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			Prologue

			MAY 3, 1960

			NEW YORK CITY

			It’s a warm spring day, and about five thousand people—an average crowd for a Tuesday afternoon—swarm across the sidewalks and intersections of Times Square. Near Forty-Second Street, they shoulder past hot dog stands, pause in front of a window display of Stetson hats, and ignore the chattering street vendors with their cheap knives, transistor radios, and miracle powders. A mounted policeman nudges his horse onto Broadway, where the traffic pulses in fits and starts. The sun is bright yellow and still high enough to reach down between the skyscrapers. The clock hands on the “Bond Clothes” sign above Broadway say it’s not quite 2:15 p.m.

			Electric advertisements beg for attention, flashing from nearly every building, and their collective message is consistent: the future is right here, right now. The big TWA sign above the square has a newly installed feature—“Jets,” spelled out in bright red neon. The word hasn’t been part of the American vocabulary for long, but it’s already inescapable, sometimes used as a noun, sometimes a verb, sometimes an adjective, and always jazzing up everything it touches with the silvery sheen of modernity. Just over a year ago, a Pan Am 707 made the first coast-to-coast commercial jet flight, and airlines have been tripping over themselves to inaugurate new routes ever since. “Jets to Africa!” flashes a sign over Broadway. “Jet Your Way to Tel Aviv!”

			Speed is the new seduction, and New Yorkers confront it everywhere they turn. In the Willoughbys camera store, there’s a sale on Polaroid Speedliner instant cameras, which can spit out prints in less than a minute. At the new Daitch Shopwell grocery store on First Avenue, executives have unveiled a scale model of the “automated supermarket” of the future, with aisles that move on electric-powered conveyor belts, shuttling shoppers past the shelves. At the Horn & Hardart Automat, on Broadway near Forty-Seventh Street, hundreds of shrink-wrapped lunches sit behind a wall of coin-operated windows: drop thirty-five cents into a slot, slide open a window, and pull out today’s special—a corned beef and pickle sandwich, ready to eat.

			
			Near the subway stations, the latest front pages are papered to the sides of the newsstands, giving pedestrians an eyeful of headlines as they shuffle past: Senator John F. Kennedy is the predicted winner of today’s Democratic primaries in Indiana, Ohio, and the District of Columbia. President Eisenhower, with less than a year left in his second term, is scheduled to tour an army base to inspect America’s new “Davy Crockett launcher,” a contraption that can fire miniaturized nuclear warheads from the back of a jeep. In sports, the Yankees could jump into first place if they beat the Detroit Tigers.

			The clock above Times Square flips to 2:15, and in an instant everything stops.

			

			—

			ON THE OBSERVATION DECK of 30 Rockefeller Plaza, seventy stories above the jostle and throb of the streets, a Chrysler V-8 engine mounted on a platform of riveted steel has just revved to life. The engine powers a high-decibel horn, which has begun spinning on its base. It sends an ear-shattering wail over the city, a tone that rises and falls in pitch. Within seconds, 721 smaller-gauge horns—affixed to streetlamps, to rooftops, to traffic lights—join in to create a warbling chorus, flooding the city in rolling waves of stereophonic alarm.

			About ten miles north in Claremont Park, a young girl on a wood-plank swing had been leaning back and kicking her saddle shoes toward the clear blue sky, but when the sirens reach her, she jumps off the swing and abandons the playground. At the Bronx Zoo, an animal handler pushes hard on the hindquarters of an elephant, trying to force it into an indoor shelter. Inside Yankee Stadium, left-hander Whitey Ford is walking off the pitcher’s mound, disappearing into the dugout with the rest of his teammates. The stadium’s ushers begin ordering spectators out of the sunny bleacher sections, and most of the 10,255 fans in the park huddle together in the dim concourses.

			The sirens drone on. At the First National Bank branch on lower Broadway, a manager raises his voice above the din: “Wrap it up!” The tellers slam the lids on their cash trays and hurry them into the vault. Inside the Waldorf Astoria hotel on Park Avenue, the oak-paneled bar—a designated fallout shelter, according to a sign by the door—fills up with about a hundred men, many of whom take the opportunity to order martinis and highballs. Several women also enter and try to get drinks, but they are politely turned away, because ladies are never served at the Waldorf bar. Downtown, on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, trading stops.

			
			Drivers pull their cars to the curb and abandon them. Hundreds of people stream off paralyzed city buses, and in Times Square a human tide pours down the subway stairwells, out of sight.

			A civil defense policeman monitors it all, and when Times Square is empty of people, he checks his stopwatch: the sirens have been wailing for exactly one minute and forty-nine seconds.

			

			—

			THEY’D BEEN WARNED THIS WAS COMING. Operation Alert 1960 had been billed as the biggest civil defense drill in America’s history. From New York to Los Angeles, millions of Americans have been instructed to duck for cover as if the country’s greatest fear has come true: a fleet of Soviet long-range bombers has penetrated America’s airspace, and those jets are about to drop nuclear warheads on the country’s biggest cities.

			Earlier this year, CONELRAD—a government program that stands for Control of Electromagnetic Radiation—launched an educational drive to teach Americans how to distinguish between the different civil defense sirens. The agency produced an audio play that dramatized a nuclear emergency, distributing it as a vinyl record to households from coast to coast. The recording depicted a prudent family—the Smiths—taking shelter in their basement, which they’d stocked with food, water, flashlights, and a radio.

			Now, during the nationwide drill, CONELRAD has commandeered America’s airwaves. The country’s 566 television stations have gone dark, and all of its 4,335 radio stations have either stopped transmitting or joined the CONELRAD broadcast, which repeats an urgent message to take shelter.

			As the drill unfolds, local civil defense officials in lookout points across New York monitor the citizens’ response. They estimate that had Soviet jets actually attacked the city, some 3,935,940 New Yorkers, despite their best efforts, would have been killed instantly. Another 1,405,000 would later die from radiation exposure.

			The total population of the city is about 7,700,000.

			

			—

			
			THE CITY REMAINS QUIET AND ODDLY STILL, with the exception of a park next to City Hall, where hundreds of people have united in an act of open defiance, refusing to listen to the officials who urge them to take shelter.

			Most of them are college students from campuses across the city. One young man sitting next to a tree ignores a policeman’s orders, choosing to strum the chords to “We Shall Overcome” on an acoustic guitar. Another student hands out a flyer that says, “Peace is the only defense against nuclear war.” Several more carry signs: “Civil Defense Is Futile!” and “Remember, There Will Be No Survivors!” A young man holds a placard over his head that reads, “After Two Weeks in a Shelter, Then What! No Food—No Water—Hot Dust and Death.”

			A member of the city’s auxiliary police—a middle-aged man with a stony expression and grand ambitions—stands on a park bench and announces, “I now place you all under arrest for not obeying the law!” But he’s overmatched; there are hundreds of protesters and only two police paddy wagons. “Are we Americans or not?” someone shouts at him.

