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			Introduction

			This book, which I began working on about ten years ago, grew out of a seemingly simple question. Did the United States use biological weapons during the early 1950s? Use them, I mean, not in laboratories in Frederick, Maryland, or in the deserts of Utah, but in foreign countries, on people whom the United States government viewed as enemies? I had a suspicion, back in 2009, that the answer was yes, but I wanted to know for sure.

			So I did what one does when one wants to find out more about any episode of history: I read books and research papers, following their endnotes to available government documents, and I interviewed people. As I got in deeper, fascinated, sometimes horrified, I scrolled through Air Force microfilms, read oral histories, collected Chinese propaganda pamphlets, visited academic libraries that held manuscript collections, and spent weeks—no, actually months, all together—at the National Archives, the Truman Library, the Eisenhower Library, the Army Heritage and Education Center in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, and the Library of Congress. Because I carried around with me one unanswered question, all these repositories came alive. Newspaper collections spoke to me in a new way. I loved the quest, at first—the endlessness of the quest, the infinitude of names and dates and plans and scientific research programs. One question broke open and led to another and another, and formerly dull-seeming tidbits of history glowed like fresh cherry tomatoes in the picnic salad of the twentieth century.

			Eventually, in 2012, I made some requests under the Freedom of Information Act for Air Force documents that I knew existed but were inaccessible to regular people, people without a security clearance. And I waited. I got nothing. Really, nothing. I wrote a novel about a poet, a sex novel, a book of essays, and a book about being a substitute teacher. Presidents came and went. And still I waited. This was disheartening. I made more requests—from the CIA, the Air Force, and the Army. Still got nothing. I began to suspect that although I’d learned a fair amount by then about the Cold War—in fact, I knew some possibly startling things that nobody else knew—I might grow old and die without seeing extant memos and plans that were material to the basic question I was trying to answer.

			I tried to write the book anyway. It grew and grew. I produced thousands of pages of notes and chronologies. The increasing prospect tired my wandering eyes, as Alexander Pope said of research: “Hills peep o’er hills, and Alps on Alps arise.” You can spend a lifetime—some have—comparing and contrasting partially censored CIA plans for sabotage and subversion, or studying germ-warfare programs in Japan, in Britain, in Canada, and in the United States during the Second World War, which was the seedbed of many of the biomedical extravagancies of the Cold War. Wherever I started—say, in February 1952—there was always something before that moment that needed to be explained, and that something led to another perplexity that had preceded the one that I was trying to understand, so that I kept being pushed backward in time when I was trying to go forward. The boxes of documents crumpled; the book piles toppled; the Post-it notes that fringed them turned pale in the sun. What I knew was getting old.

			Because I didn’t want to go around forever with this mass of silently rotting knowledge in my head, I got the idea of writing a somewhat different, although related, book: one about life under the Freedom of Information Act, using my own unfinished quest for Cold War truth as a point of departure. After several false starts, in March 2019, I abandoned chronological succession and just wrote, every day, about what I knew, and didn’t know, and what I needed to know, concerning a now remote but still crucially important stretch of American history. The result is a sort of case history, or diary, or daily meditation, on the pathology of government secrecy.

			This is a book about waiting—waiting for responses from the Air Force and the Central Intelligence Agency and other places. It’s about my own not entirely successful efforts to squeeze germs of truth from the sanitized documentary record of the U.S. government. It’s about the exquisite pain of whited-out or blacked-out sentences and paragraphs—always the ones you want most to see—and the costs to national self-understanding of delayed disclosure. It’s about the frustration of knowing that a document exists just steps away, on the other side of a wall in the National Archives, and yet you can’t see it because it’s supposedly so sensitive that its release would rend the flaggy fabric of national security. It’s about the tick of time going by, as old secrets snicker in their file boxes. The seeming uselessness and toothlessness of the Freedom of Information Act. The “redactions”—that awful word. The blotted-out key phrase in a paragraph that turns it from something with meaning to something that means nothing. The back-and-forth of politely exasperated correspondence.

			Since it’s a diary, I’ve allowed into this book some of what traditional histories leave out: the writer’s daily chairbound scene, the flummoxing overload of specificity, dreams, the weather, dogs, food. I’ve written about the work of some of the lawyers and journalists and assorted unsung heroes who have devoted their lives to hunting and gathering and forcing disclosures in governmental repositories. And I’ve included much of the germ-war story, too, because I can’t not include it: America’s disease-dispersing biobureaucracy is what I’ve been studying, on and off, for a decade, and by now I’ve reached certain conclusions, despite the incompleteness of the paper record. Every so often, as you’ll see, I submit a new Freedom of Information Act request, or a new Mandatory Declassification Review request, and explain why it might be helpful to be able to read a certain document. Whether or not you agree with my account of what happened, I’m hoping that you will be shocked and revolted—and sometimes inspired—by some of the activities I describe in this book. I hope you’ll read it and say, No, that’s not acceptable. That can’t be allowed to happen ever again.

			Baseless was a long time coming, and I’m relieved to have finally gotten it done. Thank you, Ann Godoff, Sarah Hochman, David Rosenthal, and Melanie Jackson, for getting me to write it. Thank you, Casey Denis and Jane Cavolina, for overseeing publication. And thank you, Guggenheim Foundation, for giving me breathing room. The book is dedicated to my dear family, whom I love beyond treetops.

			“FOIA.” That vowelly word stands for a great law, the Freedom of Information Act, which Congressman John Moss finally got passed in 1966, after years of struggle. It deserves to be better understood—and strengthened. Or at least enforced. Secrecy is killing us.

		

	
		
			March 9, 2019, Saturday

			In 2012, when I was hopeful and curious and middle-aged and eager for Cold War truth, I sent a letter to the National Archives, requesting, under the provisions of the Freedom of Information Act, copies of twenty-one still-classified Air Force memos from the early 1950s. Some of the memos had to do with a Pentagon program that aimed to achieve “an Air Force-wide combat capability in biological and chemical warfare at the earliest possible date.” This program, which began and ended during the Korean War, was given a code name: Project Baseless. It was assigned priority category I, as high as atomic weapons.

			All twenty-one of these memos, numbered and cross-referenced, still exist, stored at the National Archives’ big building in College Park, Maryland—but they are inaccessible to researchers like me. At some point a security officer removed them from their original brown or dark green Air Force file folders—where they’d been stored alongside thousands of other, often fascinating documents that are now declassified and available to the public—and locked them in a separate place in the College Park building, in a SCIF, or Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility, where only people with security clearances can go. In place of the actual documents, the security officer inserted pieces of stiff yellow cardboard that say “Security-Classified Information” and “ACCESS RESTRICTED.”

			After filing the FOIA request, I waited. A month later I got a letter from David Fort, a supervisory archives specialist at the National Archives’ National Declassification Center. Fort said that my request letter had been received and that it now had a number, NW 37756. “Pursuant to 5 USC 552(a)(6)(B)(iii)(III), if you have requested information that is classified, it will be necessary to send copies of the documents to appropriate agencies for further review,” Fort wrote. “We will notify you as soon as all review is complete.”

