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Introduction

There are times when our world seems never to have been more open. The age of cheap air travel has allowed us the opportunity to reach almost any spot on the planet within a matter of hours. Meanwhile, the inexorable rise of social networking has blurred the boundaries between our public faces and private lives like never before. Indeed, Mark Zuckerberg – Facebook’s billionaire founder – has regularly spoken of his dream of accomplishing ‘a social mission – to make the world more open and connected’. Then there are the countless politicians and corporate spokesmen who constantly reassure us of their transparency and the important role that we all have in our big, open society.

Yet for all that, a great many of us feel like there is an awful lot going on in our world that we are simply not privy to. So much that affects us in our everyday lives seems to be decided behind closed doors. For most of us who live in democracies, the idea of secrecy is a perturbing one. We associate it with oppressive regimes, such as those of Hitler and Stalin that resulted in the deaths of millions in the 20th century.

We think of wars that have been fought on our behalf for reasons never fully explained to us, of business decisions that we knew nothing of until they cost us our jobs, of public figures who tell us to do one thing in public and do quite another themselves when away from the public gaze.

Samuel Johnson, arguably England’s greatest man of letters and responsible for the landmark Dictionary of the English Language published in 1755, had his own thoughts on secrets. A renowned social commentator in his day, he once noted that: ‘Where secrecy or mystery begins, vice or roguery is not far off.’ But was Dr Johnson’s conclusion overly simplistic? There has always been a tension that exists between what we need to know, what we would like to know and what others think it is best for us to know – a tug-of-war where it is not always clear in which direction it is best to pull.

In contrast to Johnson, Cardinal Richelieu was notably less concerned with moral navel-gazing. As the French King Louis XIII’s Chief Minister from 1624 to 1642, he was the arch exponent of realpolitik long before the phrase had even been coined. Where Niccolò Machiavelli laid out his principles of statecraft in such notable works as The Prince (his philosophy often broadly summarized as ‘the end justifies the means’), Richelieu put it into vivid practice, forging for himself a role as the ultimate ‘power behind the throne’. He laid the groundwork for an absolutist monarchy that met its fullest realization in the rule of Louis XIV and governed under the premise that sometimes what needed to be done could not be executed in the cold light of public scrutiny. For Richelieu there was but one natural conclusion: ‘Secrecy is the first essential in affairs of the State.’

We may initially baulk at the notion, but in many spheres of life we are quite accepting of the need for secrecy. If your football team were about to contest a cup final, for instance, you might be appalled if the manager revealed to the world his line-up and proposed tactics ahead of kick-off. Nor would you reasonably expect the opposition to do anything other than play their cards close to their chest too. In this context, it is all part of the game. At some level, we understand that secrecy is on occasions essential to achieving long-term goals. It is often so in public life too, with many a war ended by ‘secret peace talks’ and countless jobs saved or created by ‘secret business deals’.

Ultimately, there will always be a conflict between the need for secrecy and our distrust of it. Indeed, very often it is the same people demanding transparency in public life who push hardest for the maintenance of privacy in private life. So no matter how much we struggle to accept the fact, secrets and secrecy are fundamental components of our society. And in practical terms that means that much of the world remains out of bounds to the ordinary man and woman in the street.

But of course, that does not mean we have to like it! So if you have ever been tempted to push at a closed door or sneak a peak around a curtained-off area, or if a ‘Keep Out’ sign fills you with a burning sense of righteous indignation, this might be the book for you.

Contained herein are 100 places that are, to a greater or lesser extent, in the public sphere but physically off-limits. While the reasons for their being closed to us vary from case to case, they collectively exemplify the enduring struggle between what we would like to know about and what others feel it is right or safe for us to know about.