			A sense of empowerment seems to spread among the protesters, forcing the police to shift to a more laissez-faire approach. The scene settles into a relaxed, almost celebratory, vibe. Author Norman Mailer walks among the students, signing autographs. The sirens fall silent, and the participants linger in a pleasant afterglow, telling reporters that they’re satisfied with the turnout.

			The atmosphere would be different—darker, no doubt—if they had the slightest inkling that a genuine crisis is slowly coming to a head in Washington, D.C. For the president of the United States and his closest advisers, Operation Alert is about to veer wildly off script.

			

			—

			THE MEMBERS OF THE NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL were told to ignore the civil defense siren; their signal to take cover would come in the form of a telephone call. To preserve the element of surprise, the call wouldn’t coincide with the nationwide drill, but could happen anytime up to three days after the national exercise.

			At about seven o’clock on the morning of May 5, the telephone rings inside the Georgetown house of CIA director Allen Dulles. He’s instructed to drive downtown and board one of several helicopters that will carry the council to a newly built secret complex about fifty miles outside Washington. He makes it out the door in good time, but his Cadillac breaks down shortly after he pulls onto Q Street; luckily, he’s only about a hundred yards from his house, and he’s able to find another ride. Meanwhile, the secretary of defense, Thomas Gates, gets a lift from his wife, who’s still dressed in her nightgown as she navigates the morning traffic. When he rushes toward the helicopter pad minutes before takeoff, Gates realizes that he has forgotten his identification documents. He pleads with the marines standing guard; they keep him waiting for a few tense minutes but eventually let him through. Meanwhile, President Eisenhower strolls across the White House lawn to his private helicopter, which whisks him and two aides away at about 7:35 a.m.

			
			The helicopters fly west of the city, across the Potomac, into Virginia. They eventually set down atop the rugged spine of the Blue Ridge Mountains, where a bunker has been hidden within a rocky outcrop. The sprawling underground lair is code-named High Point. But among the select circle of authorities aware of its existence, it goes by another name: the Hideout.

			A little more than six years before, the Bureau of Mines determined that the rock inside this mountain was “exceptionally hard and tight,” and encouragingly shock resistant. The government decided to expand an old, abandoned mine shaft inside the mountain into a top secret, multiroom tactical center. Beside those rooms, workers created subterranean water pools, which served two purposes: they were emergency reservoirs for drinking water, and they also cooled the air that was circulated to the bunker’s two enormous mainframe computers. The roofs were reinforced with twenty-one thousand iron bolts, which were drilled as far as ten feet into the rock to prevent collapse in the event of a nuclear strike. Radiation and chemical contamination detectors were installed near the entrances. Construction was completed in 1959.

			Now, a year later, the Hideout employs a full-time staff of technicians, computer engineers, firefighters, doctors and nurses, secretaries, and security guards. Each of them is sworn to secrecy. Three dormitory rooms are available for men and one for women. Only the president, cabinet secretaries, and Supreme Court justices are allotted private bedrooms. There is enough food on-site to feed hundreds of people for a full month.

			After scrambling out of their helicopters, Eisenhower and the rest of his team walk toward a check-in station near the “blast gate”—a safety feature built to protect the entrances from any flying debris shaken loose by bombs. Once inside, they file past the chemical-biological radiation sensors and the decontamination chamber, but they don’t stop; it hasn’t been activated for the drill.

			
			The Hideout isn’t fancy, but neither is it rustic. The main “War Room” is outfitted with an Iconorama display system, which can chart the positions of aircraft and missiles on a large screen, and there’s also a closed-circuit TV system, several 16 mm projectors, computer monitors, radiotelephones, and a Teletype machine for secure intergovernmental communications.

			The president and his Security Council have decided to hold an official meeting in the Hideout; they knew they’d all be together for the drill anyway, so they figured they might as well get something done. Dulles summarizes the first item on the agenda: days before, on May 1, an American U-2 spy jet disappeared after it took off for a high-altitude flight across the entire length of the Soviet Union. The disappearance had been a source of mild worry for Eisenhower and Dulles, but they assume that a crash killed the pilot and destroyed the plane, leaving the Soviets no irrefutable evidence to prove to the world that the CIA had been spying on them from above.

			To protect the secrecy of the U-2 program, they’ve come up with a cover story: NASA lost a high-altitude weather plane, which was monitoring atmospheric conditions in Turkey; the pilot apparently lost consciousness during the flight, and the plane drifted into Soviet territory, where it crashed.

			Now, inside the bunker during the civil defense drill, Dulles is handed a Teletype message from the Soviet Union. It says that Nikita Khrushchev, the Soviet leader, is delivering a speech to his governing council and it is being broadcast to the Soviet public. The report includes few details about the content of the speech, and Dulles moves on, shifting everyone’s attention toward the latest political upheavals in the Congo.

			After the meeting adjourns and some of the helicopters begin shuttling people back to Washington, Dulles and Eisenhower linger in the bunker. Soon, more messages arrive with additional details of Khrushchev’s speech. The reports indicate that the Soviet premier is full of righteous indignation, and he’s telling a frenzied crowd that his troops have shot down an American military plane flying deep inside Soviet territory. By breaching Soviet airspace, he suggests, the United States is trying to provoke a full-scale nuclear war. “Just think, what would be the reaction of the United States if a Soviet plane flew over New York, or Detroit?” Khrushchev has asked the crowd. “This would mean the beginning of another war. Why then do you not think that we may reply with the same measures should a foreign plane appear over our country? We think that there is no doubt in anybody’s mind that we have the ability to retaliate.”

			
			The news coming over the wire is troubling, but the CIA’s explanation involving the weather plane and the passed-out pilot might still hold. If the Soviets did, in fact, shoot down the plane from a high altitude, then the destruction would likely have been total, wiping out any evidence that could contradict the cover story. They decide to stick by it, and the White House schedules a press conference that afternoon to release more details about the innocent science project that drifted off course.

			That decision will turn out to be a mistake. In two days, Khrushchev will reveal that the spy pilot has been captured alive, and he’ll show pictures suggesting that many of the plane’s components also survived intact. Forced into a corner, Eisenhower will become the first U.S. president to openly acknowledge that the country does, in fact, spy on other nations. He’ll also be the first to publicly admit that he has lied to the American people.

			Compared with almost all of the other developed nations of the world, the United States was a relative newcomer to the world of institutionalized spying. the American public had never before been confronted with the ethical contradictions inherent in espionage. The U-2 incident pushed those moral conundrums onto front pages and television screens, exposing the CIA—an agency that in 1960 many people could still legitimately claim to have never heard of—to international notoriety.

			The U-2 drama is now a central chapter in the Cold War, but many of the behind-the-scenes details did not fully emerge for nearly six decades. The story is an unlikely adventure, driven by four men who together reinvented American espionage and, in the process, were themselves transformed by the secrets that they carried.

