Powell that it wasn’t clear that it was a diplomatic residence.

“Stop bullshitting me,” Powell snapped. “We did it. I just saw it on CNN.”7

The exchange was the start of the transfer of authority from the frontline commanders back to Washington, DC. With Thurman reigned in, the Bush administration did its best to handle the blunder. The weapons were even returned to the Nicaraguans, along with an apology.

“Even though I think in retrospect we shouldn’t have gone in there, it makes you wonder exactly what our young men are up against,” President Bush said on December 30. “I don’t know what they need rocket launchers for in a man’s house. But nevertheless, I said we shouldn’t have gone in the Nicaraguan mission and we’ve expressed our regrets.”8

President Bush’s statement regarding the surrender of Panama Gen. Manuel Noriega

January 3, 1990

On Wednesday, December 20th, I ordered U.S. troops to Panama with four objectives, to safeguard the lives of American citizens, to help restore democracy, to protect the integrity of the Panama Canal treaties, and to bring General Manuel Noriega to justice. All of these objectives have now been achieved.

At about 8:50 p.m. this evening, General Noriega turned himself in to U.S. authorities in Panama with the full knowledge of the Panamanian Government. He was taken to Howard Air Force Base in Panama, where he was arrested by DEA. A U.S. Air Force C-130 is now transporting General Noriega to Homestead Air Force Base, Florida. He will be arraigned in the U.S. District Court in Miami for charges stemming from his previous indictment for drug trafficking.

I want to thank the Vatican and the Papal Nuncio in Panama for their evenhanded, statesmanlike assistance in recent days. The United States is committed to providing General Noriega a fair trial. Nevertheless, his apprehension and return to the United States should send a clear signal that the United States is serious in its determination that those charged with promoting the distribution of drugs cannot escape the scrutiny of justice.

The return of General Noriega marks a significant milestone in Operation Just Cause. The United States used its resources in a manner consistent with political, diplomatic, and moral principles.

The first U.S. combat troops have already been withdrawn from Panama; others will follow as quickly as the local situation will permit. We are now engaged in the final stages of a process that includes the economic and political revitalization of this important friend and neighbor, Panama.

[ . . . ] We will continue to extend to the Panamanian people our support and assistance in the days ahead.

Panamanians, Americans—both have sacrificed much to restore democracy to Panama. The Armed Forces of the United States have performed their mission courageously and effectively, and I again want to express my gratitude and appreciation to all of them. And I want to express the special thanks of our nation to those servicemen who were wounded and to the families of those who gave their lives. Their sacrifice has been a noble cause and will never be forgotten. A free and prosperous Panama will be an enduring tribute.

Thank you all very, very much.9

TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

“Why the Invasion of Panama Was Wrong”

January 31, 1990

by Darrell Levi, associate professor of Latin American history at Florida State University

The U.S. invasion of Panama on December 20 was wrong because the cost of human life was not worth the results. President George Bush justified the invasion, in part, by saying it protected American lives, one American life was lost before the invasion and 26 lost during the invasion. Moreover, hundreds and possibly thousands of Panamanian lives were lost. Most, perhaps, were civilians. Panamanians may well ask how many Panamanian lives are necessary to avenge or protect an American life.

The invasion was wrong because it violated Panama’s rights of national sovereignty and self-determination. It violated the principle, sacred in Latin America because of the history of U.S. intervention in another nation’s internal affairs.

The invasion was wrong because it was illegal. It demonstrated yet again that the United States regards itself as above international law. The invasion violated the U.N. charter, the Rio Pact of 1947, the Bogota Charter of 1948, and the Panama Canal treaties of 1977. The Organization of American States condemned the invasion by a 20–1 vote.

Noriega may very well have been an outlaw, but many increasingly see the United States as worse: in its international behavior, an outlaw nation. [ . . . ] Panamanian nationalism, historically anti-American, runs deep. When Panamanians recover from the shock and euphoria of the invasion, they may face some bitter realities.10

LOMPOC RECORD

“Invasion Pulling U.S. Together”

January 14, 1990

by Washington Post Writers Group

ARLINGTON, TX.—Deep in the heart of Texas, they love what George Bush has done in Panama. “It was great,” said the waiter at the Tex-Mex restaurant near the Rangers ballpark. And the polls suggest his sentiments are a lot closer to the national consensus than those expressed that same day in a full-page ad in the New York Times.