We are denied access to some of them because of the nature of the work undertaken there, whether it be spies practising the dark arts of espionage or data centres building vast knowledge banks as they track our online activities. A few places are so secret that they are not even officially acknowledged, or their exact locations are unknown. Others are off bounds for security reasons – such as the room containing the English Crown Jewels – or because they are simply too dangerous for us to enter (anyone fancy a day trip to the aptly named Snake Island?). Still others hold historical secrets, such as the legendary Amber Room that seemingly disappeared from the face of the Earth, or the Tomb of Genghis Khan, whose occupier ordered brutal measures to keep its location hidden. One site – the Great Pacific Garbage Patch – may even be described as a dirty big secret, an environmental disaster in the making that the world’s governments scarcely acknowledge.

Whether you are driven by a raging belief in your right to know, or are simply a bit of a nosy parker, within these pages you can embark on a tour of some of the most secret, hard to reach or closely guarded places on the planet (though of course, there may be a few still even more secret places that we simply haven’t heard about yet!). Where else could you catch a glimpse inside the caves of Tora Bora, learn about the CIA headquarters or peek into the vaults of the Bank of England, all without having to get out of your armchair?

We start our tour far below the waves of the Pacific Ocean, looking at a submarine wreck that symbolizes all the intrigue of the Cold War. From there we gradually work our way eastwards around the globe, stopping off in locations as disparate as Washington, DC, the Vatican Secret Archives, a mountain lair in North Korea and a satellite station in the Outback of Australia.

Whatever our motives for wishing to uncover a secret, the process of discovery is a delectable one. The American poet, Robert Frost, neatly captured the frisson of excitement that a secret can inspire within us when he wrote: ‘We dance round in a ring and suppose, but the secret sits in the middle and knows.’ So sit back and strap in for the journey of a lifetime to places that you either never knew existed or couldn’t hope to visit even if you wanted to.

Go on, push at the door. It’s open…
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1 Wreck of submarine K-129

LOCATION Beneath the Pacific Ocean

NEAREST POPULATION HUB Petropavlovsk, Russia

SECRECY OVERVIEW Location uncertain: a sunken submarine at the heart of a Cold War mystery.

The K-129 was a nuclear-equipped submarine that sailed as part of the Soviet Pacific Fleet. After sinking in unknown circumstances in 1968, it was located by US forces, who subsequently attempted to raise it in a covert ‘black op’. While some of the wreckage was retrieved, much remains in the sea – exactly what the Americans found, and in what circumstances, remains a mystery to this day.

Launched in 1960, the K-129 was based at the Rybachiy Naval Base in Russia’s far eastern Kamchatka region. On 24 February 1968, the vessel and her 98 crew set out on a scheduled patrol and, after undertaking a deep-sea test dive, the captain reported that all was well. Nothing more was ever heard from the sub.

In March 1968, Soviet naval headquarters implemented a massive search and rescue effort across the North Pacific. They failed to find the submarine, but their efforts attracted the attention of American intelligence. By analyzing data from its underwater Sound Surveillance System, the US pinpointed the resting place of the K-129, almost 5,000 metres (16,500 ft) beneath the waters of the Pacific.

Confronted with the opportunity to get his hands on one of the USSR’s nuclear fleet, President Nixon authorized a top secret salvage attempt known as Project Azorian. A bespoke vessel, the Hughes Glomar Explorer, was built especially for the job. The cover story was that the ship was to be used for mining manganese nodules from the seabed.

The salvage operation, carried out during July and August 1974, had mixed results. Some of the vessel was recovered, but a large section fell back to the seabed when technical equipment failed. The exact location of the wreck and details of the operation remain top secret, but it has been speculated that the US left the scene with recovered nuclear warheads, code books and operations manuals.

Many believe the wreck lies some 2,800 kilometres (1,500 nautical miles) northwest of the Hawaiian island of Oahu and 2,200 kilometres (1,200 nautical miles) southeast of Petropavlovsk. Why K-129 sank has never been discovered, but theories include an accidental on-board explosion or even a collision with a US vessel. The full truth may come with the declassification of government files in decades to come, but might equally rest with the dead under the sea.
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1 MISSILE PLATFORM Designed in the late 1950s, the Soviet Golf II submarine was a diesel-electric vessel with a top speed of 31 km/h (17 knots) on the surface and 22 km/h (12 knots) submerged. It carried three nuclear-armed ballistic missiles, each with a relatively short range of around 150 km (95 miles).