			

			—

			THE U-2 WAS THE FIRST LARGE-SCALE technological development project the CIA ever undertook. It redefined both the nature and the scale of the agency, setting it on a course that it would follow into the twenty-first century, when technology and espionage would become inseparable. The plane brought in huge hauls of visual data, spurring the development of new computational and analytical technologies just to process it all. More than forty years after the U-2 debuted, former CIA director George Tenet said of the program, “It constituted nothing less than a revolution in intelligence.” Not only was it the single most significant leap forward in the agency’s history, he said, but it was possibly the greatest achievement of any intelligence service, anywhere in the world, at any point in history. “Our U-2 revolutionaries got it right,” he said. “They were brilliant. They were willing to think big, and think different, and take risks.”

			
			Those risks had unintended consequences for the four men at the center of this story. Drawn together into the unfamiliar and disorienting territory of espionage, they were tested in ways they couldn’t have predicted. Edwin Land was a brilliant scientist whose inventions had already made him one of the richest men in America; his faith in empirical truth was his bedrock, but the moral ambiguities of intelligence gathering put his ideals to the test. Clarence “Kelly” Johnson was a fiery engineer who, as much as anyone else, had ushered America into the jet age, but his evolution from an aircraft designer to an unofficial CIA operative drove him to sleep with a loaded automatic pistol at his bedside. Richard Bissell was a bookish bureaucrat with an eye for detail and a respect for the power of technology; the U-2 gave him a ticket into the darkest corners of the international spy world, and it led him to push the limits of espionage to deadly extremes. Finally, there was the pilot of the downed U-2, Francis Gary Powers, a soft-spoken coal miner’s son with a taste for adventure; his recruitment into the CIA tore his life apart and forced him to face a troubling question: Could any individual—or any nation, for that matter—remain truly uncorrupted by deception?

			“Even now at times it doesn’t seem real,” Powers said years after his plane went down. “You know, it seems more like something I’ve read in a book.”

		

	
		
		
			
			BOOK ONE

			Icarus Rising

			
				At last the wings were done and Daedalus

				Slipped them across his shoulders for a test

				And flapped them cautiously to keep his balance,

				And for a moment glided into air.

				
					—OVID, THE METAMORPHOSES, BOOK 8 

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			The Idealist

			
				If you are able to state a problem—any problem—and if it is important enough, then the problem can be solved.

				—EDWIN LAND

			

			Just before 3:30 p.m. on April 18, 1954, an American diplomat stepped out onto the rooftop of the new, ten-story U.S. embassy in Moscow. He walked to the white parapet that skirted the perimeter of the roof and looked to the east, across the wide boulevards and rooftops, toward the onion domes and spires of Red Square. In the gray sky above the Kremlin, the dark outlines of dozens of Soviet jets resolved into view, moving like a synchronized flock of birds.

			The pilots were practicing for the upcoming May Day Parade, the showy pageant of socialist pride and power held every spring. The highlight of the parade was always the unveiling of the latest breakthrough in Soviet military technology, and the aerial rehearsal gave the diplomat a sneak preview of this year’s biggest surprise. He concentrated on the shapes of the planes, counting them as they buzzed in and out of the dense cloud cover. Most of the planes—more than forty, according to his count—appeared to be “Beagles,” the Ilyushin Il-28 small bombers that were the workhorses of the Soviet air fleet. But he also spotted an unfamiliar outline among them, a plane that seemed much bigger than the others. To his eye, it looked a little like a Boeing B-52 Stratofortress.

			But that surely couldn’t be right. The B-52 was an American invention, and although it had been flying test missions for two years, it wasn’t scheduled to go into active service for several months yet. The Americans believed they had produced the world’s only long-range jet bomber, the only one capable of carrying massive hydrogen bombs between the United States and Moscow. The B-52’s debut was expected to give America a clear, exploitable edge over the Soviets in the rapidly escalating Cold War. According to the best American intelligence, the Soviets wouldn’t be able to produce their own long-range bomber for at least another four years.

			
			Yet as the diplomat—who was never identified by name in the secret cables and government reports—stared into the drab Moscow sky, a dispiriting realization sank in: the best American intelligence was wrong. For the next week or so, spotters from the U.S. Air Force were assigned stakeout duty on that same embassy roof, just in case the Soviets decided their pilots needed yet another rehearsal before the big show. When one of the huge Soviet bombers buzzed within a mile of the embassy roof, an air force sergeant aimed his camera at the plane and started snapping the shutter as fast as he could. When the prints were developed in an embassy darkroom, all that emerged was a dark blur, frustratingly indistinct. But he and the other spotters had no doubts about what they had seen, and more important they knew exactly what it meant: America’s advantage in nuclear strike capability was evaporating before their eyes.

			

			—

			THE EMBASSY CABLE THAT DELIVERED THAT NEWS to Washington hit the State Department the way that gasoline hits fire. It had already been a tense spring, with one major nuclear milestone and lots of smoldering anxieties. Just six weeks earlier, on the Pacific island of Bikini Atoll, the United States tested its new dry-fuel hydrogen bomb—the first hydrogen bomb that could be delivered by aircraft. The atomic bombs that had been dropped over Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the end of World War II were firecrackers in comparison to this colossus, which packed about a thousand times more explosive force, in terms of TNT equivalency, than each of those two bombs. Roughly one second after the test detonation on Bikini Atoll, the mushroom cloud that bloomed over the island measured four and a half miles in diameter. Less than ten minutes later, the cloud’s diameter had ballooned to more than sixty miles. The radiation from the blast ultimately contaminated more than seven thousand square miles of the Pacific, an area almost as big as New Jersey. The devastation shocked even the military commanders and nuclear physicists who oversaw the test. The bomb was twice as powerful as they had predicted.

			It marked the blinding dawn of a new era. This was the instant—in the chilly spring of 1954—when Americans realized that nuclear weapons were capable of ending not just world wars but entire civilizations. On April Fools’ Day, The New York Times ran a bold headline at the top of the front page that was anything but a joke: “H-Bomb Can Wipe Out Any City.” Inside the paper, the Times reported that news of the test on Bikini Atoll had reduced all those who truly understood its implications to a state of mute awe. “It was symbolic,” the article stated, “that this awe—this fear of the tremendous forces that man has unleashed—was most pronounced in cities, in capital cities, which here and abroad are doomed to a common destruction if unlimited atomic war should come.” The article emphasized that if the Soviets ever developed the means to deliver such bombs to America, no one was safe. “For the plain truth is there is no 100 per cent defense against piloted enemy aircraft and submarines, much less against guided missiles.”