			After that came months of silence. A year went by. Then two. In May 2014, David Fort, now deputy director of the Freedom of Information division at the National Archives, wrote me an email. “Periodically our office contacts researchers with requests older than 18 months to see if they are still interested in us processing their requests,” he said. “If I do not hear back from you in 35 business days I will assume you are no longer interested and we will close your request.”

			I wrote back that I was definitely still interested, and I asked Fort why it was taking so long. “Unfortunately,” he replied, “because of the large number of cases we receive there is a large delay in being able to process requests.”

			In June 2016 I asked for another update. “We sent your documents out for a declassification review back in August 2014 and are still waiting for agencies to get back to us with determinations,” Fort wrote. “As soon as that happens we can send you the documents.”

			

			—

			ISN’T IT AGAINST THE LAW for government agencies to delay their responses to FOIA requests? Yes, it is: the mandated response time in the law is twenty days, not including Saturdays, Sundays, and holidays, and if one agency must consult with another agency before releasing a given document, the consultation must happen “with all practicable speed.” And yet there is no speed. There is, on the contrary, a deliberate Pleistocenian ponderousness. Some responses, especially from intelligence agencies, come back after a ten-year wait. The National Archives has pending at least one FOIA request that is twenty-five years old. “Old enough to rent a car,” said the National Security Archive, a group at George Washington University that works to get documents declassified.

			So what should I do? Write more letters? Sue the Air Force? Sue the National Archives? Give up? Do these particular Pentagon memos even matter, when there are many thousands of declassified Korean War–era documents readily available to historians?

			I did the simplest thing. I sent another email to David Fort. “Hi David—I hope all is well with you. I’m still hoping to see the twenty-one Air Force documents I requested in March 2012 (NW 37756). Seven years ago.” I deleted the words “seven years ago.” Then I typed them again. Seven years I’ve waited. I sent it.

			For good measure, I also sent another email to David (who is a nice man) asking for information on a different request, a Mandatory Declassification Review that I’d submitted in March 2017. A Mandatory Declassification Review request, or MDR, is subject to different rules than a Freedom of Information Act request, and it can move along faster, or so I’ve heard. “Hi David—This MDR (# 57562, for two Air Force RG 341 documents from 1950) is now close to two years old. What should I do? Many thanks Nick B.”

			

			—

			YESTERDAY MY WIFE, M., and I got two middle-aged, very small dachshunds from the Bangor Humane Society—possibly stepbrothers, one with long hair and one with short hair. They whimper and yowl and wag their tails so hard they make bonging sounds against the oven door. They’re rescue dogs. M. saw them on the Humane Society website.

		

	
		
			March 10, 2019, Sunday

			The two dogs slept in our bedroom last night. The cat, Minerva, is getting used to them. It was so cold outside at six this morning that one of the dogs, Cedric, simply stopped walking in the middle of the street. He wouldn’t move. I had to carry his shivering self home, while the other dog, whom we’re thinking of calling Brindle, or Briney, or Bryn, trotted along next to me.

			This afternoon, I heard back from David Fort. Kind of him to respond on a Sunday. He’s in an awkward position, caught in the middle, with impatient inquirers like me on one side and huge, self-protective government agencies on the other. I interviewed him in the lobby of the National Archives Building in College Park two years ago. “What I tell researchers is we’re in a bind,” he said. “The National Archives has no legal authority to declassify records—with the exception of some State Department records if they’re prior to 1950.” Fort, who wears plaid shirts and is writing a book about the Battle of Bladensburg in the War of 1812, has reduced the backlog of open FOIA requests at the Archives. He tells his staff to be communicative with researchers. “There’s a lot of frustration out there,” he said. “All we can do is say we agree with you.”

			The Air Force is causing the holdup now, not the National Archives, but the National Archives, which has taken physical possession of the documents, is the point of contact. Fort said in his email that the Air Force is “the worst” at responding to declassification requests. In my experience, the Central Intelligence Agency is the worst. But neither of them are abiding by the law.

			Let me explain why, out of the millions of pages of military records from the 1950s, these twenty-one withdrawn memos might matter. It’s not only because any document that a government takes special pains to keep away from historians, using a yellow access-restricted card, is likely to be revealing in some way. It’s also because these documents in particular may help answer one of the big unresolved questions of the Cold War: Did the United States covertly employ some of its available biological weaponry—bombs packed with fleas and mosquitoes and disease-dusted feathers, for instance—in locations in China and Korea?

			

			—

			
			THE PENTAGON INSTITUTED its secret crash program in germ-warfare readiness in the fall of 1950; six months later, in May 1951, North Korea’s foreign minister, Pak Hon-yong (variously spelled Pak Hen En and Park Hun-young), made a formal complaint to the United Nations, announcing “a new monstrous crime of the American interventionists.” During their rapid retreat from North Korea, Minister Pak alleged, U.S. troops had deliberately spread smallpox.

			The American press barely noticed. “Foe Charges Use of Bacteria” was the May 9, 1951, headline of a tiny United Press wire service article, printed on an inner page of The New York Times, surrounded by ads for budget shoes from John Wanamaker, nylon robes from Gimbels, and Mother’s Day hats from Bloomingdale’s. “The Communist North Korean government demanded today that General of the Army Douglas MacArthur and Lieut. Gen. Matthew B. Ridgway be tried as war criminals for using ‘bacteriological warfare’ in the Korean War.” That was all it said. The next day, a brief story in the New York Herald Tribune, republished in The Washington Post, began: “A charge that U.N. forces employed bacteriological warfare in North Korea, which caused 3500 smallpox cases between January and April, 10 percent fatal, was filed here today by the North Korean Communist Foreign Minister, Pak Hen En.”

			The charge was not lightly made, and it deserved more coverage. Minister Pak had sent a long cablegram to the United Nations, where he had no standing, because only the South Korean half of that artificially divided country was allowed to be a member of the General Assembly. What Pak said was that the Americans, with the help of the Japanese, had spread an epidemic disease—he called it smallpox—during their retreat late in 1950. “It has been established by medical experts that the American troops retreating from North Korea in December last year resorted to spreading smallpox infection amongst the population of the areas of North Korea temporarily occupied by them, trying by this means to spread a smallpox epidemic to the troops of the People’s Army and Chinese volunteers,” he said. Outbreaks of the epidemic had flared simultaneously in Pyongyang and several other provinces “seven or eight days after their liberation from the American occupation.” By mid-April, Pak said, there were more than 3,500 smallpox cases, and 10 percent of patients were dying. “Areas which have not been occupied by the Americans have had no cases of smallpox,” he said, and he charged that on General MacArthur’s orders, the mass production of bacteriological agents had been carried out in Japan. “It has been reported in the press that MacArthur’s staff spent 1,500,000 yen on the manufacture of the bacteriological weapon, having selected the Japanese government as intermediary in the placing of orders.” This was a sign, Pak said, of the bankruptcy of the U.S. ruling circles’ aggressive adventurist policy. The Americans believed that they would undermine the Korean people, but they had miscalculated. “Criminal methods of war do not intimidate the freedom-loving Korean people and will not save the American interventionists from inevitable defeat.”