2 SECRET SCAVENGER The Glomar Explorer was built by the US especially for the salvage operation. The vessel’s cover story held that it belonged to a company owned by billionaire industrialist Howard Hughes, and was intended for use in projects to extract minerals from the ocean floor.


2 The Great Pacific Garbage Patch

LOCATION North Pacific Ocean

NEAREST POPULATION HUB Honolulu, Hawaii, USA

SECRECY OVERVIEW Jurisdiction uncertain: the world’s biggest rubbish dump.

Twice the size of Texas, a mass of non-biodegradable plastic has gathered in the waters of the northern Pacific Ocean. Brought together by ocean currents, this vast body of waste originates from countries all around the world and poses a major long-term threat to the ecosystem. Yet no nation state or major international body has formulated a comprehensive plan for dealing with it.

The responsibility of no single nation, the Great Pacific Garbage Patch is a truly dirty secret that few outside the community of environmental activists are ready to acknowledge and act upon. The patch has formed from countless tonnes of rubbish deposited into the sea, 80 per cent of it from mainland areas.

The Garbage Patch’s location in the North Pacific is due to a gyre, an ocean current that is very calm at its centre but swirls round in a circle, drawing in ever-increasing volumes of floating debris. Ecologists have been forecasting the existence of such a feature since at least the 1980s, but it was only in 1997 that Charles Moore and his crew confirmed the existence of the Great Pacific Garbage Patch while competing in a yachting race. Moore subsequently set up a campaigning body to bring attention to the problem.

Plastic does not degrade like natural materials such as paper or cotton: instead, it breaks down into smaller and smaller harmful compounds over hundreds of years. Tiny bits of plastic found floating in the oceans are sometimes referred to as ‘mermaid’s tears’ – surely a far more romantic name than they deserve. While many sea birds and mammals are killed when they become trapped in plastic debris, even more dangerous are the toxins that the plastics introduce into the food system, which then progress perniciously from the smallest plankton to the largest whale.

Scientists estimate that the Garbage Patch contains three-quarters of a million fragments of plastic per square kilometre (0.4 sq miles). Plastics account for 90 per cent of all the rubbish in the world’s oceans, and as much as 70 per cent of it sinks, causing untold damage to life on the sea bed. Yet the Great Pacific Garbage Patch remains the floating landfill site that no government seems keen to discuss. It is a safe guess that if it were the Great Pacific Oil Reserve, there would be rather more of a clamour to establish sovereignty.
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1 POISONED WATERS Our increasing use of plastics has helped extend humanity’s destructive footprint from the lands on which we live to the deepest parts of the distant ocean – a heavy price to pay for the added convenience of product packaging and the like.

2 DIRTY SECRET The exact impact of the Garbage Patch on the Pacific Ocean’s ecosystem is not known, but new research is constantly increasing our understanding of its effects. What is beyond doubt, however, is that the Garbage Patch poses a real threat of an environmental catastrophe.


3 HAARP research station

LOCATION Gakona, Alaska, USA

NEAREST POPULATION HUB Anchorage, Alaska

SECRECY OVERVIEW Access restricted: an atmospheric research facility under the jurisdiction of the US Department of Defense.

The High-frequency Active Auroral Research Program (HAARP) describes itself as ‘a premier facility for the study of ionospheric physics and radio science’. Its stated aim is to ‘further advance our knowledge of the physical and electrical properties of the Earth’s ionosphere which can affect our military and civilian communication and navigation systems’.

HAARP is funded by the US Air Force and Navy, as well as DARPA to conduct research into the ionosphere – the part of the atmosphere between 55 and 800 kilometres (35–500 miles) above the Earth’s surface. In this region, electrically charged gases can absorb, distort and reflect radio waves, with significant implications for military and civilian communications, navigation, surveillance and detection systems.