			
			For the Russians, the nuclear race was a game of catch-up from the very beginning. The United States had gotten a head start during World War II, but by 1954 the Americans worried that the Soviets were rapidly gaining ground. Although the Soviets had resolved in 1940 to develop an atomic bomb, they hadn’t adopted a full-scale nuclear program until after they learned of the existence of the Manhattan Project, which produced the atomic bombs that were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. After the war, the Soviets implemented a fledgling nuclear program that was based almost solely on intelligence stolen from American and German physicists. In 1949, the Soviets tested their first atomic bomb, and by 1953 they’d improved the potency of those explosives tenfold. Now, a mere two weeks after the story in The New York Times marveled at the unforeseen power of America’s latest H-bombs, the Soviets were spotted flying their own long-range bombers in the overcast skies of Moscow. If those planes were, in fact, equal to the bombers the United States had developed, and if the Soviets’ nuclear program continued to develop at its current pace, then the very idea of national security was a sham. New York, Washington, Chicago, Los Angeles—any of them could be vaporized in a matter of minutes.

			President Eisenhower was on edge. The specter of a surprise nuclear attack had become, almost overnight, a genuine threat. He confessed his anxiety to a small group of scientific advisers during a breakfast at the White House days after the planes were spotted. One of those in attendance was James Killian, the president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Killian suggested that Eisenhower privately enlist a team of the country’s top innovators to sketch out new technologies that might, somehow, eliminate the possibility of a surprise attack. The concept itself—a panel of scientists brainstorming on the government’s behalf—wasn’t exactly new. Before Eisenhower took office, Killian had been part of a scientific panel under President Truman called Project Lincoln—a group of science and technology experts, many of them pulled from university labs, that had produced a list of recommendations designed to strengthen America’s air defense systems. Killian suggested that a similar group of scientists, more narrowly focused on preventing a surprise attack, might come up with solutions that even the most creative military minds could never dream up.

			
			Eisenhower thought about it for a few days and then invited Killian to assemble a small team of innovators—the “surprise attack panel,” as it was informally known—dedicated to bringing technological wizardry to national defense.

			“I hope very much that you will find it possible to free yourself of your many other heavy responsibilities for a period long enough to undertake this important assignment,” Eisenhower wrote to Killian, “and that others whom you choose to be members of your staff will also be able to devote time to the work.”

			Killian’s Rolodex was full of the names of the country’s best and brightest, and he quickly got down to work, grabbing the telephone. A good chunk of his recruitment could be done without placing a single long-distance call, because the Cambridge labs at MIT and Harvard were full of world-class innovators in nearly every relevant scientific field, from astronomy to nuclear physics. The man who would become Killian’s most prized recruit, however, had just left town, leaving an empty office across the railroad tracks from the MIT campus.

			

			—

			EDWIN LAND WAS THE CO-FOUNDER OF CAMBRIDGE’S Polaroid Corporation, and at forty-five he was probably the most celebrated inventor in America. As a boy, Land had grown fascinated with optical physics and the natural crystal formations that could polarize light waves. While still a teenager, he created a synthetic polarizing sheet of film that could filter out glare—an invention that he believed might be applied to the windshields of cars to save drivers from being blinded by oncoming headlights. As it happened, his technology had much broader applications, revolutionizing the field of optics and eventually finding its way onto camera lenses, sunglasses, binoculars, mirrors, and almost anything else that light might bounce off or pass through.

			Had Land stopped with that one breakthrough, his career would have been considered an unqualified success. But his mind never stopped churning out ideas, and he was now on his way to amassing more U.S. patents than anyone except Thomas Edison and Elihu Thomson, another early trailblazer of electric light and power. Land’s most famous creation, instant photography, had stunned the world in 1947, and the commercial success of Polaroid’s line of Land Cameras, which could develop photographic prints in about a minute, had made him a household name.

			
			That name really should have been Solomonovich. His father, Harry, was born in 1880 near Kiev, then part of imperial Russia. But the year after his birth, a wave of anti-Jewish riots swept through the city and the surrounding villages. Dozens of Jews were murdered, hundreds were raped, and thousands were beaten. The Solomonovich family, fearing for their lives, boarded a ship in Odessa bound for the United States, with young Harry in tow. According to family lore, Avram Solomonovich, Edwin’s grandfather, was told that the ship had “landed” at the Castle Garden immigration center in New York; much confusion ensued as he struggled to communicate with an impatient immigration clerk, who entered the patriarch’s name in the registry as “Abraham Land.”

			Abraham, as he was now known, found work in an agricultural colony for Jewish refugees in Connecticut but eventually reinvented himself as a scrap metal dealer. Years later his son, Harry, followed him into the business. In May 1909, Harry and his wife, Matie, had the son that they named Edwin Herbert.

			Edwin’s youth was quintessentially American. He was a naturally shy boy, but his parents encouraged him to mix with others and fight the instinct to retreat into himself. He joined the Boy Scouts, and after his bar mitzvah in the spring of 1922, he spent most of his summers at Camp Mooween, on the shores of Red Cedar Lake outside Norwich. It was there, between the swimming contests and campfires, that Land’s interest in physics took hold. The camp’s founder, Barney “Cap” Girden, could often be found inside an old shed—“the Engineering Building”—where he was endlessly tinkering on contraptions that he’d test on his campers (he’d later earn a patent for a snorkel with a periscope attachment, among other things). Girden recognized and kindled Land’s creative drive, encouraging him to read everything he could find about optics and giving him free run of the Engineering Building—a privilege other campers didn’t have. It was the beginning of a recurring pattern: Land’s high school teachers at Norwich Free Academy excused him from required courses so he could conduct experiments; a couple years later, the Harvard physics department granted Land, just an undergraduate, his own laboratory. Eventually, Land grew to associate problem solving with freedom and with America itself. “De Tocqueville enjoyed pointing out a particular characteristic of American democracy,” Land later said. “It solves the problems that occur, as they come along, in a new way.”

			
			When Hitler’s specter loomed during World War II, Land turned himself into a scientific gun for hire, a freelance dreamer who could be called upon whenever America needed a good idea. When General George S. Patton complained that recoil shocks from Sherman tank guns were jamming the sights back into the eyes of his gunners, injuring them severely, Land and his team at Polaroid came up with a larger, fixed-focus lens that solved the problem. When the Coast Guard dogs that guarded the Allies’ beaches were plagued with eye problems caused by blowing sand, Land produced customized Polaroid goggles for canines. When American soldiers in the South Pacific began succumbing to malaria—a disease prevented by quinine, which was in critically short supply outside Japan—Land sponsored a team of chemists to search for an alternative. When he revealed the results of their work in 1944, the headline on the front page of The New York Times announced, “Synthetic Quinine Produced, Ending Century Search.” Even after the atomic bombs in Japan sped the war’s end, Land continued to donate ideas to the U.S. military. His team at Polaroid adapted the concepts behind instant photography to create for the U.S. Army a new type of radiation “dosimeter”—a small metal cartridge, to be worn around the necks of soldiers, like a dog tag. The device contained strips of film that would turn a lighter color if exposed to dangerous levels of radiation. “The man is a whirlwind,” wrote W. Lewis Hyde, a physicist at Polaroid, in a letter to his parents shortly after he joined the company. “He has about three ideas a minute, and about two of them manage to get tried and tested.”