			American authorities “flatly denied” the charges, according to the Associated Press, attributing the epidemic to an ineffective disease prevention program.

			

			—

			IN FEBRUARY 1952, Foreign Minister Pak charged that the Americans were at it again. “According to precise information of the command of the Korean People’s Army and the Chinese People’s Volunteers,” Pak said on the radio on February 22, 1952, “the American aggressive troops with effect from January 28 of this year have been systematically dropping a large number of infected insects from aircraft on to our troop positions on our rear, and these insects are spreading the bacteria of infectious diseases.” The American imperialists were, according to Pak, “waging bacteriological warfare in our country on a wide scale,” and they were doing so with the help of Japanese “myrmidons,” whose crimes were known to the world.

			The Associated Press briefly covered Pak’s speech. “North Korea’s foreign minister has accused United Nations forces of raining ‘fleas, lice, bugs, ants, grasshoppers and spiders’ onto North Korea,” the article said, as reprinted in the New York Herald Tribune on February 23, 1952. “The Communist premier said former Japanese generals who were known to be specialists in germ warfare are assisting Americans in Korea.” United Press covered the speech at greater length, saying that the North Koreans claimed that “deadly insects” were dropped on nine flights between January 28 and February 17. United Press identified the insects as “black flies, fleas, and bed bugs,” which delighted an editor at the Waterloo Daily Courier, in Waterloo, Iowa (home of a large John Deere tractor factory), who put the story on the front page: “Reds Claim U.S. Planes Drop Bed Bugs.” Some versions of the UP article carried an added paragraph: “The claim recalled Communist charges of more than a year ago that U.S. planes dropped potato bugs on Czechoslovakia to destroy crops.” The insects were wrapped in paper bags or paper tubes, the Communists claimed.

			From there the accusations grew in volume—gradually at first, but rising to an amazing steady onslaught, a “torrent of propaganda,” as United Press called it. On February 25, 1952, Chinese prime minister Chou En-lai charged that President Truman had ordered the germ-warfare attacks. “Refusing to acknowledge their defeat, during the course of the talks the American imperialists are, on the one hand, making use of all kinds of shameful delaying tactics with the aim of preventing the success of the talks, and on the other, are conducting a cruel, inhuman bacteriological war,” Chou said. The Americans were trying to extend and prolong the Korean War, he said, and they sought to destroy the People’s Republic. “In the name of the Chinese people, before the peoples of the whole world, I accuse the government of the United States of the criminal use of bacteriological weapons in violation of all principles of humanity.”

			Initially The New York Times ignored this second round of charges, as if the editors had made a decision not to publicize such absurdities, but on February 25, 1952, the Times gave it a paragraph on page 2, reprinting an Associated Press version of the story: “The Peiping radio continued last night its new and violent accusations that the United States was using germ warfare in North Korea. Allied officers consider it possible that the Communists are plagued by epidemics and are trying to account for these to their own people.” (Peiping is Beijing.)

			On this same day, February 25, 1952, at a meeting of the Central Intelligence Agency, Frank Wisner, director of covert operations, gave a report to Allen Dulles and other department heads on the progress of an unspecified “deception matter.” Two whited-out paragraphs follow shortly afterward. (CIA redactionists now mostly use white rectangles, rather than black rectangles, to withhold lines of text.) Also on this day, February 25, the Joint Chiefs of Staff approved the Joint Advanced Study Committee’s recommendations on biological warfare. The committee recommended that the United States “be prepared to employ BW whenever it is militarily advantageous.” “This action removed BW from its unfortunate association with the ‘retaliation only’ policy which governs CW,” said a later memo. General Hoyt Vandenberg, chief of the Air Force, wrote an upbeat assessment of biowar prospects. “The research and development program is being expedited,” he said, “and certain offensive capabilities are rapidly materializing.”

			On February 26, 1952, Kuo Mo Jo (Guo Moruo), a famous Chinese poet and political figure, president of the Chinese Academy of Sciences and the Chinese People’s Committee for World Peace, issued a statement: “In violation of all principles of human morals, the predatory American troops in Korea are carrying out bacteriological warfare,” Kuo said. “They have repeatedly scattered bacteria-infected insects in large quantities on the front line and in the rear of the Chinese and Korean people’s troops. The vileness of this inhuman crime of the American invaders has shaken the entire Chinese people and provoked unprecedented indignation.”

			A spokesman for the Eighth Army in Seoul denied the germ-warfare charge the next day. “It is not true as far as this headquarters is concerned,” the spokesman said. “We have at no time or in any place engaged in any such activities.”

			“Unofficially,” reported the Associated Press, “Allied officers said Red charges indicated epidemics, perhaps the bubonic plague, were sweeping North Korea and the Communist propaganda machine was trying to blame it on the U.N. Command.”

			On February 28, Beijing’s English-language broadcast led with five separate stories about bacterial warfare. “This is an abnormally heavy dose even for Peiping propaganda casts,” said the Associated Press. One of the Beijing news stories recalled an incident in 1940, “when countless civilians in Chekiang province died of bubonic plague spread by the Japanese invaders.”

			On March 4, 1952, The New York Times published an article about Secretary of State Dean Acheson’s repudiation of what he called “this nonsense about germ warfare in Korea.” The headline was “ACHESON BELITTLES FOE’S GERM CHARGE.” Acheson, patrician, big-eyebrowed, Groton and Yale educated, issued his statement: “I would like to state categorically and unequivocally that these charges are false,” he said. He had, he added, proposed an impartial investigation into the allegations by the International Committee of the Red Cross; the Communists, fully aware of the falsity of their charges, had refused. “The inability of the Communists to care for the health of the people under their control seems to have resulted in a serious epidemic of plague,” Acheson said. “The Communists, not willing to admit and bear the responsibility that is theirs, are willing to pin the blame on some fantastic plot by the United Nations forces.” Acheson extended the State Department’s “deepest sympathy” to those who were sick or suffering.

			This provoked several apoplectic articles in People’s China, an English-language magazine published in Beijing. A lead editorial asked: “Who will believe Acheson, that old apologist for the most abominable atrocities of napalm bombing, the wholesale razing of defenseless hamlets and murder of populations in Korea, when he brazenly claims that the United Nations forces have not used any sort of bacteriological warfare?” Paul Ta-kuang Lin, a Canadian-born associate of Chou En-lai who had studied at the University of Michigan and Harvard, wrote: “With the sneering cynicism so characteristic of the present leaders of American imperialism, Dean Acheson on March 4 denied the charges of bacteriological warfare and affected ‘deepest sympathy’ for the ‘very sad situation’ of Korean people, which he based on ‘Communist inability to care for the health of the people under their control.’ The people of the world know well by now what Acheson’s denials are worth. They will throw the grim facts in Acheson’s face and demand an accounting on the severest terms.” The facts were incontrovertible, Lin said—there was the evidence of eyewitnesses, and of scientists. “The case against the American war criminals, however, is not based on such evidence alone,” Lin continued. “It lies in the nature of American bacteriological warfare as an integral part of the long range policy and strategy of aggression by the Washington Government. When Acheson affects a shocked attitude as if he never heard of bacteriological warfare, he is flying in the face of facts which have long been a matter of record in the U.S. itself.”

