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To the men and women of the FBI,
both past and present,
whose professionalism remains unparalleled.




There are some things you learn best in calm, and some in storm.
—Willa Cather, The Song of the Lark

When you’re attacking FBI agents because you’re under criminal investigation, you’re losing.
—Sarah Sanders, spokesperson for Donald Trump
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Prologue
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As the door of the Gulfstream sprang open, a frigid blast of winter air filled the cabin of the jet. The hissing of its engines soon spooled down to a faded hum, and the security agents on board began making their final preparations for our arrival. They checked weapons, tested radio communications, and ran through the schedule one last time to ensure that every movement was scripted, down to the smallest detail. During this flurry of activity, our main passenger sat calmly in front of me, nodding in rhythm to a John Legend song playing over his wireless headphones.

“No turning back now,” FBI director James Comey told me with a half smile, a nod to the unprecedented meeting that awaited him.

Two dark SUVs, flanked by police cruisers with flashing lights, pulled up to the stairs of the aircraft, and the lead security agent gave me the thumbs-up. It was only when I hit the doorway that I realized we had pulled directly alongside a Boeing 757 emblazoned with the word trump on the fuselage. I had seen this impressive machine before, during trips that brought me through New York’s LaGuardia Airport, and on one occasion I’d even caught a glimpse of Donald Trump himself, barreling out of a Chevrolet Suburban driven by Secret Service agents, his phone pressed to his ear as he climbed the jet’s stairs, no doubt on his way to yet another campaign stop as he attempted to overcome long odds in a vitriolic election cycle. But now, as I stood there staring at a gigantic airplane with the Trump name painted in gold, I couldn’t help but marvel at the showmanship and branding skills of the man who had just been elected leader of the free world. For Comey, it was now time to meet the new boss.

It was January 6, 2017, two weeks before Donald J. Trump would take the oath of office and assume the role of commander in chief, responsible for protecting the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic. Comey had flown to New York to join his counterparts in the national security community to brief the president-elect and his transition team on their findings on actions the Kremlin had taken to interfere in the 2016 US presidential election.

Whether countering terrorists seeking to kill innocent Americans, identifying cybercriminals probing our critical national infrastructure, or uncovering foreign spies working to undermine our sacred electoral process, the mission of the men and women of the US intelligence community is a deadly serious one. The four men who traveled to New York that morning had spent nearly their entire adult lives working to protect the United States from foreign adversaries. They would now channel their expertise into a briefing intended to equip the incoming chief executive with the knowledge and tools necessary to counter an ongoing—and serious—threat to the nation.

But the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation had one additional duty that day, something the chiefs of the Central Intelligence Agency, the National Security Agency, and the Office of the Director of National Intelligence would get a pass on. For months, a series of memos had been privately circulating among members of the media and across government that contained unverified but explosive charges against then candidate Trump. As the world now knows, Christopher Steele, a former officer with the United Kingdom’s Secret Intelligence Service (MI6), had been contracted by a private investigative firm to look into Trump’s background. Steele, a veteran operative, drafted a series of memos describing information about compromising material that Russian intelligence services had purportedly obtained on Trump. In addition to outlining allegations of illegal business practices that might result in Russia having leverage over Trump, the “Steele dossier,” as it would become known, also included tawdry alleged details of Trump’s sexual proclivities and illicit acts conducted while in Moscow. At one point, Steele thought the information so potentially damning that he approached the FBI and provided it with his reporting.

In fact, Steele was not the only one concerned that Trump might be in a compromising position with the Russians. Two powerful Republican senators had already separately approached the FBI director expressing their dismay at the revelations the former British spy had possibly unearthed. In November 2016, when Comey was speaking with legislators on Capitol Hill, Senate Intelligence Committee Chair Richard Burr (R-NC) pulled Comey aside to warn him of something very troubling. Their conversation had gone unreported until now.

“There is some material circulating,” Burr whispered cryptically. “It has some disturbing things in it. I just want to make sure you’re tracking.”

“We are,” Comey said.

“I don’t need to know any more about it,” Burr said, expressing his respect for the FBI’s independence in addressing possible counterintelligence threats. “I just felt like I needed to make sure you were aware.”

Then, in December 2016, Senator John McCain called our office and indicated that he needed to come see Comey. He brought with him a single envelope, the contents of which were a mystery to us as the senior statesman slowly walked past me and down the long walkway into Comey’s office.

“He had returned from the annual Halifax defense conference in Nova Scotia,” Comey later told me, “and someone he knew had given him Christopher Steele’s material. He had read it enough to realize he needed to give it to me.”

“I don’t know what to make of this,” McCain had told him, “but I know enough to know you should have it. You don’t need to talk to me about it ever again.”

“Thank you,” Comey responded. He did not acknowledge that the FBI already had the same material.

The four intelligence chiefs decided Comey should brief the incoming president on the salacious material one-on-one, both because the FBI had originally received the information and because Comey was the only one in the group who was guaranteed to remain on the job when the new administration came in. (Unlike the heads of the other intelligence agencies, the director of the FBI serves a statutorily mandated ten-year term, and Comey was in year three.) Conscious of the personal embarrassment this sensitive brief might cause the president-elect, the FBI director opted to discuss it with Trump separately at the end of the larger briefing on Russian interference.