			Now, in 1954, Land was back to focusing on his company, and Polaroid seemed perfectly positioned to take advantage of America’s renewed obsession with entertainment and leisure. Land decided to leave Cambridge, temporarily moving to the sunny frontier of America’s postwar boom, California.

			
			By the time Killian began to assemble his surprise attack panel, it was too late. If he wanted to persuade Land to again put his career on hold for the government, he’d first have to lure him out of Hollywood.

			

			—

			IN EARLY 1954, ALFRED HITCHCOCK had a problem. For more than a year he’d been listening to Hollywood studio executives peddle gloom and doom. Television and home projection screens were destroying the cinema, they kept saying, and if a veteran director really wanted to grab hold of a young audience, he needed to embrace new technologies.

			“Home screens are getting bigger all the time,” complained Don Hartman, production chief at Paramount Studios. “I run two to three movies at my house every night. My own kids, now, do you think they’d go to a theater to see a movie when they can see anything they want at home? Of course not.”

			Hitchcock couldn’t deny that these were challenging times. The unemployment lines were full of screenwriters, set designers, and production assistants. Warner Bros. Studios, where Hitchcock was under contract, froze production for most of the previous spring and summer because of waning revenues. During that hiatus, the studio’s executives urged him to give viewers something they couldn’t get on their home screens: a third dimension.

			Hitchcock didn’t like the idea. He feared 3-D movies were a passing fad, and he’d heard that the oversized cameras were hellishly difficult to move around on set. Even so, he caved. He signed on to direct Dial M for Murder, a taut thriller that appealed to Hitchcock because most of the action could be limited to a single room, as in a stage play. A one-room set, he hoped, might minimize the technical headaches.

			The 3-D camera turned out to be everything he feared. Hitchcock waddled around studio 20 on the Warner lot in Burbank, jowly and flummoxed. The tool he’d always relied on had become his enemy.

			“It’s a big, gross, hulking monster,” Hitchcock said of the camera. “It’s heavy and immobile and frightening.”

			The script’s pivotal scene called for Grace Kelly’s character to stab a man in the back with a pair of scissors; then the actor was to fall backward, and Hitchcock wanted to position the camera near the floor, at a low angle, to enhance the 3-D effect of the scissors fatally plunging deep into his back when he hit the ground. But the camera was too bulky, and Hitchcock couldn’t position it low enough for the necessary angle. So he had a hole cut into the floor of the stage and lowered the camera into it. It was a devil’s bargain, because from then on studio 20 was a danger zone. A luckless carpenter was the first to fall into the pit.

			
			“Tremendous new problems with this medium,” Hitchcock grumbled.

			Even more challenges waited after shooting wrapped. The illusion of depth in 3-D film required two reels of stereoscopic film to be projected simultaneously, and synchronizing the images was fiendishly tricky. During those months of work on Dial M, more new 3-D releases were hitting the theaters, and the audiences kept saying that the films looked blurry. Some viewers complained of headaches. All of the new releases were box office duds. Hitchcock worried that the technology that was supposed to save Hollywood would be his undoing.

			Desperate, Warner Bros. called in Land, whose company was heavily invested in the 3-D craze. The viewing glasses that Polaroid developed had become a necessary accessory at every 3-D screening; in 1953 the company had a backlog of seventy million pairs on order, causing it to step up production to six million pairs a week. Land was also working to refine a new 3-D projection system, which he hoped would eliminate the need for twinned projection reels and solve the synchronization problems.

			When he arrived in California, Land toured most of the major studios, doing his best to calm the concerns of their executives. “As is the case of any product that has some bugs in it, the thing to do is to get rid of them,” Land said. “And I think that will be done.”

			His optimism was put to a quick test. He attended a special media screening of Those Redheads from Seattle, a release that Paramount was hyping as Hollywood’s first 3-D musical. The script was an extended cliché, the songs were third-rate, and the reviews were brutal (“a witless and hackneyed trifle,” concluded the critic from The New York Times). With each subpar release, the 3-D craze dimmed a little more, and Polaroid was in danger of getting smeared by association. Between the second half of 1953 and the first half of 1954, the company’s stock fell from $1.56 to $0.54 cents a share. Land believed the public’s waning interest in 3-D was behind the slide.

			Within the industry, Hitchcock’s film was being billed as 3-D’s last chance. As the head of a corporation with millions riding on the technology’s success, Land should have been fired up by his move west. But his heart wasn’t in it.

			
			The devotion to the bottom line, glaringly evident in Hollywood, rubbed him the wrong way. Land was a multimillionaire who cared about his company’s financial health, but he was far from greedy; in fact, his occasional ambivalence toward earnings reports had been baffling corporate observers for years. A study by the Harvard Business School published in 1944 portrayed him as that rare corporate specimen who seemed bent on contradicting the “rigid assumption that businessmen act in a coldly rational manner with the sole aim of earning the largest possible profit.” Land’s driving motivation wasn’t money, they wrote, but rather a desire to test himself and contribute to the forward march of human progress, however lofty that might sound.

			Hollywood’s problems, in the end, simply didn’t matter enough to him. Hitchcock’s movie turned out to be a commercial and critical success, but it couldn’t stop 3-D’s slide, and Land’s interest in resuscitating the medium waned. He knew his company might suffer from the demise of 3-D, but a brief period of financial stagnation wouldn’t be the end of the world.

			“My motto,” Land said, “is to select things that are manifestly important and nearly impossible.”

			When Killian reached out to him, Land packed his bags and moved back to the East Coast. His Hollywood days were over.

			

			—

			THE FORTY-TWO MEMBERS of the Technological Capabilities Panel were split into three different study groups. The first concentrated on figuring out how technology might help the United States launch rapid retaliatory strikes on the Soviets in case of nuclear war. The second studied defensive innovations, such as a network of sensors that might detect and destroy incoming Soviet bombers or missiles. The third group’s challenge was perhaps the trickiest: come up with technologies that might detect an enemy attack before it was even launched.

			Killian managed to snag a few rooms for the panel members in the Executive Office Building, a conspicuous heap of granite that occupied a full city block next to the White House. The building was a grab bag of architectural flourishes—pavilions, porticoes, columns, domes, skylights, filigree—united only by a determination to impress. Inside, it was hot in the summer and freezing in the winter, and a movement was afoot among D.C.’s bureaucratic caste to tear the whole thing down and build something more efficient. But the scientists on Killian’s panel loved it. Their suite on the second floor, with its high ceilings and ornate fireplace, imbued their conversations with grandeur and gravitas.

			
			Striding through those halls, Land cut a professorial figure. He wore loose-fitting gabardine trousers and herringbone sport coats, the kind with suede patches on the elbows. He wore his dark hair slicked back and parted on the side, and often a rogue lock would curl across his forehead, like Superman in the comic books. He usually showed up a little late, finding the others already seated around a large table in room 274. He’d silently slip into a chair on the outer periphery, his dark eyes heavy-lidded, looking as if he’d just stumbled off an overnight flight.