			Month after month, the germ-war outcry continued, from news sources in North Korea, China, and Russia—claims that civilians were suffering from fevers in towns near the Yalu River, and that masses of feathers and clusters of out-of-season insects and dead voles were appearing in the snow after a single American plane had passed overhead. The allegations were countered by denials, back and forth, repeatedly, angrily. The Communists assembled a group of international lawyers (“jurists”) to investigate the charges, and then they convened an International Scientific Commission—six scientists, one of whom was Joseph Needham of Cambridge University. And they publicized dozens of confessions by American POWs, who said they had received germ-warfare training, had flown bacterial bombing missions, and were sorry.

			Either the Russians, the Chinese, and the North Koreans had planned and executed a gigantic coordinated hoax involving thousands of people, a “big lie”—as the American government said they had—or there was a core of truth to their claims.

			Which is it? We may never have incontrovertible proof. But there are thousands of still-classified documents that could help us understand what happened.

			

			—

			
			ONE OF THE ACCESS-RESTRICTED DOCUMENTS I’d like to see—that I asked to see seven years ago and have a legal right to see—is a memo sent on August 15, 1951, from “Wilson” to “Grover.” Its file designation is “471.6 BW Munitions.” (BW is the abbreviation for biological warfare; the number 471.6 corresponds to bombs and torpedoes in the Defense Department’s old decimal filing system.) Wilson is probably Roscoe C. Wilson, an Air Force general who’d been involved in the Manhattan Project during World War II and had commanded a bomber wing in Japan in 1945. In 1951, General Wilson was head of the Air Force’s Office of Atomic Energy, or AFOAT, which held within it a team of about a dozen Pentagon planners and promulgators called AFOAT BW-CW, whose job was to advance the cause of biological and chemical weaponry. (“Accelerated, aggressive, if not drastic, action is indicated,” one Air Force general wrote in December 1951.) This memo comes from their office files, now held at the National Archives.

			Grover is Orrin Grover, a West Pointer and math whiz who was head of a different and more CIA-tinctured group at the Pentagon—the Air Force’s Division of Psychological Warfare, which in addition to psychological warfare was concerned with “unconventional warfare and special operations.” (The CIA and the Air Force worked closely together in the 1950s: Hoyt Vandenberg, the chain-smoking, movie star–handsome Air Force war hero, became, in 1946, the second director of central intelligence, even before there was a Central Intelligence Agency to direct; then, in 1948, he became secretary of the Air Force.) General Grover, who had a pencil mustache and looked a bit like David Niven, was a believer in “thought bombs”—i.e., propaganda leaflets and radio and other forms of aerially delivered psychological warfare—but as the files show he also took a special interest in the E-73 feather bomb, an adapted propaganda bomb in which disease spores were mixed with turkey or chicken feathers and stuffed into the bomb’s compartments in place of leaflets.

			Details of the design of the Air Force’s E-73 feather bomb have been declassified since the 1990s, so that’s probably not the reason this document is being held back, year after year, in the National Archives’ SCIF. The document is withheld, possibly, because it describes some actual plan that involved the covert use of biological munitions in Russia, China, or North Korea. By 1951, the Central Intelligence Agency was a giant, far-flung, undersupervised aggregation of subversionists, paramilitary trainers, plague propagators, and nerve warriors, all operating under the bland cover of “intelligence gathering”—and one of their major targets was the Russian wheat crop.

			Or perhaps the document is restricted because it refers to the work of the Japanese germ-warfare scientists of World War II—Ishii Shiro and the men of Unit 731—whose research had been, since 1947, exploited, applied, and extended by American disease-breeders and disseminationists at Camp Detrick, a large biological research unit in Frederick, Maryland, an hour from Washington, D.C., founded in 1942 and overseen by the Army’s Chemical Corps. Camp Detrick was where the feather bomb was prototyped, with CIA money. Or—another guess—the document was withheld because it’s about the testing of some other type of biobomb, perhaps one that holds insects. A 1950 annual report of the biological department of the Army’s Chemical Corps says: “An investigation is being conducted in the Medical Division, Chemical Corps, with Biological Department support, to study the potential use of arthropods to transmit viral and bacterial agents of significance for biological warfare. The program during the past year has included development and assay of attractants for flies, and both field and library studies of Arctic mosquitoes.” So the memo from Wilson to Grover could be about a potential bug bomb.

			Or it could be about very little. It could just be that the security officer who filled out this yellow placeholder card on September 25, 1991—his or her initials are “DC”—decided that the memo held “sensitive information” and withheld it from history for reasons that we will never be able to divine when it is finally declassified. That happens, too.

		

	
		
			March 11, 2019, Monday

			I’m up early. There was a brief, puffy-flaked blizzard last night, and then the plows came grumbling. I tiptoed out of the room so as not to wake the dogs, who had burrowed into a tangle of blankets at the foot of the bed, but when I closed the door, with extreme care, the latch made a last tiny squeak, and immediately one of them was up, whimpering softly, and then the other was up, shaking himself so that his ears made slapping sounds, and then both of them were sniffing around, sneezing and tail wagging. I got back in bed. M. fell back asleep. As soon as we were both breathing steadily, the dogs arranged themselves on the blankets and began snoring.

			I lay awake with my phone dimmed, thinking about anticrop warfare and reading some notes I’d made about the CIA in Cuba. The way to understand covert action, as practiced by the Central Intelligence Agency, is to realize that the same tricks and schemes are used over and over again. There is the same gradual escalation, the same planting of false news, the same bribery of politicians, the same huffy denials, the same urge to create social chaos that requires an imposition of martial law. The making of lists—lists of prominent people who are likely to welcome a new regime and lists of people to kill or imprison. Often in the early Cold War there’s a fascination with the food supply, and with the sneakiness and deniability of biological weapons.

			The Eisenhower administration went after Cuba in 1959, once the CIA had determined that Castro was drifting leftward and could not be swayed by offers of arms. Sugar was Cuba’s money crop—so President Eisenhower drastically cut sugar imports. It was a “knife thrust in the chest,” said Castro. That was the overt attack, covered on the front page of American newspapers. The covert anti-sugar program involved incendiary bombing and sabotage, and it also made the papers. Planes, flown at night, set fire to cane fields and blew up sugar refineries. Revolución, a Havana newspaper, claimed in January 1960 that an airplane of American origin had destroyed hundreds of tons of sugarcane in a single incendiary firebomb attack on the former Hershey mill near Havana. The State Department “vigorously” rejected the charge. “Any implication that the United States government is involved is an absurdity,” said a spokesman.