Signed by 69 left-wing politicians and activists, including 1972 Democratic nominee George McGovern, former Sen. J.W. Fulbright and novelist E.L. Doctorow, the open letter to the President said: “Your invasion of Panama was illegal . . . a violation of the Constitution [ . . . ] the UN Charter, the OAS (Organization of American States) and the Canal Treaties.” [ . . . ]

Other liberal commentators have stopped short of such broadsides, but have still questioned the prudence of Bush’s action. To hear them tell it, former Panamanian strongman Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega now has Bush right where he wants him. They see Bush quaking in his boots at the thought of the CIA secrets Noriega might spill.

What nonsense. This static on the left should not obscure the fact that Panama represents the best evidence yet that, 15 years after the Vietnam War ended, Americans really have come together in recognition of the circumstances where military intervention makes sense.11

PANAMA CITY, PANAMA

FEBRUARY 1990

Overnight, the counterintelligence game in Panama had changed. In the aftermath of the invasion, Chuck Briant and Rick Yell wanted to make sure the NISRA office had sources who were plugged into the new environment, and that meant tapping into those ascending into positions of influence. The agents spent the remainder of winter identifying and approaching them.

One “acquisition,” as intelligence agents dub their new sources, worked in the new vice president’s office. Another was a high-ranking official in the reformed, post-DENI police force. But their coup was acquiring the president of the Port Authority. They groomed him right, keeping the CIA in the loop through the op interest protocols. In the end, the NISRA office had access to every port in Panama.

Sure enough, “the embassy people” came by with requests from their source. There was some interest in what the Chinese government was planning, for example. Briant didn’t care whether it was called intel or counterintel; his men were getting information, and people appreciated it. The CIA eventually made a play to run the port informant themselves, a request that NIS declined.

There seemed to be a newfound respect for naval counterintelligence after the invasion, at least among other intel agencies. The NISRA-Fort Amador reporting was later assessed by the Defense Intelligence Agency to determine the percentage of accuracy, and they scored above 90 percent.12

But their superiors treated the NIS agents in Panama differently now that the crisis had passed. They didn’t have the free hand they enjoyed while working counterintelligence. The stay-in-your-silo attitude, suppressed during the invasion but renewed in the aftermath, grated on Fahy. The first time he heard someone say, “You guys are outside your mission scope,” he knew that the NIS management above Briant didn’t have their backs.

HUNTSVILLE, ALABAMA, UNITED STATES

FEBRUARY 1990

The thump of helicopter rotors overhead caught Annya Yell’s attention. Her daughter heard it too—and immediately dashed inside her grandparents’ house. Personnel at the nearby Redstone Arsenal worked on helicopters, and shakedown flights overhead spooked the little girl. She remembers, Annya thought. She just knows it was a bad sound, but she doesn’t understand why.

She and Shelby were saying with Rick’s parents in Huntsville in anticipation of the birth of their second child. His plan was to leave Panama for good and join her. It was not as simple as it sounded. Any ASAC would find it a challenge to disengage, but especially one who’s held down the office’s Crim obligations since 1986. Adding the complexities of his counterintelligence activities, it would take many weeks to leave responsibly.

Even with an April due date, the pressure was on to tie up what he needed to before Annya went into labor.

The situation in Alabama was pleasant, but awkward. Annya didn’t know her in-laws well and felt like she and Shelby were imposing. Doting on Shelby became their shared mission. The grandparents did a good job with distractions, but the girl was clearly missing her father. She knew that she left him in a scary place and fretted for him.

The family’s biggest concern was that Rick Yell’s work would, once again, supersede his family and contrive to keep him away when she went into labor. Even Shelby felt it: she told her grandparents that her mom was very worried that “Dad wasn’t going to make it.”

But he did.




POSTSCRIPTS




Manuel Noriega in 1992 was found guilty on eight counts of drug trafficking, racketeering, and money laundering. It was the first time in history that a U.S. jury convicted a foreign leader of criminal charges. He was sentenced to forty years in federal prison but after extradition died in a Panama City hospital on May 29, 2017.

Oliver North was convicted of shredding documents, obstruction of justice, and illegally receiving a security fence for his own residence while he claimed his family’s life was threatened by terrorists. NCIS provided protective service for him as a result of those threats. He received a fine, probation, and community service. In July 1990, an appellate court voted 2–1 to overturn his conviction based on the possibility that some of the evidence may have come from testimony that Congress had immunized in hearings in which North testified.