As our two dark Suburbans neared Trump Tower, we faced a predicament: we were early. Director of National Intelligence James Clapper, CIA director John Brennan, and NSA director Michael Rogers had all flown into Newark Liberty International Airport and were still fighting Midtown Manhattan traffic, even with marked units from the NYPD clearing their path. There was no way Comey wanted to arrive ahead of the others and break the united front the agency heads had agreed upon, and he also didn’t want to find himself sitting in some reception room—with Trump transition staffers engaging him in chitchat—something he loathed to his core.

I had learned this about him early on in my tenure as his special assistant—the coveted position of senior career FBI agent assigned to the director’s staff—when Comey was set to join an elected politician at an event and I’d assumed that I should carve out time for the two men to meet privately beforehand to catch up. “You assumed wrong,” Comey had said dryly, taking a blue felt-tip pen out of his jacket pocket and crossing that part off the draft schedule before him in an overly dramatic fashion. It wasn’t that he disliked the person; he just had little patience for politics. “I also see you’ve seated the two of us together,” he’d said, striking through the seating chart with another stroke of the pen. “You sit next to him!”

On our drive to Trump Tower, I asked the agent seated up front to slow our roll, and he eventually found an open space a few blocks away where we could pull over and wait for the others to catch up.

“Do you have the laptop?” Comey inquired, the third time he had asked me that day.

“Check,” I replied, pointing to the vehicle behind us, where an FBI communications specialist sat with a secure bag containing a laptop computer that was certified for the transmission of information classified as Top Secret.

Although the FBI director travels with an array of specialized equipment that keeps him connected 24/7 to the White House and the rest of the nation’s command authority, this was the first time in my nine months working directly for him that Comey had ever asked me to make a laptop available to him immediately following a meeting. This may sound like a menial task, but Comey wanted me to understand that it was a vitally important one. Aware of the unprecedented nature of an FBI director confronting a newly elected president with explosive material about his personal life, coupled with the fact that the president’s campaign was secretly under investigation for its possible ties to Russia, Comey wanted to make certain that he fully documented the interaction in writing. He would later tell me he knew it was possible the president-elect might one day lie about the exchange if it ever came to light.

It would be the first of many meetings he would feel the need to memorialize.

“They’re two minutes out,” the lead security agent said over his shoulder, whispering a series of instructions to his team into the microphone clipped to the shirtsleeve at his wrist. He advised us that our vehicles and the three others carrying the national intelligence chiefs were about to converge into one long motorcade and, in a preorchestrated fashion, make the short drive through the concentric rings of Secret Service protective checkpoints. As a sea of tourists, spectators, and protesters watched from behind barricades erected along the sidewalk, the armored battlewagons moved in unison along Madison Avenue, turned left onto closed-off East Fifty-Sixth Street, and pulled up to a side entrance of Trump Tower.

Before stepping out, I handed Comey his black leather binder, which on that day carried the document that would eventually play an instrumental role in his firing.

In the lobby, Secret Service agents held two elevators that would take the delegation part of the way up along the residential side of the building. There they crossed over to the nonresidential part and took another set of elevators to meet the Trump team. The group then entered a small, basic conference room. The only incongruous item was a giant, heavy gold curtain that had been draped along the glass wall facing the hallway. Puzzled by drapery that seemed out of place for such a drab setting, the officials were told by the Secret Service that blocking the window would permit the room to be certified for the discussion of classified information. They milled about waiting for the transition team, and were soon joined by President-Elect Donald Trump; Vice President Elect Mike Pence; incoming chief of staff Reince Priebus; National Security Adviser Designate Michael Flynn; Flynn’s deputy, K. T. McFarland; then congressman Michael Pompeo; and a CIA briefer.

Director of National Intelligence James Clapper kicked off the meeting, walking the incoming administration through the same intelligence community assessment on Russian interference that President Barack Obama and his team had been briefed on the day before. It was also the same briefing the intelligence chiefs had provided that morning to the “Gang of Eight”—a bipartisan group of leaders and intelligence committee chairs and ranking members from both houses of Congress—before we had departed Washington. As Comey told me, and as Clapper has since said publicly, what struck the intelligence chiefs that day was how focused the Trump team was on demanding to know whether any votes had been manipulated—which might thereby delegitimize Trump’s victory—rather than on demonstrating concern over the news that the Russians had brazenly attempted to subvert a US election.

At the end of this discussion, Clapper spoke up and told Trump there was one last piece of information they would like to present, but that Comey would prefer to do it alone. Priebus asked Trump if he would like him to remain behind, and Trump dismissively waved him off.

After the large group filed out, Comey began his prepared remarks. James Comey is not someone who typically walks into a setting having rehearsed in advance his precise wording, but this was no ordinary occasion. When Comey got to the tawdry details contained in the dossier, Trump became defensive, cutting him off and denying the allegations. “Do I look like the kind of guy who needs prostitutes?” Trump asked. He then went on to recount, unprompted, a number of allegations against him by various women, which he claimed were all false. Comey indicated that the intelligence community was aware that the claims in the dossier were unsubstantiated, but that he nevertheless wanted Trump to be aware the information was circulating through government and media circles. Trump thanked Comey for the information, signaling the end of the short one-on-one meeting.