			In February 1960, two American fliers were killed on a cane-field- burning sortie, and the Cuban government said that this proved that the bombings had “the full complicity of U.S. authorities.” In August 1960, Ray Treichler, one of the CIA’s scientists, tainted a box of fifty of Castro’s favorite brand of cigars with botulinum toxin. On December 21, 1960, during the last moments of the Eisenhower administration, Allen Dulles, head of the CIA, met with a group of executives in New York whose businesses in Cuba were imperiled—oilmen, heads of power and telephone companies, the president of Domino Sugar. The men wanted more hostile acts—more harm done to the sugar crop, more sabotage of sugar refineries, plus a disruption of electric power and a blockade of food and medical supplies. It was time to “get tough,” the business leaders said—time to “take some direct action against Castro.”

			One CIA document (declassified in 1997, and then declassified all over again in 2012, but with more, not fewer, redactions than in the 1997 version) gives an accounting of American-sponsored acts of violence in Cuba between October 1960 and April 1961. “Approximately 300,000 tons of sugar cane destroyed in 800 separate fires” was one achievement. Also “150 other fires, including the burning of 42 tobacco warehouses, 2 paper plants, 1 sugar refinery, 2 dairies, 4 stores, 21 Communist homes,” along with more than a hundred bombings, “including Communist Party offices, Havana power station, 2 stores, railroad terminal, bus terminal, militia barracks, railroad train.” Six trains were derailed, and a commando raid put the oil refinery out of action “for a week.” No war was declared, but Cuba was being terrorized by the United States.

			And then came the Bay of Pigs—the high-water mark of American paramilitary lunacy, an attack, sanctioned by President Kennedy, on the Cuban coast, by fifteen hundred CIA-trained Cuban expatriates. Dead men in the water. Humiliation. Defeat. Denials by America’s ambassador to the United Nations—“These charges are totally false, and I deny them categorically.” The rage of the betrayed guerrillas. The rage of the president’s brother, Attorney General Bobby Kennedy.

			I spent all day reading about Cuba, amazed once again at the fierceness and persistence of the desire within the Kennedy administration to kill that island economy and its leader, using fire, bullets, germs, and poisons. In August 1961, after the Bay of Pigs, Che Guevara sought out Kennedy adviser Richard Goodwin at two in the morning at a cocktail party in Montevideo, Uruguay, at a regional conference, in order to present the possibility of a peace agreement, or at least a modus vivendi, between Cuba and the United States. Goodwin had been avoiding Che at the conference. Che said that if the United States was willing to work things out with Cuba, Cuba would curtail its alliance with Russia, pay reparations for nationalized property, and stop supporting leftist movements in other countries. “He then went on to say that he wanted to thank us very much for the invasion,” Goodwin wrote. “It had been a great political victory for them—enabled them to consolidate—and transformed them from an aggrieved little country to an equal.” Goodwin advised Kennedy to reject Che’s offer and continue the program of covert violence, which is what Kennedy and brother Bobby did. The existence of this démarche from Cuba was kept secret until 1996, when Goodwin’s memo was finally declassified.

			

			—

			LATE IN THE AFTERNOON, I sent a follow-up letter to the CIA about a memo sent by Frank Wisner in 1950. I’ll tell you about it tomorrow.

		

	
		
			March 12, 2019, Tuesday

			It’s a brilliant blue day and the Penobscot River is surging outside between snowbanks, over the cold invisible stones. I’m sitting at the kitchen table typing and listening to the refrigerator go. M. is at work. The dogs are under the table, asleep on green cushions. They’re getting used to life with us. Just before we got them, a dentist hired by the Humane Society pulled out all their side teeth, which I guess were in bad shape, and a vet removed their testicles, so that now they had these sad empty shriveled pouches. They had a lot to adjust to all at once.

			

			—

			SIX DOLLARS IS WHAT IT COSTS to send a piece of certified mail these days, if you want a return receipt—and I do. The woman at the post office yesterday was extremely efficient, folding the label around the top edge of the envelope and tearing off the part that needs to be torn off. It’s all pointless, I sometimes think, but I want the Freedom of Information Act to work the way it was meant to work, the way John Moss envisioned its working, so I go through the ritual of the follow-up letter. “You don’t get anything unless you litigate,” one lawyer, James Lesar, told me, depressingly. He’s been in a declassification battle with the FBI that has lasted twenty years.

			On June 20, 1950 (I think that’s the rubber-stamped date—it’s hard to read on my copy), Frank Wisner sent a memo to Marshall Chadwell. Wisner was then head of the CIA’s new clandestine arm, the Office of Policy Coordination, or OPC. He was a sociable lawyer from the University of Virginia who’d worked for Allen Dulles in the Office of Strategic Services during the war, when his cryptonym was Typhoid. His wife, Polly, gave marvelous parties where Wisner told jokes in dialect and danced the crab walk, and everybody loved the two of them. Dulles had recommended him to State Department oracle George Kennan as the right man to head a new department of “political warfare” and other covert action. He’d joined the CIA payroll in 1948.

			Marshall Chadwell was the head of the CIA’s Office of Scientific Intelligence. During World War II, “Chad” Chadwell, a Harvard PhD in chemistry, had worked with Stanley Lovell and Vannevar Bush developing unconventional weapons and truth serums at the Office of Scientific Research and Development. One of his projects, code-named Aunt Jemima,  was the mixing of the explosive RDX with flour so that it could be transported in sacks and, if necessary, baked into (toxic) muffins. After the war, Chadwell worked at the Rockefeller Foundation and then joined the staff at the Atomic Energy Commission. In March 1950, he was hired by the CIA. He was “notably mild-mannered and conciliatory,” said an agency document.

			Wisner’s memo to Chadwell was three pages long. “OPC must, if it is effectively to carry out its mission, make use of the latest scientific and technological advances to modernize the field of clandestine unconventional warfare,” Wisner wrote. “OPC is at present engaged in covert unconventional activity on a limited scale and is preparing for the following types of clandestine activity in the event of war.”

			Six blacked-out lines follow that sentence. It would be interesting to know what they say. They probably list activities like propaganda, economic warfare, sabotage, demolition, aid to anti-Communist guerrillas, and “subversion against hostile states”—those are some of the tasks that George Kennan assigned to Wisner in a 1948 document called NSC 10/2. There may also be a mention of novel interrogation methods, or even something about assassination or one of its euphemisms.

			In his memo to Chadwell, Wisner went on to say that his group, the Office of Policy Coordination, was actively seeking new ideas and new devices. “We are particularly interested in the possibilities of BW, CW and RW”—that is, biological warfare, chemical warfare, and radiological warfare. The qualities Wisner was looking for in unconventional weaponry were: “(a) Relative ease of operation, maintenance, and transport. (b) Magnitude of effect. (c) Subtlety. (d) Difficulty of detection by the enemy. (e) Difficulty of development of countermeasures by the enemy.”