Depending on the Sun’s activity at any given time, the Alaskan ionosphere can be characterized as mid-latitude, auroral or polar – thereby offering varying conditions to study. The Gakona region is also well served by transport links but far away from any built-up areas where electric lights and noise could interfere with experiments. The HAARP project began in 1990, and its main phase of construction ended in 2007.

HAARP’s most important element is the Ionospheric Research Instrument (ISRI), a high-power, high-frequency radio transmitter that generates radio signals in the 2.8 to 10 MHz frequency range. The ISRI antenna consists of 180 towers, each 22 metres (72 ft) high and arranged in a large rectangular grid. Some of its signal is absorbed by the ionosphere (the rest bounces back to Earth or carries on up into space), and its effects on the relevant area of the ionosphere are then recorded and analyzed.

Though not a classified project (HAARP invites collaboration with universities throughout North America), entry to the site is restricted to ‘those having a need to conduct business at the facility’. With its military funding and focus on the distant sky, HAARP has inspired numerous accusations of dark intentions. It has been variously accused of developing an anti-aircraft system through manipulation of the atmosphere, modifying the weather to cause climatic events, tsunamis and earthquakes, and even developing mind-control technology. Its reputation among conspiracy theorists is no doubt aggravated by ISRI’s resemblance to a science-fiction death ray machine.
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4 Bohemian Grove

LOCATION Sonoma County, California, USA

NEAREST POPULATION HUB San Francisco, California

SECRECY OVERVIEW Operations classified: host to an annual gathering of the secretive Bohemian Club.

Set amid beautiful redwood forest in Sonoma County’s Monte Rio, each year Bohemian Grove becomes a holiday camp for some of the world’s most powerful men. Allegations of debauchery and even paganism have been levelled at the events run by the Bohemian Club, while other critics highlight fears that major decisions affecting government and commerce are made in this entirely unregulated atmosphere.

The Bohemian Club is an all-male, private members’ club whose clubhouse is on Taylor Street in San Francisco. It was established in 1872 by staff at the San Francisco Chronicle to serve as a hub for members of the city’s cultural fraternity. However, within a short period it had opened its membership to a wider social strata, and was soon under the effective control of San Francisco’s rich and powerful. The modern image of a Bohemian Club member is a wealthy, white man of a certain age – usually, though not always, with Republican proclivities.

There is currently a 15-year-plus waiting list for membership, which costs an initial US$25,000 and then a further US$5,000 in annual subs. More importantly, you must be approved for membership, which requires gold-standard connections and probably an Ivy League education behind you. Membership has included a formidable array of presidents, including Eisenhower, Nixon, Ford, Reagan and the two Bushes, along with a multitude of other famous names, from Mark Twain and William Randolph Hearst to Clint Eastwood and the Rockefellers.

Bohemian Grove occupies some 1,100 hectares (2,700 acres) of land, though the section devoted to the Club’s summer camp is much smaller. The first camp was held in 1893 on rented land that the Club eventually bought from a local logger in 1899. It now hosts between 2,000 and 3,000 attendees each summer, divided between smaller encampments according to rank and background. The programme for this two-week jolly includes a mixture of entertainments, talks and networking events, and begins with the curious Cremation of Care ceremony. As campers look on at the edge of a small lake, appointed members in hooded red robes ‘sacrifice’ an effigy called ‘Dull Care’, placing it inside a skull on a boat that is set alight and pushed off across the water. This is said to symbolize a dismissal of life’s petty worries for the duration of the gathering. The entire ceremony occurs under the watchful gaze of the club’s mascot, a 12-metre (40-ft) concrete-cast statue known as the Great Owl of Bohemia.
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ROAD TO POWER This entrance to Bohemian Grove is discreet enough, but the woods of Sonoma County have long played host to some of the most influential men in history as they let their hair down and reconvene with nature.

For some, the Cremation of Care ceremony is a source of great concern, swollen with pagan, perhaps even Satanic, overtones. Some have wildly suggested that there is even a human sacrifice element to the ritual – an entirely unfounded assertion. Eyewitness reports suggest that the ceremony (and the camp in general) is all rather more redolent of frat-house high jinks. The concern seems less about playing out secret rituals than ensuring middle-aged and older men get to relive their youths – drinking too much, listening to Grateful Dead records, smoking fat cigars and freely weeing against trees.