			He’d listen for a while, then suddenly, as if awoken by a turn in the conversation, he’d perk up. Soon he’d be out of his chair, pacing the room, and he’d finally raise his voice, which was measured and steady, but with a trace of New England squawk in it. He was an essayistic speaker, constructing one carefully measured sentence after another to reach a conclusion that seemed as solid as natural law. “Land could overcome his shyness in social and meeting situations and become a very outgoing person,” recalled George Ehrenfried, a physicist who’d worked with Land at Polaroid since 1946. “This was hard work for him.”

			Killian, for one, didn’t notice the strain. “Land is an authentic genius,” he wrote. “His powers of exposition, his facility in expressing complex ideas in novel, witty, and clarifying ways, can lift a meeting or a report to a higher level of discourse.”

			Land became the leader of Group Three, the one focused on foretelling a nuclear strike. He told Killian he wanted his group to be the smallest, with no more members than could fit in a single taxicab. That way, Land figured, the discussions could be lively and agile, unencumbered by too many voices. In the end, Land got five scientists who had very little in common, aside from impeccable résumés.

			Edward Purcell had shared the Nobel Prize in Physics in 1952 for his discovery of nuclear magnetic resonance. John Tukey was a mathematician at Princeton and a pioneer in the fledgling field of computer science. James Baker was an astronomy professor at Harvard and an expert in telescopic lens design. Joseph W. Kennedy had co-discovered plutonium and had been a team leader on the Manhattan Project when he was just twenty-six years old. Finally, Allen Latham Jr., a former schoolmate of Land’s who worked closely with him at Polaroid, was a scientific polymath who, most recently, had developed the centrifugal device used in hospitals to separate blood cells from plasma and platelets, revolutionizing the process of blood transfusions.

			
			Land believed that the team should approach the work in the spirit of intellectual freedom, which also meant he had the freedom to extend their meetings late into the night, or to call them at five o’clock in the morning if that was when an idea seized him. He considered intellectual inquiry an endurance sport, and he believed inspiration was like a runner’s high: only after he’d wrung his brain dry through long hours of unbroken concentration would the truly valuable insights begin to surface. The edge of collapse, when the temptation to rest was at its most seductive, was precisely the moment when a thinker’s “atavistic competences,” as he called them, emerged from some hidden reservoir, pointing the way toward a solution. When a problem truly challenged him, he could stay up for days in a row concentrating on it, fearing that whole braids of thought would unravel, never to be threaded together again, if he relaxed. “You are handling so many variables at a barely conscious level that you can’t afford to be interrupted,” Land explained. “If you are, it may take a year to cover the same ground you could cover otherwise in sixty hours.”

			Land declared that Group Three’s first order of business would be to take a precise, objective, purely scientific measure of the hard intelligence that America’s current network of spies had gathered about the Soviet Union. As it turned out, this particular task didn’t require the team to work long into the night. There was almost nothing to measure.

			

			—

			HISTORICALLY, SPYING WASN’T AN AMERICAN STRENGTH, and this was often considered a point of pride, not a shortcoming. A lot of Americans considered espionage an unseemly pursuit that had no place in a democracy that championed the freedom of information and ideas. The other major, industrialized nations of the world—England, France, Russia, China, Poland, Germany, Korea, and Austria among them—had established professional intelligence services years before the United States, which remained a stubborn holdout for most of its first two centuries of existence. In 1908, when President Teddy Roosevelt’s attorney general, Charles Bonaparte, asked for funds to establish a small, covert investigative unit within the Justice Department, indignation poured forth from the halls of Congress. “If Anglo-Saxon civilization stands for anything, it is for a government where the humblest citizen is safeguarded against the secret activities of the executive of the government,” announced J. Swagar Sherley, a congressman from Kentucky. A couple decades later, in 1929, Secretary of State Henry Stimson affected shock when he learned that others within the U.S. government had intercepted and read Japanese diplomatic correspondence. “Gentlemen do not read each other’s mail,” Stimson said.

			
			America continued to claim that moral high ground until the exceptionally high stakes of World War II prompted President Franklin Roosevelt to create the Office of Strategic Services, the country’s first official intelligence service. Just days after the war ended, President Harry Truman, who’d never been entirely comfortable with the agency, disbanded the OSS and rejected a proposal to establish a peacetime spy service.

			Truman changed his mind, however, when the Soviets emerged as America’s central postwar threat. In 1947 he created the Central Intelligence Agency, which by 1950 employed about five thousand people. The agency’s early failures—such as being taken by surprise when North Korea invaded South Korea in 1950—were far more notable than its successes. The CIA grew quickly, expanding to about fifteen thousand employees by 1955—a staffing benchmark that it would maintain, roughly, for the next twenty-five years.

			Despite the agency’s growth during the early 1950s, the inner workings of the Soviet Union remained almost as mysterious as they’d been when the CIA was created, and intelligence gathering within its borders was only getting more difficult with time. After Joseph Stalin died in 1953, secrecy became something of a national obsession for the U.S.S.R. The new leader, Nikita Khrushchev, had tightened restrictions at its borders and had placed severe limits on the sorts of contacts its citizens could have with foreigners. About two months before Land’s panel met for the first time, a new agency called the Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti—or KGB—was formed, and its influence was already apparent. In Moscow, Soviet agents seemed to lurk in every shadow. Running American spies and “turning” Soviets to spy on behalf of the United States behind the Iron Curtain had become riskier than ever.

			Land’s panel examined the technologies currently in use to crack open the U.S.S.R.’s secrets—tiny Minox cameras, electronic eavesdropping bugs, pincers designed to remove letters from envelopes without breaking their seals. As impressive as they were, most of them relied on deep human infiltration. But aside from a few cases, that infiltration wasn’t happening. And even when operatives managed to sneak into the corridors of power in Moscow to use those technologies, they almost never emerged with particularly valuable information—just a couple of random jigsaw pieces from a panoramic puzzle. It quickly became clear to Land that the American intelligence system rested on the archetype of the dashing and adventurous spy, and that archetype to him seemed little more than a romantic myth. The American spy was a dud, he believed, and the country’s overall efforts to recruit foreigners to spy on its behalf had captured very little information of value.

			
			“It is shocking to learn the extent to which our operations of this kind have to depend upon agents of wholly inadequate training, education, and experience,” Land’s intelligence group wrote. If the country continued to depend on men and, in some cases, women to steal secrets within an adversary’s borders, then it was high time to train them properly, they determined. But therein lay problems. Truly effective intelligence training required years of complex groundwork. “A man who has appeared for years to be a leftist leader in Mexico or Iran can learn more about Russia, and do it more safely,” Land’s report stated, “than one who slips across the border at night and sends out a message or two before being caught by the Soviet security police.” But America didn’t have time for that kind of groundwork; the country had let things slide for too long, Land concluded, and the threat was immediate.