			More than thirty “types of activity” followed, all of them blacked out. “The list merely scratches the surface,” Wisner said. I needed to read that list—the list of some of the nasty, ugly, wrong things this poor manic man had in mind to do in foreign countries in the 1950s, before he had a breakdown and electroshock treatments and eventually killed himself with his son’s shotgun.

			Oddly enough, this one 1950 memo from Wisner is maybe the rarest, most precious declassified document that I own. Which is strange, because I printed it straight off the internet almost twenty years ago, when I was working on a book about libraries, newspapers, and microfilm. Wisner’s memo was one of thousands of CIA and military documents that Attorney General Janet Reno had gathered and gotten declassified, on the authority of President Clinton, in connection with an investigation into human radiation experiments—including plutonium injections that Eileen Welsome wrote about in a series of articles in the Albuquerque Tribune and in a brilliant 1999 book, The Plutonium Files. Welsome used the Freedom of Information Act, backed by an unstoppable lawyer for the Albuquerque Tribune, to extract and unredact documents from a reluctant Department of Energy. (“In most cases, the redactions were done to protect the DOE and the Atomic Energy Commission from embarrassment,” Welsome told me. “And of course embarrassment is not protected by the Freedom of Information Act.”)

			The documents that Janet Reno’s Advisory Panel on Human Radiation Experiments amassed were scanned as digital files in the 1990s and went onto a website called HREX, funded by the Department of Energy and maintained by the Argonne National Laboratory, near Chicago. I had a dial-up modem back then, so browsing was slow, but I made my way through a number of CIA documents on HREX and was amazed by what I found. Something told me I should print out some of them, in case they disappeared later. So I did—at low resolution, unfortunately, because a high-resolution TIFF file took a long time to download. I clipped the documents together and put them in a box, and the box went into a storage container.

			The beautifully searchable, pioneering HREX database gradually went away after 9/11. A bare-bones copy of the website was saved by the Internet Archive, but not the individual documents. Possibly the paper copies are at the National Archives somewhere, but so far I haven’t found them. Two people refer to this particular 1950 Wisner memo in books—John Kelly, former editor of Counterspy, in a chapter on radiation weapons published in Abuse Your Illusions, an anthology edited by Russ Kick; and Hank Albarelli, in his book on the death of germ-warfare scientist Frank Olson. In 2017, remembering the document and wanting to quote from it, I wrote a FOIA letter to the CIA asking to see it. I got no response. When we moved north in 2018, I found the box with the HREX printouts. And today, two years after my FOIA request, I sent off a letter to the CIA asking for it again, minus the redactions. This time I included a copy of the memo. “I haven’t yet received a response from CIA to this FOIA request,” I wrote the CIA. “Please let me know what’s going on.”

			I wonder if I’ll be able to read this document without blacked-out lines before I die.

		

	
		
			March 13, 2019, Wednesday

			M. came back from a walk up to Main Street with the two dogs. She had to carry Cedric part of the way home. It’s another gorgeous day.

			I filed my first Freedom of Information Act request about twenty years ago, on April 2, 1999, while I was working on the book about libraries, called Double Fold. My letter, addressed to the information and privacy coordinator of the Central Intelligence Agency, said, “Under the Freedom of Information Act, 5 U.S.C. subsection 552, I am requesting all information or records, including but not limited to Office of Strategic Services (OSS) information or records, on: Verner Warren Clapp, U.S. citizen, born June 3, 1901, employed by the Library of Congress circa 1923–1956, died June 15, 1972.” Some weeks later a fat, securely taped envelope came in the mail. How amazing, I thought. Sent straight from the bowels of the CIA—and so prompt.

			Parts of the Verner Clapp file were whited out, which was frustrating, but even so, I was interested to discover that Clapp, who’d been deputy librarian of Congress in the 1950s, had a top-secret clearance, and that he had monitored “CIA-financed Library of Congress activity.”

			Clapp left the Library of Congress in 1956, and with a grant of $10 million from the Ford Foundation, he founded a nonprofit in Washington, D.C., called the Council on Library Resources, which funded various microfilming projects and advanced text-compression machines. Here again I noticed something strangely Cold War–ish about Clapp’s council: most of the people on the board of directors, and some of the grant recipients, too, had connections of one sort or another to military research or to the CIA. Using a now forgotten search engine called MetaCrawler, and also Namebase, a useful book-indexing and cross-referencing service run by longtime CIA watcher Daniel Brandt, I began looking up names. That’s how this all began.

			One of the board members of the Council on Library Resources was a scientist named Caryl Haskins. Haskins was president of the Carnegie Institution in Washington and author of Of Ants and Men, a book about ant and human behavior. He was a bald, studious-looking gentleman, a Harvard- and Yale-educated entomologist and radiation biologist who had induced genetic changes in mold spores and developed radar countermeasures during World War II. Haskins’s name also turned up, I discovered, in Janet Reno’s Human Radiation Experiments database. In 1951, so HREX documents revealed, Haskins was asked to help set up Project Artichoke, described by the CIA as “a special agency program established for the development and application of special techniques in CIA interrogations and in other CIA covert activities where control of an individual is desired.” As part of the CIA’s search for improved means of interrogation and more effective mind-control drugs, Haskins helped the Agency recruit a team of scientists and psychiatrists, including (I learned this from articles in the Toronto Star by reporter David Vienneau) a Montreal neurophysiologist named Hebb who blindfolded students in a sealed room for days in order to find out how they reacted to a diet of propaganda tapes combined with periods of total sensory deprivation. The students, Professor Hebb found, could be made to hallucinate and to believe in poltergeists; he paid them twenty dollars a day for their pains. Another HREX document that I’d happened to print out, a memo from March 20, 1952, about the need for a “small testing facility within CIA for use in connection with Project Artichoke,” was from Artichoke’s project coordinator (name blacked out) to Frank Wisner, and to Wisner’s boss, Allen Dulles, then the CIA’s deputy director. Project Artichoke seems to have been—not to be too fancily psychological—an outward projection of Wisner’s inner torment.

			While I worked on the book about microfilm and newspapers, I kept wondering about Caryl Haskins—this enthusiastic fraternity brother (Phi Beta Kappa, Sigma Xi, Delta Sigma Rho, and Omicron Delta Kappa), recipient of more than a dozen honorary degrees, this learned ant scientist, who had a secret life as a CIA mind-control consultant. Another LexisNexis search led me to a piece by Ted Gup in The Washington Post about the Smithsonian Institution: Haskins had served on the Smithsonian’s board during a period when it functioned as a cover organization for some exotic- bird research. One Smithsonian project, Operation Starbright, involved bird banding and bird tracking in the Pacific Ocean; Starbright seemed to be linked to a CIA project concerning the role of “avian vectors” in the spread of disease. Strange as it may seem, the CIA was interested in the fact that birds, dusted with disease spores, might be used to infect people, animals, or crops in an enemy country.

			In 1982, Ted Gup filed a Freedom of Information Act request with the CIA for information on the Agency’s avian-vector inquiry. Three years later, when he published his article, the CIA had still not responded except to say that his FOIA request was “awaiting processing.”