While Comey was still in with President-Elect Trump, it occurred to me that we might not have the luxury of making a clandestine escape. In the weeks since the election, media outlets had set up camp near the elevator bank on the first floor of Trump Tower in an attempt to catch glimpses of the dignitaries paying visits to the transition team, frequently being treated to impromptu press availabilities with Trump and whatever luminary he was meeting that day. I realized that we had not actually inquired of Trump’s staff whether he would expect the intelligence officials to join him to address the media. Would the president-elect, with Comey solo at his side, try to preempt the classified document’s leaking by taking it head-on and describing it to members of the press gathered on the first floor? A president is permitted to declassify anything he wants, but what about a president-elect? Would Trump be violating the law if he disclosed secret information? It was a very real possibility that Trump would then hand the floor over to Comey to describe what he had just been briefed on. Although usually calm, I was suddenly nearing panic.

I grabbed one of the Trump staff members nearby and asked whether the president-elect was planning a press availability after the meeting. He shrugged, barely looking up before returning to his phone. Assuming the Secret Service would be aware of any scripted moments for the day, I walked over to three agents who were huddled over what looked like a printed schedule.

“Excuse me,” I interrupted, identifying myself as a special agent on the FBI director’s staff. “Do you know if the president-elect is planning to hold a press conference after this meeting?”

“Not that I’m aware,” one of the agents replied.

“Is it possible that may change?” I asked, attempting to gauge the likelihood of Trump running an audible.

The three agents looked at each other and erupted in laughter. Seeing my quizzical look, one of the agents said, “I’m sorry, man. This guy’s schedule changes every two minutes. But, yes, as of this second, we are not expecting him to do any press conferences today.”

Once safely back in the car, I immediately handed Comey the secure laptop. He didn’t say a thing—the first time we had ever climbed into a vehicle without exchanging words—but began typing. He paused every so often to stare out the window as we navigated the city, and then went back to his writing. After about twenty minutes, and following a thorough proofread, he handed me the computer, pointing to the place on the screen where I should begin reading. I was now learning Comey’s version of a meeting that would spell the beginning of the end of his career, and one that would mark the start of a veritable hurricane—a torrent of attacks on the rule of law that would risk threatening the viability of our national institutions of justice.

“One of the most bizarre meetings of my life,” James Comey said woefully before resuming his gaze out the window at the passing cityscape.

On February 2, 2018, I resigned from a career I loved and walked out the doors of the FBI field office in Los Angeles for the last time. The cardboard box I carried contained the pictures and mementos I had collected during more than a decade of service in the preeminent law enforcement agency in the United States. After starting as an intern in 2004, I had been assigned to FBI offices coast-to-coast, handled years-long international assignments hunting terrorists and rescuing kidnapping victims in places like Pakistan and Southeast Asia, and found myself near the center of power in Washington, DC, as a special assistant on the FBI director’s staff. During those years, I had served under Presidents George W. Bush, Barack Obama, and Donald Trump.

My journey to the FBI began in earnest on September 11, 2001, just over one week into my freshman year of college at the University of Texas at Austin, as I sat in a hallway waiting for class to begin, huddled around a television with fellow students, watching an endless loop of a commercial airplane slamming into a Lower Manhattan skyscraper. Its sister tower stood engulfed in smoke. Over the following hours, I thought constantly about the first responders who had rushed to the scene, ignoring their own safety as they worked to help others. It was then that I set my sights on the FBI. In my extremely close family, my parents—my mom a nurse, my dad a proud former soldier in the Army—had preached the nobility of serving others, and I had always known that some form of public service would be in my future. After 9/11, I oriented nearly every course and decision throughout college with the ultimate goal of serving in the bureau.

To put it simply, I grew up in the FBI. It is not hyperbole to say that my work there shaped me into the person I am today. Although I am as flawed as the next human being, one does not spend years in an organization dedicated to truth, justice, and ethics, to protecting the American people and upholding the Constitution, without having one’s own character benefit as a result. Often when people leave a job, they reflect on how much they gave to the organization. The FBI is different. Although the hours were brutal and the work taxing, those who leave the bureau—myself included—instead dwell on all the organization did for them. From cherished experiences to lifelong bonds forged with some of the most honorable people on earth, I believe that I became a better person having set foot inside the FBI.

So why leave?

The short answer: to speak out.

After the hits the organization took during the Hillary Clinton email investigation and the Trump election, and over a year of systematic attacks on the FBI by the president of the United States, I could no longer stand by silently. The president and his allies were engaged in a coordinated campaign to undermine the institution, which would help discredit whatever investigative conclusion Special Counsel Robert Mueller might reach.

I wasn’t the only person at the bureau who felt this way. It didn’t inhibit our work—we were not going to give our critics the benefit of rendering us ineffectual—but the attacks frequently consumed many of us on the inside. Our bewilderment at Trump’s antics quickly morphed into anger once we realized that the organization’s reputation was being threatened by politicians in survival mode.