Colin Powell remained chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff under President H. W. Bush, responding to twenty-eight crises, including the invasion of Panama and the 1991 Persian Gulf War. Powell continued as chairman into the Clinton presidency but took an early resignation in September 1993. He returned to public service in 2000, when he became secretary of state for President George W. Bush until being relieved in 2004. The approach to military conflicts that use of overwhelming force to maximize the chance for success and minimize casualties, first employed by Powell in Panama, is called “the Powell Doctrine.” He died on October 18, 2021.

Rick Yell went back to working General Crimes while stationed with NCIS’s Millington, Tennessee, office. He also worked cases across the southern U.S., as well as temporary assignments in the Middle East. Rick and Anna Yell moved their family to the place that would become home: a farmhouse in Bartlett, Tennessee. He’d secured an assignment with NCIS, back to working General Crimes. There would be more hard times ahead, more long absences on dangerous assignments, more uncertainty. But their experience in Panama helped forge a bond between Annya and Rick that would prove itself solid over time. Now retired, he spends his days “taking care of Angus cattle and playing with my grandson” on his farm in Tennessee. He and Annya remain married. The bullet-scarred rosewood grandfather clock still stands in their hallway.

Annya Yell went from working for the Army to being a church secretary, and then doing background investigations for the government. She now works at the Jack Daniel’s distillery in Lynchburg, Tennessee. The disconnect over the events in Panama that Annya felt in Miami never faded. “Until now,” she tells the authors, “nobody ever asked us about Panama.”

Ted Fahy was involved in enough classified operations to require a twenty-year sanction on his travel to Russia and China when he quit government service for the private sector. Says Mike Gneckow: “All the other agencies wanted to recruit him, but he ended up taking a job in energy in South America, as one of their security guys.” Fahy spent ten years in the energy industry and twenty years in pharma. Fahy still visits Panama, where his family still lives, three or four times a year. If he’s there for the holidays, he looks forward to marking a tradition in those surroundings: “Every December 20th I seem to get a phone call from Rick after about two or three Jack and Cokes.”

The Old Man remained an intelligence asset in Panama during the tenure of SAC Leon Carroll. His attitude toward American involvement in the nation soured a little without Noriega as a common foe, but he remained useful and his demand for sticky buns remained. None of the agents interviewed for this book—or its authors—are willing to disclose his true identity.

Chuck Briant left Panama in late 1990. In February 1991, coauthor Leon Carroll replaced him as SAC. (Mike Gneckow was in charge until Carroll arrived.) He went on to work with NCIS in counterintelligence during the Gulf War and survived a bombing. He still lives in Woodbridge, Virginia—closer to Quantico than Washington, DC.

Mike Gneckow stayed in Panama after the war and became coauthor Leon Carroll’s ASAC, Rick Yell’s former position. He transferred to the FBI after he and Carroll left Panama and served with the Bureau for fifteen years. He and his wife, Gail, a fellow FBI agent, both retired in 2010.

Jim McDougall went on to serve on NIS assignments in Indianapolis and aboard USS La Salle in Italy and Honolulu. He returned to Southern California to take supervisory positions in San Diego and at Camp Pendleton. McDougall completed his twenty-six-year career at NCIS headquarters in Washington, DC, and went on to become a counterintelligence contractor for the U.S. Department of Energy.

Naval Investigative Service Command (NISCOM) retained its name until 1992, when another restructuring swept the service. Naval Investigative Service Command was moved from the operational control of the uniformed Navy leadership (chief of naval operations) and placed directly under the Office of the Secretary of the Navy, and the military leadership was replaced by a civilian director, Roy Nedrow, a U.S. Secret Service senior executive. There would be a renewed focus on criminal investigations, and there would be a new name: the Naval Criminal Investigative Service, or NCIS.




REFLECTIONS




ADM. GERALD GNECKOW (RET.)

Maybe invasion was not the right solution; I don’t know. But that’s the one that was settled upon. I think we knew several months in advance that this was likely the way it was going to turn. We talked about it at meetings with the commander in chief, and when I went back to Washington to talk with my bosses in the Navy, same thing. Always the question of how are we going to resolve this issue? What can be done to solve the problem? And nobody had the answer.

RICK YELL

There were a couple of times that [the CIA] were asking us to do things that we should not have been doing, really; dangerous things. But Ted and Chuck got along with them, and it was very necessary they have that rapport with those guys.