			More searching for “Haskins” and “Artichoke” and “CIA” eventually led me to a book by two Canadian historians, Stephen Endicott and Edward Hagerman. Their 1998 book, The United States and Biological Warfare: Secrets from the Early Cold War and Korea, mentioned something called the Haskins Committee. Was this the same Haskins? It was, it turned out. In 1949, Caryl Haskins had produced a secret report on the threat and the promise of biological agents. James Forrestal, the clinically paranoid secretary of defense, had asked for the report, but before Haskins and his colleagues had finished writing it, President Truman had fired Forrestal, and then Forrestal killed himself by jumping from a hospital window.

			The report, submitted to Louis Johnson, the new secretary of defense, in July 1949, took special note of biological sabotage: “Sabotage employment of biological weapons during periods of nominal peace is facilitated by the resemblance of the results of such sabotage to natural occurrences.”

			I wrote Dr. Haskins a letter, asking for an interview. His secretary politely refused, saying that 1951 was a long time ago. In 2001, Haskins died, at the age of ninety-three. His obituary in The New York Times included a quote from a 1939 interview he gave to the New York World-Telegram, regarding ants: “When they go to war they stab each other, spray poison and cut off each other’s heads. They subjugate weak races and keep slaves. But they can be kind, too.”

		

	
		
			March 14, 2019, Thursday

			Tremendous ear flapping from the dogs early this morning. Not enough sleeping. I lay awake reading the opening day of John Moss’s congressional fact-finding session, November 7, 1955, about the people’s right to know what their government was doing—the beginning of his ten-year slog to get a freedom-of-information law passed. James Reston of The New York Times testified in that first session, and so did columnist Joe Alsop, along with high officials from newspaper groups. “The public business is the public’s business,” said Harold L. Cross, who was freedom-of-information counsel for the American Society of Newspaper Editors. “The language of the First Amendment is broad enough to embrace, if indeed it does not require, the inclusion of a right of access to information without which the freedom to print could be fettered into futility.” James Reston specifically warned about the CIA. “The news of the CIA and its operatives all over the world often confronts us with the most embarrassment that any reporter can be confronted with, the dilemma as to whether he is going to tell the truth or whether he is going to mislead the American people by putting out something put out by the Government which he knows not to be true. That whole area of the CIA, Mr. Chairman, I think, is a growing problem for the press, and I would think it would merit some attention by your committee.”

			The CIA itself, meanwhile, in November 1955, was busy plotting the assassination of President Sukarno in Indonesia, and helping United Nations ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge begin a new, vehement campaign to expose the “international Communist conspiracy.” Frank Wisner’s people at CIA were thinking about the varied uses of psychoactive drugs; they especially wanted a new a drug that would “promote illogical thinking and impulsiveness to the point where the recipient would be discredited in public.” The Agency was guided by a fresh two-hundred-page study of psychological strategy, written by a panel that included the CIA’s Paul Linebarger and a youthful prodigy named Henry Kissinger. (Kissinger was executive director of the Harvard International Seminar; Linebarger taught at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, and he wrote, some years later, under the pen name Cordwainer Smith, award-winning science fiction about a planet called Norstrilia, where live gigantic virus-infected sheep that produce a lucrative immortality drug, which sheep-strewn planet is protected by a laboratory full of mad mutated minks that drive away attacking spaceships by sending telepathic beams of psychotic rage and nerve warfare at them.) International diplomacy was a theatrical illusion, a cover story, the study—entitled “Psychological Aspects of United States Strategy”—said. “The world diplomatic front is a screen on which appears the apparent struggle between the Free World and the Communist camp,” wrote Linebarger, Kissinger, and company. “Behind it the real struggle goes on in the sphere of weapons research, countermeasure capabilities, and the supreme problem of a technological breakthrough.” The weapons research in which the CIA took an interest in November 1955 included work on fleas doped with plague, mosquitoes doped with yellow fever, and crop-killing funguses of wheat. All of it was messed up, and secret, secret, secret.

			

			—

			JAMES S. POPE—executive editor of the Louisville Courier Journal and former chair of the freedom-of-information committee of the American Society of Newspaper Editors—was the first to speak at Congressman Moss’s hearings, and he spoke stirringly. This was the first time, Pope told the committee, that a group of newsmen and congressmen had ever gotten together to discuss the basic right of the people to know what their government was up to. “If you really study the whole subject of secrecy in government,” he said, “I think the effect on this country could be the biggest story of this year, or possibly of our time.” Pope went on to say:

			
				I do not think many of us yet have realized the enormous implication of a battle in the middle of the 20th century for people to have access to information about the activities of their own public service. The fact that we have to fight for it at all is a sort of disgrace.

			

			That’s true—it’s disgraceful. It’s disgraceful that in 2019, people who want to write about momentous world events—changes of government, attempted assassinations, war plans—that were discussed at the highest levels of government in 1970, or 1960, or 1952, should have to pick through broken potsherds of redacted documents as if they were dealing with an ancient civilization. You can’t have consent of the governed unless the governed know what they’re consenting to.

			If the American public had known that the CIA was behind the burning of all that sugarcane in Cuba, under the banner of “economic warfare,” would they have allowed it? I’d like to think they would have said, Oh, please don’t do that. Don’t drop firebombs in the middle of the night. Don’t blow up sugar refineries. And don’t pretend to be who you aren’t, and poke and meddle in the lives of countries you know very little about, and make kill lists of prominent leftists, as you did in Guatemala. Don’t hire former Nazis and members of Hitler Youth, as you did in Germany, to harass and spy on and beat up people at Communist-affiliated peace marches.

			If they’d known what some American bacteriologists were doing between 1943 and 1971, what would people have said? Probably many would have said, Don’t breed diseases for heightened virulence by passing them through guinea pigs and monkeys. Don’t find exotic maladies whose symptoms resemble other diseases in order to delay a diagnosis, so that people or animals will stay sicker longer. And don’t, absolutely do not, breed diseases for resistance to antibiotics.

			“Under project 465-20-001, insect strains resistant to insecticides are being developed,” said the Biological Laboratories of the Chemical Corps in October 1952. “These represent a potentially more effective vehicle for the offensive use in BW of insect borne pathogens.”

			“Current work has been directed toward restoring or increasing virulence,” said an annual report in October 1949 about anthrax research, “so that virulent strains may be produced which are selectively resistant to all drugs or any combination of drugs.”

			“More than 50 strains varying in pathogenicity from avirulent to highly virulent have been collected from various locations throughout the world,” said the “Seventh Annual Report of the Chemical Corps Biological Laboratories” on July 1, 1953, in a section on tularemia, or rabbit fever. One purified strain, SCHU SD, tested on guinea pigs and monkeys, was based on cells originally isolated from a human ulcer. “The high virulence of this strain for man is substantiated by the high incidence of infection among vaccinated and nonvaccinated laboratory workers. Antibiotic resistant strains (e.g., resistant to 10 mg streptomycin) have been developed which, in preliminary study, retain the virulence of the parent strain.”