While these feelings of frustration transcended personal political views, it was especially fascinating to hear by conservative colleagues often expressing the most outrage. How, they wondered, did the “party of law and order” find itself at the forefront of efforts to undermine it? For most of us, love for our organization far surpassed party loyalty. We felt increasingly under siege.

For me, the last straw was an incident that occurred on the South Lawn of the White House on December 15, 2017. With the blades of Marine One spinning under a low ceiling of gray clouds, President Trump, about to depart to give a speech to law enforcement officers participating in a training program at the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia, walked over to the waiting press corps—and laid into the bureau, in comments broadcast around the world. “It’s a shame what’s happened to the FBI,” the president exclaimed. He then insisted that there was widespread public outrage and anger at the bureau’s investigation into his campaign, calling it “disgraceful” and “very sad.”

I had finally had enough. I had been on the inside during the investigation and knew so many of his attacks were untrue. Over the following weekend, I debated whether to remain in the organization and hope the storm would pass, or conjure the courage to step out into the unknown and find a way to join those sounding the alarm. Leaving would mean giving up not only a rewarding job but also a secure one. There would be no retirement pension or long-term financial security, but I balanced all of that against how I would feel looking back, knowing I could have helped defend our precious institutions of justice against unfair attack but had instead decided to keep my head down just to draw a paycheck. On Monday, I decided it was time to leave and look for a public position that would allow me to explain the real FBI to the American people.

I’m not a Washington political insider but a former rank-and-file agent, lucky enough now to have a platform as a journalist and author. I never imagined writing a book. However, faced with a stream of lies from the White House, I became convinced of the need to tell the real story about these career public servants, whose integrity the president and his allies have repeatedly maligned. To be clear, this book is neither an impulsive nor emotional response to the whims of Donald Trump—or to the firing of my boss, James Comey. I have no ax to grind. I was not fired; I left the agency voluntarily because I felt the public was being manipulated by politicians. My only goal here is to tell the truth. Using my inside knowledge of the FBI and what has happened over the last several extraordinary years, I simply hope to illuminate for US citizens the current and lasting consequences of Trump’s attacks on law enforcement, which risk sullying the reputation of the institution long after Donald Trump is gone from office.

I’m under no illusion that I alone can succeed in convincing readers that this campaign of attack has been dangerous for the United States, but I can at least try.

Crossfire Hurricane, taken from the Rolling Stones song “Jumpin’ Jack Flash,” was the FBI’s official code name for the counterintelligence investigation into the Trump campaign’s potential connection to Russian interference in the 2016 election. This book will show how that name became an apt metaphor for the FBI itself.

Although the FBI is a household name, much of the public does not have a solid understanding of how the bureau works or of its unique role in ferreting out public corruption and national security threats. Many have only a passing familiarity with its history, the good and the bad, but it is important to delve into the past in order to understand how far we have departed from established norms. It is important for readers to understand that this book is not a blind endorsement of every action taken by the FBI. Far from it. In illuminating the corrosive nature of the attacks on the institution, it is imperative also to highlight the organization’s own missteps—which warrant close scrutiny—but then distinguish them from the purely political lies told about the agency. This book seeks to provide important context crucial to understanding the truth about a case that engulfed the national news cycle for over two solid years. It is a chronicling of the behavior of a president who would ultimately be impeached by the US House of Representatives over his disregard for the rule of law.

To write Crossfire Hurricane, I interviewed dozens of current and former government officials and experts, with personal beliefs ranging across the political spectrum. In most cases, especially those involving currently serving officials at the FBI and inside the intelligence community, people have asked not to be named in order to be able to speak freely. Their insights are intended to help ensure that the story you are about to read isn’t simply the recitation of the experience of one person who lived it. While most of the quotes used in the book came from direct interviews, some were also drawn from my own recollection, which was aided by the willingness of many of my colleagues to revisit past events. In some areas these officials disagreed vehemently with decisions made by law enforcement, but most were united in their disdain for the overt attempts by a sitting president to permanently damage the FBI’s credibility—attacks that only intensified after I quit, enabled by leaders in the legislative branch.

I wish this book weren’t necessary. But the success of the FBI rests squarely on the confidence and support of the public it serves. In order for the FBI to be effective, it must be believed. When an FBI special agent knocks on someone’s door seeking help in solving a crime, the willingness of that person to assist is directly correlated to his or her view of the agency as honest and trustworthy. When an FBI special agent rises in a courtroom to testify, the success of the case often hinges on the jury’s belief that the agent is telling the truth. If unscrupulous politicians succeed in convincing the American people that the FBI is corrupt, dishonest, and political, they will also succeed in making the nation less safe.

Never did I imagine a day when the greatest threats to our institutions would come from within our own government. But here we are.




Chapter 1

More Than a Motto

The source would have less than an hour to meet us and tell us what he knew. Any longer, and friends and associates might notice his absence. Also, the weather was looking dire: it was monsoon season, and the robust foliage surrounding our camp in the Philippines was starting to shake more violently by the minute as a gathering storm slowly pushed our way. As our convoy of Toyota Land Cruisers rumbled out onto the main thoroughfare, our windshield wipers struggled to keep up with the blinding rain slamming down. There wouldn’t be much time to meet the source before the system came ashore.