			How many nuclear weapons did the Soviets have? How many months away were they from producing their own dry-fuel hydrogen bombs? How many Soviet military facilities were currently in operation? How many long-range bombers did Khrushchev already have at his disposal, and how many more were in production? Could the Soviets launch a full-scale, surprise attack that instantly destroyed America’s ability to strike back?

			No one knew the answers to those questions, and Land’s panel concluded that human intelligence wasn’t likely to uncover them. They resolved to effectively sketch a blueprint for a new kind of intelligence system that was built on science and technology.

			Unfortunately, just as they got down to business, Land’s panel clashed head-on with a group of crusaders who viewed America’s scientific community not as a valuable resource to be tapped for the common good but as a threat to national security.

			

			—

			YEARS EARLIER, WHEN LAND AND MIT’S KILLIAN had collaborated on Project Lincoln, both of them got to know J. Robert Oppenheimer, who’d also served on the Cambridge-based panel. Oppenheimer had led the Manhattan Project, and if anyone could be considered the father of nuclear warfare, it was him. But since the war, Oppenheimer had been plagued by doubts and misgivings over the technology he’d helped create, and he became an outspoken advocate for disarmament. By the time he joined Project Lincoln, he was arguing that America would be better off suspending its nuclear weapons program altogether. He believed an open exchange of scientific information and technology with the Soviets might be a good thing; secrecy, it seemed, only fueled paranoia and spurred a perilous arms race.

			
			During the Project Lincoln meetings, Oppenheimer stressed that America should overhaul its military budget, spending less on bombers, more on defensive technologies. The panel’s summary report included his recommendation that the budget for the U.S. Air Force’s Strategic Air Command—the group tasked with carrying out any potential nuclear strike—be slashed in favor of new systems, like an early-warning network of radar sensors.

			Killian, Land, and other members of Project Lincoln agreed with Oppenheimer’s assessments, and they knew his enemies in the military weren’t likely to take the threat to their programs sitting down. “Some people in the Air Force are going to be after Oppenheimer,” Killian whispered to another physicist during a panel meeting, “and we’ve got to know about it and be ready for it.”

			There was little they could do. Before Project Lincoln’s report was submitted to the government, two journalists—the brothers Joseph and Stewart Alsop—got their hands on a copy. The Alsops’ newspaper column, published under a joint byline, appeared three times a week in about two hundred newspapers across the country. In March 1953, they wrote that the scientists on Project Lincoln were preparing to challenge the conventional air force wisdom that “offense is the best defense.”

			The column didn’t mention Oppenheimer, but Thomas Finletter, who was just stepping down as secretary of the air force, was convinced that the physicist had leaked the report to the Alsops to drum up public support for his views. Finletter took his suspicions to the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy, the agency that broadly oversaw all matters related to nuclear science. Oppenheimer’s loyalty to America was an open question, Finletter told the group; his background deserved greater scrutiny.

			The Joint Committee’s former director quickly fired off a letter to FBI director J. Edgar Hoover that included an incendiary accusation: “More probably than not J. Robert Oppenheimer is an agent of the Soviet Union.” Joseph McCarthy, the senator from Wisconsin, eventually got wind of the allegations, and in December 1953 he announced that his investigative committee was targeting the scientists who had served on Project Lincoln.

			
			McCarthy had been in the Senate since 1947, but he had forcefully grabbed the national spotlight for the first time in 1950, when he delivered a speech to a women’s Republican club in West Virginia in which he claimed that homegrown traitors were causing America to lose the Cold War. Without offering proof, he told the group that the Department of State in Washington was crawling with Communist agents. “While I cannot take the time to name all the men in the State Department who have been named as members of the Communist Party and members of a spy ring, I have here in my hand a list of 205.” McCarthy seemed to relish the attention the speech earned him, and since then his paranoid brand of scaremongering had turned him into one of America’s most publicized politicians.

			His attack against the scientists on Project Lincoln was a classic example of McCarthyism. Dozens of the scientists, McCarthy suggested, might be covert agents plotting against America. He didn’t single out Oppenheimer publicly, and he offered no evidence supporting his claim. Instead, he let his vague accusations hang over the entire group. “There’s enough to draw a pretty good conclusion the Commies have managed some degree of infiltration,” McCarthy assured reporters.

			Exactly one week after the senator went public with his suspicions, Oppenheimer’s security clearance was revoked. He refused to resign from government work, declaring that he would fight to clear his name.

			By the time the scientists with the Technological Capabilities Panel began meeting in the Executive Office Building, McCarthy had commenced his series of exhaustive investigative hearings that aimed to expose Communist infiltration in the U.S. Army. The hearings, which had begun in April, didn’t merely attract the public’s attention; they dominated it. Each day’s testimony was shown live, in its entirety, by two of the country’s four main television networks; the other two networks condensed the daily testimony to forty-five-minute highlight reels, which were broadcast each evening.

			As a group, Land and the other scientists on the Technological Capabilities Panel despised McCarthy, and they barely followed his three-ring circus, which took place just down Pennsylvania Avenue at the Capitol. They were far more interested in a closed-door hearing that was under way at the exact same time, inside a temporary building near the Washington Monument.

			
			Oppenheimer was forced to sit in front of a three-man panel while his entire life was picked apart. Like a lot of intellectuals in the United States, Oppenheimer had dabbled in Communist Party politics in the 1930s, though he’d severed all connections to the party before going to work for the government. Several witnesses played on those connections to suggest that Oppenheimer might have passed nuclear secrets to the Soviets or that he’d even served as a spy. Decades later, KGB files released after the Soviet Union’s fall would indicate that Oppenheimer had, in fact, rejected repeated attempts to get him to spy on the U.S.S.R.’s behalf, and he had even removed several scientists from the Manhattan Project for having Soviet sympathies. But as the hearing dragged on, the suspicions took on a weight of their own.

			Edward Teller, a physicist who after the war led America’s effort to develop hydrogen bombs, cast doubt on Oppenheimer’s loyalty. Teller, as a nuclear advocate, had often found himself bitterly at odds with Oppenheimer and told the panel that he’d been puzzled by his colleague’s recommendations to put the brakes on America’s hydrogen bomb production. “If it is a question of wisdom and judgment, as demonstrated by actions since 1945, then I would say one would be wiser not to grant clearance,” Teller testified.

			Many scientists who knew Oppenheimer were outraged at Teller’s comments, which to them smacked of professional jealousy. On behalf of the scientists who’d served with him on Project Lincoln, Killian testified in Oppenheimer’s defense. “He impressed me in these meetings as a man deeply devoted to strengthening the security of the nation, and fertile of ideas for promoting the national welfare,” Killian said. “Every aspect of his work on this committee sustained my confidence in his loyalty and integrity.”

			Other scientists echoed Killian’s testimony, but it was too little, too late. By a 2-to-1 vote, the panel stripped Oppenheimer of his security clearance, and he was publicly disgraced. The message the decision sent to the scientific community was unambiguous: if you try to challenge the authority of the U.S. military, you do so at your peril.