Perhaps a more legitimate criticism is that the camp allows a clutch of the most influential politicians, businessmen and military figures in the Western world to have a get-together that is wilfully opaque. Legend has it, for instance, that the Manhattan Project, which led to the creation of the atom bomb, had an influential planning meeting at Bohemian Grove in 1942. Even if they are not busily establishing a New World Order – as some of the Grovers’ more vehement opponents have it – the mere existence of this private boys’ club supreme does little to persuade the doubters that we live in an open, democratic society.

One defence against allegations that the Club is an elite cabal directing national and international events is its motto, taken from Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream: ‘Weaving spiders come not here.’ Which is to say, members of the Club are not supposed to bring business through the door. Opponents might well respond with: ‘They would say that, wouldn’t they?’

The perimeter of Bohemian Grove is heavily guarded throughout the year and especially during the summer, although the odd unwanted guest (including a handful of journalists) has managed to find a way in during recent years. By jealously guarding its privacy, the Club provokes fears that Bohemian Grove is an arena for decisions to be made in our name but without our knowledge. The truth might equally be that the membership preserves the air of secrecy because they fear being left red-faced by their antics when let off the leash.
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1 POWERFUL FRIENDS Guests at the 1967 Bohemian Grove gathering included two future US Presidents, Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan, seen here sat either side of the standing Harvey Hancock (once a campaign manager for Nixon). To the other side of Nixon is Glenn Seaborg, winner of the 1951 Nobel Prize in Chemistry.

2 WISE HEADS Bohemian Grove’s overgrown Great Owl of Bohemia oversees the infamous ‘Cremation of Care’ ceremony, which is in reality nothing more than a bit of frivolity. For many years, the owl was voiced by famed journalist and longtime Grover, Walter Cronkite.


5 Skywalker Ranch

LOCATION Marin County, California, USA

NEAREST POPULATION HUB Novato, California

SECRECY OVERVIEW Access restricted: the private playground of the creator of Star Wars.

Skywalker Ranch covers some 2,000 hectares (5,000 acres) of land, of which only 6 hectares (15 acres) have been developed. George Lucas began accumulating this enormous estate in 1978, using early proceeds from the runaway success of Star Wars. It serves as a retreat for the film-maker – a place to conduct business privately and get his and his employees’ creative juices flowing away from the public gaze.

Though Lucas himself does not live on site most of the time, security is tight. Members of the public are not welcome, though tours have occasionally been given to journalists, competition winners and a few other fortunate souls. The entrance to the ranch has a guard station and, perhaps unsurprisingly for a film director, banks of cameras to keep a close eye on proceedings (though for visitors, there is a strict ‘no photography’ policy). In short, unless you’re a close buddy of George, a trusted employee or just plain lucky, this is not somewhere that you’re going to get to see.

At the heart of the ranch is the three-storey Main House, built in a Victorian style and the site of Lucas’s private offices. There are further buildings for various divisions of his company: the vast Research Library stands out for its huge, art nouveau stained-glass skylight. Elsewhere, there is the Stag Theatre for screenings, a guest house, a zoo and even the ranch’s own fire station. For good measure, Lucas can stroll through a vineyard, visit his hill-top observatory or swim in the man-made Lake Ewok.

The ranch also encompasses the Lucasfilm Archives, an Aladdin’s cave for any fan of modern cinema. Designed for the preservation and protection of items related to the great man’s films, it includes props from the Star Wars movies, as well as from Indiana Jones, American Graffiti, Willow and many more. But as if to prove the ranch’s exclusiveness, even President Ronald Reagan had a request to tour the site turned down.

[image: ]


6 Google Data Center, The Dalles

LOCATION Wasco County, Oregon, USA

NEAREST POPULATION HUB Portland, Oregon

SECRECY OVERVIEW High-security location: Google’s first purpose-built data centre.