Although we had not yet been able to assess his credibility, the source claimed to be in a position to lead authorities to a high-value terrorist responsible for death and destruction across a wide swath of Southeast Asia. The wanted subject had spent years on the run, miraculously escaping violent brushes with a cavalry of special operations teams hot on his trail. He existed in the shadows, with support from a vast network that frequently moved him across islands, by car or boat, to new safe houses—sometimes nightly.

Because this man had been implicated in the murder of US citizens, it was the job of my FBI counterterrorism team to work with foreign partners to find him, prosecute him, and get him where we believed he belonged: behind bars for the rest of his life. It mattered little to us whether the prison he would call home was overseas or back in the United States, but getting him off the streets and out of the business of killing was our mission. This latest tip—from an actual human source—might prove to be the linchpin in neutralizing a dangerous threat to US national security. There was a real possibility he would opt to go down fighting rather than be taken alive. But that was a second-order issue—our first goal was to find him. The thousands of miles my partner and I had traveled and the incalculable amount of money spent and resources expended by the US government would be worth it if this one tip proved fruitful.

Our convoy turned off the road and toward a clearing, where we used bright-orange tape to mark a makeshift landing zone for our next mode of transportation. A half dozen US Marines from our security detail encircled us, looking outward, their index fingers extended above the triggers of their semiautomatic rifles as they scanned the horizon for threats. As we stood in the sweltering mixture of heat and stinging rain, we began to sense the pulsating reverberations of an approaching aircraft, which turned into a crackle as a Bell 412 helicopter crested the tree canopy above us and set down in the field.

This would be the last chance to mentally review our operational order one more time before the mission began in earnest. I pulled out my steno pad and flipped through several pages of questions we would ask the source during our meeting. I then reached into a pocket in my cargo pants and read from a laminated card I had kept in my wallet since graduating from the FBI Academy. fbi deadly force policy was printed at the top in bold block letters. Although every FBI agent knows this mantra by heart, it is standard procedure to review it, solo or as a team, before any action that might involve danger:

FBI special agents may use deadly force only when necessary—when the agent has a reasonable belief that the subject of such force poses an imminent danger of death or serious physical injury to the agent or others.

Although we were in a foreign country, an agreement between the United States and the Philippines permitted us to carry weapons there, in a part of the world our government still considered a war zone.

Once airborne, we would fly to a nearby island, where the source had traveled by boat, connect with a host-nation intelligence service team, and then meet and debrief the source, allowing him enough time to return home before his absence was noticed. The mood among the team was calm and cautious optimism. Although we could be plenty riotous in our downtime, we were now mission-focused. Confident we were ready, we climbed aboard the helo—rotors still spinning—and were skids-up on our way to the rendezvous point.

After navigating across the southern Philippines archipelago, we landed on an island and linked up with our intelligence counterparts. We were soon speeding along a bumpy road, desperately trying to make up time we had lost in the air due to high winds. As we neared the outskirts of a village, we looped behind a ramshackle hotel and into an empty parking lot, where the stranger stood. I knew from experience that an agent’s first instinct when meeting someone who has risked his own safety to provide critical intelligence is to rush and greet him, quickly working to establish rapport. However, since December 2009, when seven brave CIA personnel were killed in Afghanistan by a suicide bomber pretending to be a source, US intelligence officers operating abroad have been admonished to remain vigilant when dealing with unknown human assets. For the moment, our personal safety would have to override standard human courtesy. We were trained to start any meeting with someone whose allegiances were unknown with a set of commands that would allow the source to be searched for weapons before being permitted into our proximity.

Once deemed safe, the source was brought to our vehicle, and he climbed inside. I sat in the rear seat next to him, offering my hand and a warm greeting, expressing my admiration for his willingness to come forward. Up front, my partner sat next to a local police official, each resting a hand on the grip of the 9-millimeter pistol holstered in his waistband. The source walked us through the information he had, periodically pausing long enough for me to take notes and ask more questions. His English was better than I’d expected, making it unnecessary to use our foreign police counterpart as a translator. At one point, I handed the source a blank sheet of paper, and we all sat in silence as he carefully sketched out the terrain where he believed the high-value terrorist was located. There was much more I wanted to ask, but realizing we were already pushing the limits of his time, we moved the discussion toward setting up a follow-up meeting after we had confirmed some of the information he had provided.

“I have to ask you one more question,” I said with genuine curiosity as he reached for the door handle. “I don’t get it. We came all this way, traveling through the pouring rain in cars, boats, airplanes, and helicopters, just to meet and hear you out. Why didn’t you just walk into a local village police station and tell them what you know?”

“Trust,” he replied after a moment, turning his gaze from me to his hands, which he was slowly wringing in his lap. “You are the FBI. Everyone knows you can trust the FBI.”