			Ted Gup, in his book on secrecy, quotes Samuel Johnson: “Where secrecy or mystery begins, vice or roguery is not far off.”

			

			—

			BACK NOW TO CUBA. In 1961, the existence of Castro’s government was intolerable to the roomful of men in John F. and Robert F. Kennedy’s Special Group (Augmented). Castro’s presence, so close to the American coast, drove the anti-Communists crazy. ‘‘The object in Cuba was not to put down an insurgency, but to develop one,” said sabotage specialist Jack Hawkins to Taylor Branch and George Crile, in a piece in Harper’s Magazine in 1975. “The work was done by the Agency. I remember them blowing up a refinery and making efforts to burn up sugar fields—things like that—but none of them was very successful. I don’t know why they were doing it. What happens in these things is that the bureaucrats fall in love with their operations, and rational thought just flies out the window.”

			After the CIA’s Bay of Pigs humiliation, Attorney General Robert Kennedy put a handsome paramilitarist, Edward Lansdale, in charge of Operation Mongoose. Mongoose was fiercer, darker, trickier than anything Eisenhower had approved. “My idea is to stir things up on island with espionage, sabotage, general disorder, run & operated by Cubans themselves with every group but Batistaites & Communists,” Bobby Kennedy wrote in November 1961. “Do not know if we will be successful in overthrowing Castro but we have nothing to lose in my estimate.”

			Stir things up. General disorder. Sabotage. We have nothing to lose. This is the basic CIA model of covert international relations that the United States has been following since 1948: sponsor disorder in order to impose a new order. It has never worked, and it has led to decades of dictatorial repression and impoverishment, and hunger and torture and corruption. This has been said a hundred times, but it must be said again.

			General Lansdale produced a long Cuba-planning document that circulated in January 1962. A copy went to President Kennedy. It included Operation Bounty, the dropping of leaflets that offered thousands of dollars for the deaths of Communist leaders, and a plan to interfere with the sugarcane harvest by making sugar workers sick with a nonfatal but incapacitating illness, to be spread by ticks, fleas, or mosquitoes:

			
				On a most discreet (strictly need-to-know) basis, Defense is asked to submit a plan by 2 February on what it can do to put a majority of workers out of action, unable to work in the cane fields and sugar mills, for a significant period during the remainder of this harvest. It is suggested that such planning consider non-lethal BW, insect-borne, introduced secretly to the target area by the Navy.

			

			Mosquitoes were probably the insects Lansdale had in mind, perhaps carrying dengue fever or yellow fever: in 1960, the Chemical Corps published an “Entomological Warfare Target Analysis,” which discussed the targeting of Soviet and Chinese cities with fever-doped Aedes aegypti mosquitoes, and they produced two feasibility studies, one for the dengue virus and one for yellow fever. (These feasibility studies exist only as titles in a database, and the target analysis is still heavily redacted.)

			At a later Mongoose meeting, in September 1962, Marshall Carter, deputy director of central intelligence, warned there might be “disastrous results” from an attempt to infect sugar workers by means of disease-tainted insects, especially if word got out that the United States was behind it. But, Carter said, there was possibly a better way to reduce the cane yield in Cuba: “He mentioned specifically the possibility of producing crop failures by the introduction of biological agents which would appear to be of natural origin.”

			This particular sentence was redacted from documents for fifty-five years, until October 2017. So was Lansdale’s phrase about “insect-borne” biological agents. The only reason we can read these words now is because of Oliver Stone’s 1991 movie, JFK, about the Kennedy assassination. Although it contains distortions of the available record and fictionalized speeches, Stone’s movie got Washington’s attention, and made possible the passage of the JFK Records Act, which gave rise to a group called the Assassination Records Review Board. The ARRB brought thousands of hidden records into the light. Thousands more were held back until very recently, however. “There is a body of documents that the CIA is still protecting, which should be released,” wrote two review board officials in an opinion piece in the Boston Herald in 2013. More of these sequestered pages were allowed to join the historical record in 2017. But the CIA and the FBI are, even now, keeping still other JFK documents and portions of documents in the dark, illegally.

			“There was lots of sugar being sent out from Cuba,” one CIA official recalled in Harper’s, “and we were putting a lot of contaminants in it.” One wants to ask the obvious question: Did the CIA, as part of its war against the Cuban economy, introduce disease into sugarcane fields? Not just toss around the idea, but actually do it? I don’t know. I do know that in 1963, the Agency hired a “world-renowned plant pathologist”—his name has been blacked out—to make a study of “sugar cane crop vulnerabilities, on a world-wide basis.” His advice and consultation on the subject of crop sabotage was in support of the CIA’s requirement to “maintain an offensive biological agent capability.” The plant pathologist was nervous about being exposed as a CIA contract worker: “He will not continue his efforts in our behalf unless we can protect his association with the Agency.” The payment—in cash or cashier’s check—was authorized by LSD scientist Sidney Gottlieb: it was part of the CIA’s now famous MKULTRA program of biochemical and psychological experimentation.

			Years later, in December 1979, Fidel Castro gave a big speech. The country was “sailing in a sea of difficulties,” Castro said. Two of Cuba’s biggest problems were agricultural, he said: the roya or rust of sugarcane, and the blue mold of tobacco. A year after that, in July 1981, Castro gave another speech, on the anniversary of the revolution, before a crowd of seventy-five thousand people. “In the last two years, four harmful plagues have hit our country,” he said. These plagues were (1) African swine fever, (2) the roya of sugarcane, (3) the blue mold of tobacco, and (4) a new and more potent kind of dengue fever called hemorrhagic dengue, which had sickened 340,000 Cubans and killed 150 of them, many of whom were children. “We have deep suspicions that the plagues—especially the hemorrhagic dengue—could have been introduced into Cuba by the CIA,” Castro said in his speech. Why was it so strange, he asked, to think that imperialism would use biological weapons against Cuba? “What can anyone expect from a government whose policy is known for its cynicism, its lies and its absolute lack of scruples?”

			Castro’s charges were “totally without foundation,” said Dean Fischer, a State Department spokesman. The Cuban revolution was a failure, Fischer explained to reporters. “The Cuban government has always tried to blame the United States for its failures and its internal problems.” Fischer announced that the Reagan administration, out of humanitarian concern, was sending Cuba three hundred metric tons of Abate, a pesticide that kills mosquito larvae.

			Castro was even harsher in September 1981, when, in an angry speech to the World Interparliamentary Union, he again said that a hundred Cuban children had died of hemorrhagic dengue fever, and added a fifth plague to his list: acute hemorrhagic conjunctivitis, or pink eye. The CIA was now “relieved of all restrictions,” Castro said. “Imperialism is using biological arms against our country. This is not a baseless charge.” He tore into the Reagan government, although he never mentioned the new president by name. “I will never say that the U.S. people are fascist, nor their legislative institutions, nor their press nor their many creative social organizations, nor the considerable remainder of their noble democratic traditions and their commitment to freedom,” he said. “But it is my deepest conviction that the group that constitutes the main nucleus of the
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