Google is one of the world’s leading internet companies, helping to shape modern culture while making an awful lot of money. As proprietors of perhaps the world’s leading search engine, the business requires vast banks of computer servers to keep things working. Its enormous Data Center at The Dalles was built amid great secrecy at a cost of US$600 million and opened in 2006.

Famously, Google was founded by Larry Page and Sergey Brin while they were still studying at Stanford University, and incorporated as a private company in 1998. Its mission, in its own words, is to ‘organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible and useful’. Since the initial launch of its search engine, this mission has seen Google diversify into software, social networking and even computer operating systems.

The company is, unsurprisingly, unwilling to divulge great detail about its server centres around the world, though estimates suggest there may be more than ten of these facilities spread across the globe, housing perhaps a million individual server units.

When Google came to construct its first custom-designed facility, a site on the Columbia River not far from the Dalles Dam offered not only suitable land on which to build and a local population to work there (employees number around 200), but also the possibility of plentiful and green hydroelectric energy. A business such as Google inevitably consumes enormous quantities of electricity, and the chance to build a more environmentally friendly facility fitted in neatly with the company’s declared motto: ‘Don’t be evil’.

The Data Center, codenamed ‘Project 02’ in its early days, was shrouded in secrecy when it opened – even visiting journalists were required to sign confidentiality agreements. Although the secrecy level has since declined, security – both of the site itself and the data it contains – remains of paramount importance.

A full-time Information Security Team works to ensure the integrity of electronically held information, while the centre itself is surrounded by a perimeter fence that is patrolled by guards and constantly under closed-circuit surveillance. While Google wishes to make the world’s information universally accessible, it clearly harbours no such ambitions for its own data centres.
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7 Hawthorne Army Depot

LOCATION Mineral County, Nevada, USA

NEAREST POPULATION HUB Sacramento, California

SECRECY OVERVIEW High-security location: the world’s biggest ammunition storage facility.

Situated on the southern shore of Walker Lake, in the Great Basin region of west Nevada, this huge depot covers 59,500 hectares (147,000 acres) of semi-arid land and is scattered with almost 2,500 ‘igloos’ storing army reserve ammunitions (for use after the first 30 days of a major conflict). Its other roles include renovating, demilitarizing and disposing of conventional ammunition.

The facility began operating in 1930 as the Naval Ammunition Depot Hawthorne. It came into being after enormous explosions in 1926 at the Lake Denmark ammunition depot in New Jersey led to high numbers of civilian casualties. The accident also badly damaged the neighbouring Picatinny Arsenal. A subsequent court of inquiry concluded that a new depot should be built to serve the Pacific area, in a remote area within 1,500 km (930 miles) of the west coast. Hawthorne was chosen, and building got underway in 1928. The facility was brought under army control in 1977, and in 1994 ended its previous supplementary duties as a centre for ammunition production.
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Today, the Hawthorne Depot supports a mostly civilian community of some 4,500 people and is furnished with extensive railroad connections. At its peak towards the end of the Second World War, it employed more than 5,500 people. Hawthorne is now also used as a training base, boasting a large live-fire ordnance test facility and even a small, simulated Afghan town, used for the training of troops facing deployment to the region. The ‘Afghan neighbourhood’ is replete with multi-storey structures and dummy enemy soldiers, providing an unnerving setting amid the desert lands and mountains of Nevada. In 2005, Hawthorne was listed as one of several bases to be considered for closure, but it was later removed from the list, largely on account of the unique training opportunities it offered.

Security at Hawthorne is handled by a private contractor, Day and Zimmerman Hawthorne Corporation, although the depot was protected by the Marine Corps in its earlier days. As well as permanent on-site security, the depot has its own fire and emergency rapid response departments – this is one place where you really do get more bang for your buck.
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1 HEAVY METAL One of the most important tasks undertaken at the Hawthorne facility is the disabling of obsolete or decommissioned ordnance. The depot’s experience in handling dangerous chemicals means that it has also been selected as the major centre for the storage of US strategic mercury reserves. The toxic metal is kept in steel flasks within large UN-approved drums.