I have played that conversation over in my mind a hundred times in the years since, particularly when the organization I worked for found itself facing various reputational challenges. The trust this one man—and other sources like him—placed in the bureau helped us to understand aspects of the wanted terrorist’s network, and to eventually apprehend the dangerous fugitive. It is the same trust that was vital in solving countless other cases in the past, and will—I want to believe—be relied upon in investigations yet to come. These successes in making the world safer serve as reminders that the FBI’s brand is more than a nicety, that its motto, “Fidelity, Bravery, and Integrity,” means something: it serves as the foundation of its effectiveness in stopping crime, fighting terrorism, countering foreign spies, and enlisting the support of human sources around the world.

That motto can be traced back to 1935, when FBI inspector W. H. Drane Lester explained in a publication for law enforcement professionals that, after years of being called the Bureau of Investigation, the official name for the crime-fighting agency would henceforth be the Federal Bureau of Investigation, with the acronym FBI. As Lester wrote, “Those initials also represent the three things for which the Bureau and its representatives always stand: Fidelity - Bravery - Integrity.” As Robert Mueller would note during his time as FBI director, “Fidelity, Bravery, and Integrity set the expectations for behavior; they set a standard for our work. More than just a motto, for the men and women of the FBI, Fidelity, Bravery, and Integrity is a way of life.”

This way of life starts the moment a new recruit sets foot on the grounds of the FBI Academy in Quantico. I vividly recall my first official day, on March 16, 2008, when my class of forty-nine young professionals from coast to coast and all walks of life gathered in a drab auditorium on a plot of land inside a military base and raised our right hands to take our oaths. By the time we arrived, we had been told that we’d already achieved something remarkable, as fewer than 1 percent of applicants actually make it through the battery of exams and interviews required to be considered for the next phase of training. Each step of the selection process is geared not only to identify those who excel in their respective fields of expertise but also to weed out those whose ethics and judgment are less than solid.

Throughout the next twenty-one weeks of intense training, we recruits were constantly watched and tested by instructors and by each other. At the completion of each training simulation—mock arrest scenarios, deadly-force encounters, felony traffic stops, and the like—we were asked to explain the actions we had taken. The goal was not to see if someone would make a mistake (we made them often) but to see if we would own up to our mistakes, such as the accidental discharge of a Simunition paint gun used in training (unlike real weapons, these fired so quietly one could do so undetected) or the failure to adequately search a criminal who then turned violent. During moot court sessions, we would sit on the stand testifying and get grilled by an instructor playing the role of defense counsel. Were we sure the subject being prosecuted was the person who committed the crime? Did we fail in the investigative process to collect a vital piece of evidence that might suggest that a person was innocent? Had we cut any corners? By testing our responses, we were constantly reminded of the agency’s zero tolerance for malfeasance.

Apart from being required to conduct themselves with integrity, new recruits at the FBI Academy are also sensitized to the fact that even the smallest misstep in their career might prove fatal. This is because when FBI special agents testify in a court of law, they are serving as witnesses on behalf of the government. According to the US Supreme Court’s 1972 ruling in Giglio v. United States, prosecutors must turn over to the defense any information about a witness’s past that may serve to impeach their credibility. In layman’s terms, this means that everything about an agent’s past is potentially fair game—every administrative personnel action and every time an investigator may have run afoul of the law—and can be used by defendants to question the credibility of an agent serving as a witness. For practical purposes, this means that an agent caught lying or otherwise breaking the law is no longer of use to the FBI. If a particular case rests on what an agent saw or heard and it turns out that agent has in the past not been truthful, the agent risks jeopardizing the entire investigation.

The tests of character that happen daily at the FBI Academy vary in their level of intensity. At the simple end of the spectrum are things like written and physical tests. Did you cheat on your legal exam? Did you do fifty push-ups or forty-nine? These are easy to measure, because the FBI sees everything. One doesn’t sit as a new recruit inside the United States’ premiere law enforcement and intelligence agency and not expect every action to be scrutinized. As recruits are told from day one: “You are always being watched.” Fortunately, we never had a single instance in my class of someone being disciplined for integrity issues.

Other issues are a little murkier. For example, during one training scenario, I sat in a vehicle far away from a simulated apartment building; I was conducting surveillance on a criminal subject. The goal was to practice collecting information that would be presented to a federal judge, who would make the determination about whether a lawful arrest was warranted. The man I was surveilling stood outside talking to two associates, and was soon joined by another associate, this one wearing blue jeans and a white T-shirt. These were all role players we would get to know well by the end of our training. I took down notes about the surroundings and everything happening in front of me. Once the exercise was over, it was time to explain what I saw.

“So, what happened?” asked the lead instructor as we all gathered around inside a nearby classroom.

I ticked through the day’s events, reading from my surveillance log and explaining what the group of men had been doing.

“This guy over here walked up and handed our subject an envelope,” I said, pointing to the role player in blue jeans.

“This guy?” asked the instructor.

I sensed the beginning of an inquisition.

“Yeah, someone who looked just like this guy,” I said, suddenly questioning whether this was actually the person I had seen from afar.

“Okay, wait a second,” said the instructor. “Was it this guy, or was it someone dressed like this guy?”

A long pause ensued.

“I can’t say for certain it was this guy,” I continued. “But someone resembling him.”