It would always piss me off when you would go over to their office and when you walked in, they turned on the flashing red lights in the hall that meant that there was an “unclean” person in the spaces. They would sit and talk with you like you were their first cousin or best friend, but those red lights always reminded me that we weren’t one of them.

MIKE GNECKOW

Any of our offices that are in an overseas location have a much greater focus on counterintelligence because we’re part of the U.S. intelligence community. Not so much in the United States, but if you’re in an overseas NCIS office, that’s a big part of what you do.

It just so happened that things were starting to turn to shit right about the time that I got to Panama. And so maybe my focus might have been more on criminal stuff, but I doubt it. I mean, they sent me to the National Security Affairs master’s program specifically for intelligence-type work. But it ended up being much more of a focus, I think, than anyone thought a year and a half prior.

TED FAHY

You’re familiar with the term “high-performance organizations,” where your mission is everything? Your ego is no place to be found. You lean on each other’s expertise. It’s all about getting things done. That’s what we had in Panama.

Having worked with a lot of teams in my many years of doing this in security, both inside government and outside, I can tell you that this is where the best thoughts come from. You don’t need yes-people. You want people who can engage in conversations and conflict. You want that. You need that. It’s going to make everybody better. You don’t like it at the moment, but the outcome, that’s the juice. It’s worth the squeeze.

CHUCK BRIANT

A lot of our time was focused on Rick running the Old Man, doing countersurveillance. We were pretty sure they were listening in on us, so we came up with some rudimentary call signs. We did the Addams family: Morticia, Gomez, whoever. But they knew our voices. They knew what the hell was going on. And of course, the big thing in my mind was Kurt Muse. My biggest concern was not getting Rick captured. How was I gonna go to Annya and say, “I’m sorry, but Rick’s in jail, and you don’t know when he’s ever gonna get out”? So we were real careful operating. And the Old Man was just a tremendous source of information. We were getting accolades from everybody for the reporting we were doing.

TED FAHY

Eventually we all had to carry government documents that we had to conceal in our cars. You’re going to be stopped at checkpoints, pulled out, and identified. “What’s your name? Why are you out here? That’s usually all they asked. And generally speaking, they didn’t hold up military personnel. As long as you plan for it and you’ve got your cover story, you’re good to go. Most of all of us had some devices to conceal documents. That and a gun, probably. I know I had both.

RICK YELL

We knew that there was a buildup and something was going to happen, but nobody, not one person, ever said, “Hey, I’m being overworked.” Those guys had the best work ethic of any people I’ve ever been associated with. They would just help how they needed to help, and they never questioned anything. They were people who did the job.

Chuck Briant was the quarterback. He would read a two-page summary of a meet and know that there were probably eight or ten different IIRs in it. Because he knew that a different division of the U.S. government was interested in every different aspect. And he knew where to send it to. The information would get back to seventeen agencies, and those agencies could come back and ask for us to follow up on what we had reported. So there’s seventeen chances to get called back to follow up, even while you’re generating new reports and new reports and new reports.

MIKE GNECKOW

In the buildup to the invasion the focus was entirely on Noriega, his comings and goings, the places that he would hole up, potential places he might go to hide, things like that. But we didn’t only focus on that; we had other people reporting on lower-level officials. The intelligence community had a laundry list of things that they were interested in. And just because you’re reporting on the number-one priority, that doesn’t mean that you’re going to ignore the number-six priority. All baseline work still continues even though the crisis is upon you. We had guys who were reporting on the shipping that was coming through the canal. We had all that stuff reported and documented.

Our primary concern was to make sure that nobody saw the Old Man or any of our other intelligence sources meeting with us. There always were concerns that there could be counterintelligence ops focused on us, and we would take the necessary precautions for that. We did our various surveillance detection routes and whatever to make sure that wasn’t gonna happen. We got training on how to do that and went back to DC every couple of years to go through these exercises to pick up and shake surveillance, and how to make it appear that you’re not doing anything operational when you are. It was helpful that we are civilians. We kind of blend in a little bit better than prototypical military guys out there.

TED FAHY

The fact that this dictator pronounced himself president and then started killing people who didn’t agree with him—I think I did a solid for the U.S., and I think as much of a solid for the Panamanians, by helping get rid of this guy.

ANNYA YELL

When we moved to Bartlett, I started working at the church as the personal secretary to the preacher. I was able to work there part-time and then go get the kids. I always had to work, but we had no family [nearby], so I had to do what I could to be available. The church was two blocks from the school, and I worked with them for about eight years. And I felt like that was my family. I had people there who would help me.