2 UNDER COVER The hummocky ‘Igloo’ bunkers at Hawthorne Depot are designed to store and protect enormous quantities of reserve munitions. A total of 2,427 bunkers are scattered across the site, providing some 56,000 square metres (600,000 sq ft) of storage space. Emergency services are permanently on hand to respond in the event of an accident.


8 The Skunk Works

LOCATION Palmdale, California, USA

NEAREST POPULATION HUB Palmdale, California

SECRECY OVERVIEW Operations classified: a private facility for high-tech research, often with military applications.

The ‘Skunk Works’ is a widely used nickname for the home of Lockheed Martin’s Advanced Development Programs (ADP), which has for decades been involved in landmark top-secret projects for the public and private sectors. Such is its fame that the name has since become a generic term for cutting-edge, often highly autonomous, technological projects.

Lockheed Martin came into being following a corporate merger in 1995 but the Lockheed part of the company traces its history back to 1912. In 1943, the US Air Force’s Air Tactical Service Command opened talks with Lockheed executives about developing a jet fighter. A small team of engineers under Clarence ‘Kelly’ L. Johnson developed blueprints for what would become the XP-80 Shooting Star aircraft in less than a month. Their plans secured Lockheed the government contract, and the Skunk Works came into being, with Johnson at its head. The name is derived from Al Capp’s Li’l Abner strip cartoon, which featured a mysterious brewery, the ‘Skonk Works’, known for its strange concoctions.

[image: ]

STEALTH FIGHTER The Lockheed F-117 Nighthawk, developed at the Skunk Works, was a ground-attack aircraft operational between 1983 and 2008. Its unique shape allowed it to scatter radar waves off its surface without reflecting them back to enemy receivers.

Kelly put together small, hand-picked teams to work on a string of boundary-busting research projects in the years that followed. By the 1950s he had established 14 Rules & Practices, the thirteenth of which states that outside access to a project and its personnel must be strictly controlled by appropriate security measures. The organization regularly worked with the CIA and the Air Force, with testing often taking place at the legendary Area 51.

The Skunk Works quickly became renowned for its levels of secrecy and absence of official paperwork (contracts often followed long after projects began). It played an instrumental role in developing such ground-breaking technology as the U-2 spy plane in the 1950s and the ‘Have Blue’ project that led to the commissioning of the stealth fighter in 1978. It continues to develop breakthrough technologies including – in its own words – ‘landmark aircraft that continually redefine flight’.

Although based in Burbank, California, for many years, Skunk Works is today located at US Air Force Plant 42 in Palmdale, California. It is estimated that Lockheed Martin receives somewhere in the region of 7 per cent of the US Department of Defense’s annual budget. Skunk Works remains its most important and innovative division, with some 90 per cent of its work classified.

[image: ]

UNDER THE RADAR The Darkstar unmanned aerial vehicle was developed at the Skunk Works in the 1990s and built to fly for up to eight hours at a height of 14,000 metres (46,000 ft). Perhaps unsurprisingly, it was commonly mistaken for a UFO.


9 US-Mexico drug smuggling tunnels

LOCATION Multiple locations along US-Mexico border

NEAREST POPULATION HUB San Diego, California, USA/ Tijuana, Mexico

SECRECY OVERVIEW Access restricted: secret underground routes for the movement of narcotics.

Stretching for more than 3,000 kilometres (1,860 miles), the long frontier between the United States and Mexico has a reputation as one of the world’s most porous borders. Here, the governments of both nations have long been engaged in a bloody battle to stem the cross-border flow of illegal drugs, and in recent years the trade has literally been driven underground.

While the narcotics trade has clearly damaged communities on both sides of the border, it has effectively transformed some of Mexico’s cities into war zones. Worth billions of dollars each year, the business is estimated to have accounted for some 40,000 Mexican lives between 2006 and 2011. After the government launched a crackdown in the mid-2000s, the drugs cartels arguably became even more efficient, better armed and organized with military precision.