“Right answer,” said the instructor, turning the exchange into a teachable moment for everyone gathered. “When you get out in the field, the things you see and hear might literally ruin lives. ‘I think’ and ‘I know’ are two very different things with very different consequences. You must have the personal integrity to admit when you don’t know something for certain.”

There are moments in an FBI career we never forget. The first is day one, when new employees are overwhelmed by the realization that they have now made it inside one of the most prestigious institutions on the planet. For special agents, another momentous occasion is the day of graduation from the FBI Academy, when we walk across the stage to receive our badge and credentials. On my graduation day in 2008, I’d been elected class speaker, and I had the responsibility of providing remarks on behalf of my esteemed crew before turning over the floor to then director Robert Mueller.

Before I was old enough to become an agent, I had worked at FBI headquarters in a nonagent role and had heard him speak dozens of times about the special nature of the institution. As I searched for what to say at graduation, it occurred to me that there was no way I would be able to describe the organization’s mission better than Mueller had in the past. Because he was someone I greatly admired, I decided to quote him.

The part I hadn’t fully thought through was the fact that the quotes I’d decided to use were some of Mueller’s greatest hits—comments he had used many times before and had planned to use again that day. About midspeech, I turned to face him and was welcomed by an icy glare as he sat scratching out portions of the prepared remarks in his lap. Oops.

When I had finished, Mueller stepped up to the lectern and decided to have a little fun. He had taken on (and embraced) mythical status inside the organization as a no-nonsense tyrant. “Many of you may not know that Josh used to work for me in the director’s office,” he said. Leaning into his reputation for insanely high standards for his employees, he continued. “I told him that if he screwed up his class speech, his first assignment would not be to California, but to Yemen,” he said, and the crowd roared. “But relax, Josh. I’ve decided you’re not going to Yemen.”

After graduating and being sent out into the field, the life of an FBI agent is marked by an endless stream of opportunities to seize and challenges to overcome. No two agents will ever find themselves on the exact same path; the sheer multitude of threats the FBI is responsible for countering requires a workforce with skill sets as diverse as the agency’s broad mission. For instance, when I entered the FBI, my passion centered on countering terrorist threats from abroad, and I was able to use my degree in government to join teams working with foreign nations and bringing extremists to justice. Other men and women rely on backgrounds in business and the private sector to target white-collar crime. Walk the halls of any FBI field office, and you’re just as likely to run into a cyber expert working to disrupt threats in the digital space as you are a tactical agent preparing to launch an operation aimed at arresting a fugitive.

Despite their differences, one thing unites each of those fortunate enough to identify themselves as one of the approximately thirty-six thousand employees of the FBI: an understanding that “Fidelity, Bravery, and Integrity” is, as Mueller often said, more than a motto. It is an internalized orientation toward excellence that makes any misstep by any one employee so incredibly damning. Those who fail, or stray from the organization’s values, do so at a very real cost to the entire institution. Indeed, I fully acknowledge that the bureau’s history is replete with examples of those who have embarrassed the FBI through either intentional or unintentional personal failings.

Among the most extreme instances of disgracing the badge is the case of Robert Hanssen, a former FBI special agent who continues to rot in federal prison after being prosecuted for spying for Russia. Less extreme, but no less damaging to the organization’s core values, are the many others who have been reprimanded or punished for lying, stealing, and abusing their law enforcement powers. Their stories are routinely studied internally when the FBI’s Office of Professional Responsibility—the bureau’s internal affairs division—sends out its quarterly all-employee message highlighting recently adjudicated cases of wrongdoing by bureau employees. These messages help serve as a constant reminder of the organization’s strict handling of those whose actions risk threatening public confidence in the FBI.

The importance of a strong, trustworthy brand is made evident to all employees the first time they display their credentials. Not only does the badge open doors, as I learned my first month out in the field, the name can also elicit instant cooperation from suspected criminals.

Late one night shortly after graduating from the academy, I pulled out of the FBI parking garage in Los Angeles and headed down Wilshire Boulevard. I noticed a police cruiser with its lights on, off to my left in front of a convenience store. While most people who see a cop while driving reflexively look down at their speedometer, new-agent training taught me that the first thing you do when passing a patrol car executing a traffic stop is to look and make sure the officer doesn’t need help. Everyone is a force multiplier, the thinking goes, and contrary to what they show on TV, law enforcement officers constantly look out for one another regardless of which agency they happen to work for. There is actually a nonverbal exchange you might notice if you look closely when one law enforcement officer slows to check on a colleague. If everything is fine, they’ll flash four fingers to the passing officer, signaling the situation is “Code 4”—copspeak for “under control.”

But everything wasn’t under control that night in LA. As I got closer to the stopped patrol car, I noticed an officer trying to restrain two kids he had placed under arrest. One of them was flailing about and resisting as the officer tried to keep them both pinned down on the trunk of his car. I instantly hit the lights on my FBI car and busted a U-turn, coming to a screeching halt next to him. I was in civilian clothes, but the strobe lights popping on my dash and the flashing headlights told him he was no longer alone.

“One of you, two of them,” I said as I ran up to his car. In two quick motions, I pulled a set of handcuffs from my belt and snapped them onto the wrist of the resisting subject.