			

			—

			JOSEPH AND STEWART ALSOP BLASTED the Oppenheimer decision in their columns that summer, and they worried that America’s scientists might be scared into submission just when they were most needed. “Not just their talents are required,” the brothers wrote. “Their enthusiastic and self-confident collaboration with the government and one another, their dedicated and inspired work against time, are now essentials of American survival.”

			
			Killian described an atmosphere of “widespread discouragement” among the members of the Technological Capabilities Panel, and nowhere was the tension more pronounced than inside Land’s Group Three. In the weeks after Oppenheimer was shamed, Land and the other five members of his team were forced to interview some of the military’s most hawkish leaders, including some who they knew had worked to undermine Oppenheimer. The meetings did nothing to restore Land’s confidence in their judgment or abilities. “We would go in and interview generals and admirals in charge of intelligence and come away worried,” Land later recalled. “Here we were, five or six young men, asking questions that these high-ranking officers couldn’t answer.”

			An idea had been bouncing around in Land’s mind for several years: What if a specialized aircraft, equipped with state-of-the-art, high-resolution photographic equipment and other spy tools, could fly high enough above enemy territory to evade radar detection? He’d discussed this years before with numerous people, both in and out of the military, and he seized on it once again as a way to marry espionage with high-tech innovation.

			His team members began to seriously explore the concept, but they weren’t the only ones. Air force officials had decided to pursue their own version of a high-altitude reconnaissance plane, and they’d already asked a handful of aircraft manufacturers for designs. Land was convinced a team of scientists could dream up a far more effective spy machine than could a group of military commanders, but the general in charge of the Strategic Air Command, a man who had stood at the front line of the military’s campaign against Oppenheimer, wasn’t about to let a bunch of lab rats tell him what to do.

			

			—

			GENERAL CURTIS E. LEMAY’S REPUTATION as an unrepentant hard-ass was reflected in his nickname, Old Iron Pants. His cigar—blunt, wet, gnawed to a nub—was an ever-present accessory, so much so that his men speculated he showered with it clamped between his teeth. In World War II he’d been in charge of the bombing campaign in Japan, and if he’d gotten his way, the United States would have dropped a third atomic bomb on the country after wiping out Hiroshima and Nagasaki. His love affair with the nuclear option only intensified after the war, and in 1950, as head of Strategic Air Command, he lobbied for a nuclear strike against North Korea at the outset of the war. Now, in 1954, he seemed to sense that the growing fears over a nuclear showdown with the Soviets might finally give his beloved B-52s an opportunity to prove their power.

			
			LeMay sketched out an air force strike plan against the Soviets that called for 750 atomic bombs to be dropped on the country over the course of a single evening. He calculated that the strike would kill sixty million people and injure seventeen million more. To him, the idea that a civilization might be bombed back to the Stone Age seemed less a dystopian nightmare than a career ambition. “Dawn might break over a nation infinitely poorer than China, less populated than the United States, and condemned to an agrarian existence perhaps for a generation to come,” LeMay predicted. He had no patience for handwringers who tried to smuggle concepts like morality into discussions of military strategy. “All war is immoral, and if you let that bother you,” LeMay asserted, “you’re not a good soldier.”

			LeMay was an exceptionally good soldier—the youngest since Ulysses S. Grant to wear four stars on his shoulders. As a commander of the Third Air Division during World War II, he personally flew in the lead position on numerous bombing runs to discourage his pilots from aborting missions they might otherwise deem too dangerous. “He was the finest combat commander of any service I came across in war,” said Robert McNamara, who served with LeMay in World War II and who years later was appointed secretary of defense by President John F. Kennedy. “But he was extraordinarily belligerent, many thought brutal.” LeMay in 1948 took over the Strategic Air Command and had nearly 47,000 personnel under his wing. By the spring of 1954, the nuclear race had pushed that number to nearly 200,000 men, and he didn’t want to lose a single one of them. LeMay was particularly wary of a new breed of “defense intellectuals” who he claimed wanted to steal authority from battle-hardened soldiers. Their analytical “gobbledygook,” as he termed it, projected weakness, not force, to America’s rivals. To LeMay, Oppenheimer had perfectly represented their eggheaded ethos. Even though he hadn’t directly testified against the physicist during the hearings, the general had played an indirect, behind-the-scenes role in his fall: LeMay had personally alerted Edward Teller, whose testimony was considered particularly damaging, that the closed-door security hearings were moving forward. Oppenheimer’s fall, in LeMay’s eyes, was a victory against people who think too much.

			
			LeMay carried that same aggressive swagger into the spy plane project. If a high-altitude plane was ever going to fly over the Soviet Union, he had a couple of prerequisites for it: the plane had to be armed with guns and missiles, and it had to be fast and powerful enough to engage in combat.

			When the air force solicited ideas from aircraft manufacturers for such a craft, two submitted designs were singled out for further study. Both carried twin engines, which would give them enough power to sustain the weight of full battle armaments. Another one, submitted by Lockheed Corporation, was rejected outright. That craft was exceptionally light and looked like a glider, or maybe even a dragonfly, with its unusually long wings and narrow fuselage. Many of the features that weighed down traditional aircraft—such as landing gear—had been eliminated from the Lockheed model, which was designed to skid to a stop on a reinforced underbelly. Its lightness allowed it to soar above seventy thousand feet, which was believed to be the outer limit of Soviet radar detection range.

			The Lockheed designer who had sketched the designs and devised its specifications presented his ideas to a group of air force commanders, LeMay among them. In the middle of the presentation, LeMay stood up from his chair, took his cigar out of his mouth, and barked out his verdict.

			“This is a bunch of shit,” he said.

			He allowed no rebuttals. LeMay marched out of the meeting, grumbling that looking at designs for an air force plane that couldn’t fire a single gun was a complete waste of his time.

			

			—

			THAT SUMMER, LAND PAID A VISIT to the Central Intelligence Agency’s Office of Scientific Intelligence. It was a new bureau within the CIA, and Land discovered that its mission to scientifically assess the Soviet nuclear threat was mostly aspirational; it simply hadn’t acquired much hard evidence yet. But the assistant director, Philip Strong, had made it his business to stay abreast of the air force’s discussions of a high-altitude plane. Strong slipped Land copies of the aircraft designs that had been submitted to the air force for review.

			
			Land instantly fell in love with the Lockheed proposal. The specific features that LeMay hated about the design—its lightweight frame, its minimalism—were the very ones that convinced Land of its merit. That it was so odd, so defiantly unconventional, didn’t bother him at all. The design had earned Land’s confidence, and once his confidence was engaged, he was an unshakable force. At Polaroid, he was famously dismissive of all attempts to be led by anything other than innovation. “We don’t do market surveys,” he once told a colleague who suggested following the advice of a marketing department. “We create the markets with

			
			

			—
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"An old-fashioned tale of the American ingenuity, resourcefulness and grit that
remade intelligence gathering.” —The Wall Street Journal
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