Their ruthless pragmatism is reflected in the drug tunnels that ease the passage of narcotics from one country to the other. Some run for up to 800 metres (half a mile) and are equipped with sophisticated lighting and ventilation systems, wooden props to support the walls and even tracks for electric carts.

The tunnel floors are routinely lined with wooden boards and in some cases cemented over, while drainage systems counter the risks of groundwater. Access may be via a rope ladder, although some of the more sophisticated examples boast wooden staircases and even hydraulic lifts. Such impressive construction suggests cooperation from engineers and building professionals.

Entrances are centred around Tijuana on the Mexican side and San Diego on the US side. They are generally found in private properties, with Tijuana in particular amply endowed with disused warehouses.

California’s clay soil seems particularly conducive to tunnel digging, although some tunnels have been routed into Arizona, where they link to an existing network of underground drainage canals. It is estimated that each tunnel takes on average six months to a year to construct, using a mixture of hand-held tools and pneumatic drills. According to official figures, more than 150 illicit tunnels have been discovered since 1990, leading to the recovery of hundreds of tonnes of marijuana alone. They are often found around the time of the marijuana harvest in October, suggesting a seasonal construction timetable.

[image: ]

1 ON THE BORDERLINE Main: a Mexican soldier inspects a tunnel on the Tijuana side of the border following the discovery of 20 tonnes of marijuana in November 2010. Inset: a narrow fence and half a world separate teeming Tijuana from the heavily defended San Diego side of the US-Mexico border.


10 Area 51

LOCATION Southern Nevada, USA

NEAREST POPULATION HUB Las Vegas, Nevada

SECRECY OVERVIEW Operations classified: US defence testing base and alleged location of extraterrestrial artefacts.

Area 51 is part of a United States’ Air Force facility in Nevada, believed to be attached to the Edwards Air Force Base in California. As a centre for the development and testing of aircraft and weapons, you might expect it to be secretive. But Area 51 is perhaps the best-known ‘secret place’ on the globe, and for good reason. Conspiracy theorists hold that here you will find irrefutable evidence that aliens have visited Earth.

Situated roughly 40 kilometres (25 miles) from the nearest town, Area 51 covers 36,000 hectares (90,000 acres) of sparse Nevada desert and includes a large hangar, seven runways, radar antennae and an assortment of smaller administrative, accommodation and catering buildings. Its chief role is as a testing and training facility for new defence technologies and systems.

The large salt flat of Groom Lake, which lies entirely within Area 51, was used for testing bombs and artillery during the Second World War. In the 1950s, after the government entered into a partnership with the Lockheed Skunk Works, it became the test site for the U-2 spy plane. It also hosted vital work on the development of radar systems and stealth bombers, and today remains a centre of cutting-edge military development. Captured Soviet aircraft were allegedly brought here in the Cold War to add greater reality to war games.

As such, confidentiality has always been highly prized. Employees must swear












ops/images/f0025-01.jpg





ops/images/f0023-01.jpg
Columbia  [S8= N
River provides
hydroelectric

power

Four- smrey ‘.}2"

cooling towers
/4 for ventilation =
=¥ of server farms ;
S steethead 1 Way |

Generator yard
.\ il produces power
= for servers

Administration
building





ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





ops/images/f0027-01.jpg
T \






ops/images/f0029-01.jpg





ops/images/f0008-01.jpg





ops/images/f0021-01.jpg









ops/images/f0010-01.jpg





ops/images/f0026-01.jpg





ops/images/f0024-01.jpg





ops/images/f0020-01.jpg





ops/images/f0015-01.jpg
UNITED STATES

< 3%

1 POISONED WATERS

P S N
—

g—

PACIFIC OCEAN

North Pacific Gyre

2 DIRTY SECRET






ops/images/9781780875637.jpg
THE WORLD’S MOST SECRET LOCATIONS






ops/images/f0013-01.jpg
2 SECRET SCAVENGER

1 MISSILEPLATFORM





ops/images/f0017-01.jpg





ops/images/f0019-01.jpg
2 WISE HEADS

W





ops/images/pub.jpg
(Quercus