“Thanks, man,” the officer said after he caught his breath. “These kids just robbed someone here outside the store, and my partner went to chase after one of their friends.”

As he described what was happening, the kid I was holding down—who had to be all of seventeen years of age—was hurling all kinds of nasty insults our way about cops. I just calmly stood there waiting for others to arrive.

Suddenly, the intersection lit up with the brightest light I have ever seen; an LAPD helicopter banked low and switched on its powerful spotlight, instantly turning night into day. Sirens approached from all directions, and when backup arrived, the two subjects finally relaxed.

“Who are you with, by the way?” asked the officer next me.

“Oh, I’m with the FBI,” I said.

With a look I will never forget, the punk whose arm I was holding swiveled around in disbelief.

“FB . . . ,” he said, trailing off. “Um, sir,” he continued. “I have some weed in my bag, and a couple of syringes.”

He was starting to confess to crimes before being asked a single question.

“What the hell?” said the cop as others walked over and took custody of the two subjects. “These idiots try to fight us and yell all kinds of terrible things, but the second you say you’re with the FBI, he starts singing like a canary!”

I experienced many moments like this during my career wearing the badge. Having such a strong brand helps agents do the job. So when politicians attempt to smear the FBI and label the men and women wearing the badge as part of some “deep state” conspiracy of rogue criminals, such disgraceful accusations cut to the core. All FBI employees understand the requirement that they remain apolitical in their work and resist outside influences that might threaten their independence. Although in the United States, institutions of justice are led by political appointees and report to civilian leadership, one key aspect of law enforcement in this nation that separates us from authoritarian regimes has been the norm that politicians do not interfere in the work of the FBI. This critical norm has been tested many times throughout our history; conflict between the White House and our institutions of justice is nothing new. What is unprecedented, however, is Donald Trump’s method of dealing with such conflict.




Chapter 2

Hands Off

Judging by his past performances, the FBI director was gearing up to execute a covert campaign of total manipulation. His arrival in New York that fall day would shake the newly elected president to his core. The director had controlled many politicians in his lifetime, and this time would be no different. Although the president of the United States was widely regarded as the most powerful person in the world, the head of the nation’s mighty federal law enforcement agency wielded unusual influence over those who technically held the levers of power.

As he sat across from the president-elect at the Pierre hotel on the edge of Midtown Manhattan, the director’s first goal was to win over the new chief executive by letting him in on some secrets. Doing so would not only serve to ingratiate him with his new boss but would also help shape their power dynamic by subtly signaling that the FBI could be either his friend or his foe. This had been his modus operandi for many years: doling out tidbits of information that would impress the listener while also demonstrating the bureau’s seeming omniscience.

“When you get into the White House,” the director said, “don’t make any calls through the switchboard.” The telephone lines were monitored. “Little men you don’t know will be listening.”

The director then dropped another bombshell. The FBI had bugged the cabin of the president-elect’s campaign plane at the direction of the outgoing commander in chief. The stunning claim rattled the characteristically paranoid politician. He would later fume that “every damn thing” he had discussed on his flights was in the possession of his political enemies. As the new president’s chief of staff would later describe it, the FBI director’s tactics in sharing sensitive information served “to create an impression of how useful the Bureau could be to the President.”

For his part, the new president was all too willing to forge this alliance. The FBI’s power was something he might be able to exploit for personal political gain. “You are one of the few people who is to have direct access to me at all times,” the president said.

As J. Edgar Hoover stood and left the Pierre that day in 1968, President-Elect Richard Nixon turned to an aide and said, “We’ll get that Goddamn bugging crap out of the White House in a hurry.”

Nearly fifty years after the Nixon-Hoover meeting, a future FBI director would find himself in a very similar position only three blocks away—briefing an incoming president on potentially damning material. However, as James Comey sat across from Donald Trump inside Trump Tower, his motivation could not have been more different from Hoover’s. In sharing details of the Steele dossier, Comey was merely seeking to make the new president aware of potentially embarrassing information that had been swirling throughout official Washington. He was not there to impress the president, nor had he come to blackmail him. But Trump saw that initial conversation much differently.

“In my opinion, he shared it so that I would think he had it out there,” Trump later said, suggesting that Comey was purposefully lording embarrassing material over him. Asked if he believed Comey was attempting to gain leverage over the president by claiming he knew things that might be damaging if made public, Trump said, “Yeah, I think so. In retrospect.”

J. Edgar Hoover, unlike Comey, was almost certainly attempting to exert some form of psychological control over the president. When Nixon arrived in Washington as a freshman congressman in the late 1940s, he and Hoover struck up a close personal relationship based in part on their shared hatred of communism. During his time in Congress, Nixon served as a staunch ally of Hoover’s, regularly advocating for increased appropriations for the FBI and acting as defender when conversations arose about whether Hoover may have been in his job for much longer than appropriate. However, although they had once been friends, Nixon’s assuming the presidency meant he was now Hoover’s boss. True to form, Hoover would work to ensure his own professional survival. He had equities to protect.

As the first formal director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Hoover built an empire; he created from scratch the preeminent law enforcement agency he would lead for almost five decades. He dedicated his entire professional life to government service, working to craft a bold crime-fighting image for both himself
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