When Rick was sent to the Middle East for a year, I had people there who could do jobs at the house if I needed. And if the kids were sick during the week, I could take them to the church. It was so big they could watch a video in the room while I worked. I felt like I started getting some roots there. I had some long-lasting friends, and I still do—they still come and visit us. I never had friends like that up until then.

When I started working at Jack Daniel’s visitor center on Saturdays, we were sitting around waiting on the next tour to come in and there’s about eight of us guides, all different ages. And they would say, “Aren’t you going to tell us a little bit about your life?” And so I started talking and they were like, “Wow, really?” It was like story time. The next Saturday they go, “We’ve told so-and-so about this story; will you tell us some more?” And I was like, “Really? Y’all are interested?”

SHELBY YELL

I’ve got memories of Panama, vaguely. I’m not sure if it was real memories or if it was things that I just kind of made up, but I’ve told Mom and Dad some things and they kind of argued. And they realized, “Oh my gosh, that did happen.” There were little things that I remember, a lot of tension, a lot of stressful events that I couldn’t really make sense of until I got older and they started telling me different things.

I didn’t really appreciate until I was older [that] this wasn’t like an official war. This was an invasion of another country, but nobody cared. And I think that’s what caused some odd moments growing up. When we lived in Bartlett, when we invaded Iraq, people were sitting on the edge of their seat watching it unfold. You’re watching it on the news; this is this big event, and everybody wants to be part of it.

My relationship with my parents as opposed to my siblings has always been unique. I never had that teen angst of, “I’m going to go do what I want to do and you don’t need to know who I’m with.” It was never any of that.

Growing up, I credited them with saving my life. Even when I grew up and had gotten into my career, I landed an awesome job traveling state to state: a new hospital in a new part of the country every single week, mainly in New York City. I was single. My dad had an established communications plan and knew when I was wheels up, wheels down, connecting my rental car. It annoyed my coworkers.

My sister is sassy. It was her way or the highway; dad has no reason [to be] in her business. My brother did, though. He’s like my twin seven years apart. He knew that my dad was going to be on him. But the situation with my parents and I was definitely unique.

My parents were always aware of an overly chatty Walgreens pharmacist or if there was anyone taking an interest in us as kids, at the church specifically. And I don’t know that that was Panama. My dad investigated a lot of murder-suicides, child sex crimes, things like that. And I think that’s where his hypervigilance kind of really got into our day-to-day interactions, which wasn’t a bad thing.

He knew when there was a chatty person, maybe in the hotel lobby or hospital. He wanted a description. So much so that when the movie Taken came out, a flood of messages and phone calls from my friends and coworkers came in: “That’s Mr. Rick.” He was just always hypervigilant to the point where my friends even knew—and they kind of liked it. They always kind of flocked to the house and stayed over the weekend; everybody felt safe.

When we got back [from Panama], he was always gone, always on the road. And [Mom] had full control of the house. When he had to go to Bahrain, everything broke: water heater, washer, everything on fire at the house, but you never would’ve known it. She was like a duck on water like paddling underneath.

My mom, she was like a domestic gangster. She knew where we were going to be. She knew what we were going to eat. She took care of everything. And I think he didn’t have to get in her business as much as in most marriages—she just had a good head on her shoulders and was very transparent about anybody who came around. If there was an overly chatty water-meter-reader person or something suspicious, you could always trust that she had a good handle on the situation. And he did, too.

LEON CARROLL

Thirteen months following the U.S. invasion of Panama, I reported to the NISRA office at Fort Amador, Panama. On my first day as the new special agent in charge, I couldn’t help but notice bullet holes in the walls.

My predecessor, Chuck Briant, had volunteered to transfer to serve on the staff of U.S. Central Command in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, so in mid-February 1991, I departed on a late-night flight from Los Angeles to Tocumen International Airport. Special Agents Kurt Fabricio and Tom Browning met me in a government-issued Jeep Cherokee for the ride from the airport. As I entered the vehicle, I saw the pair cradling Uzi submachine guns, ready for the long ride to my temporary housing at Naval Base Panama Canal.

Approximately six months into my two-year tour, a case file came up for a routine review. The contents were snapshots of hidden history: the results of NIS agents’ investigation into the December 16, 1989, death of Marine First Lt. Robert Paz. A pair of NIS agents, names never before disclosed, had run point on the most significant murder case of the era. Reading the files for the first time, hearing the story we were about to share, I resolved that I would share their narrative if ever given the opportunity.

Many years later, I had the opportunity to make good on my quiet promise. Mark [Harmon], always eager to share the hidden experiences of actual NIS/NCIS agents, agreed wholeheartedly that this story needed to be told. We reached out to the witnesses of the drama in 1989 and were warmly received and accommodated as we unearthed their memories of Noriega’s regime and their roles in his downfall.

We owe our deepest thanks to the agents and their families who shared their stories with us. It’s our pleasure to shed light on these previously unknown individuals, and we hope that the current crop of unsung professionals working for NIS—now NCIS, the Naval Criminal Investigative Service—are likewise inspired to excel in challenging times.
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Admiral Gerald Gneckow, former Commanding Officer of the USS Iowa (BB-61) and Commander of US Naval Forces South during Operation Just Cause.
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Annya and Shelby Yell with Charlie Pride, who visited Naval Station Panama Canal (Rodman) during a break in a USO show circa July 4, 1989.
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Bullet hole through a window in the Yell residence the day after the operation.



[image: image]
PDF bus after attempting to run the gate at Fort Amador.
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The Commandancia, as seen from the parking lot of the NIS Office the night of the invasion.
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View of the Commandancia from the NIS Office at 0700 the day following the attack.
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The Yell residence aboard Fort Amador.
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Gorgas Army Hospital campus where Annya worked and where many source meets occurred in the parking facilities.
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Special Agent Jim McDougall carrying out “Operation Shred It” as described by Special Agent Mike Gneckow.
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Operation Just Cause memorial plaque recognizing the sacrifices made by those who paid the ultimate price during the operation.
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The vehicle in which victim Lt. Robert Paz was riding when attacked by soldiers manning a PDF checkpoint. The picture was taken when the car was authorized to be photographed by the international press. The identity of the person pointing to a bullet hole is unknown.
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Marines “Big” Bob Rhodes (left) and “Sugar” Ray Bey assigned to protect the NIS Office spaces. They had no idea that a combat operation was imminent.
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NIS personnel assigned to NISRA Fort Amador during the hostilities described in the book. From left to right: SA Jim McDougall, SA Mike Gneckow, SAC Chuck Briant, IA Maria Richley, IA Aileen Cavazos. Back row, hidden IOS Herman Figueroa, SA Ted Fahy, and ASAC Rick Yell.
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View of the city from Fort Amador under normal conditions.
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Caricature of Noriega provided by “the Old Man.”
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From left to right: Rick Yell, Ted Fahy, and Jim McDougall at Ted’s wedding.
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Vehicle escaping Fort Amador during a firefight.
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1LT Robert Paz. He was killed in an altercation with Panamanian Defense Forces during the invasion on December 16, 1989.




OEBPS/images/tit_img.jpg
GHI]STS
PANAMA

A STRONGMAN OUT OF CONTROL.
A MURDERED MARINE, AND THE SPECIAL AGENTS
CAUGHT IN THE MIDDLE OF AN INVASION

MARK HARMON
LEON CARROLL, JR.

)

Harper Select





OEBPS/images/9781400248612_Cover.jpg
MARK“HARMUN

L‘EI]N IZARRI]LL JR

NCIS SPECIAL AGENT (RETIREI]) :





OEBPS/images/fig3.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig2.jpg
S
\\NI . Sr"f.t»

5 <
SANAMA CAxy






OEBPS/images/fig1.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig9.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig8.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig7.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig6.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig5.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig4.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig17.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig18.jpg
oL wenen NN

NN






OEBPS/images/fig15.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig16.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig13.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig14.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig11.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig12.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig10.jpg
OF Our FALLEN BROTHERS
OPERATION JusT CAUSE

e 19, 1919 - Jax 1 1990

\ CW2 Androw P. Portar
— PFC Willlnm D. Gibbs

PFC Jamos W. Markwal @
\h’ SPC Alo]

MW\ 4 im0

SPC Jerry S. Davi e, O,
SPC Phillp S. Lear PEC Marfin D, Danno™ ™
PFC John M. Price PVTJlmll AJ'-Im Jn .
S 'w\“ﬁ

S8G Larry Bamlni

R,
PFC Roy D. Brown Jr. ¥
2 |

1Lt John R.Hu tor
CW2 Wilson B, Owons. m

e CPL Garroth C.lsank

mh X ser manu\ Deblois
P

PVT Vance T, Coats





