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            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         Assassination is the world’s oldest political act. Assassinations are the punctuation of history, predating the nation state, standing armies, kings and queens, monarchs and emperors. They provoke wars, bring on revolutions, causing seismic shifts in national and global power.
         
 
         Assassinations are not just murders. To assassinate is to kill by treacherous violence, and the killing is usually – but not always – a well-known public figure. In most cases the motive is specific and the target is always a named individual or small group of related individuals, often family relatives. Assassination is political murder, where the motives, no matter how mixed, are all about power: those who do not have power assassinate to get it and those who have power assassinate to keep it.
         
 
          
         Every great empire has flourished and declined, subject to the great cyclical shifts of power, trade, religious and commercial dominance, and assassination has underpinned the continuing imperial saga as emperors have come and gone, each trying to shape the world to their liking.
         
 
         The discrete history of the great empires was one of persistent regicide, with their rise and fall often defined by the assassination of a key figure. Rulers arrived with a flourish but were frequently carried away on a river of blood and tears. Assassination was the constant, as were the weapons. Before the arrival of gunpowder, men used the dagger as their weapon of choice, women (usually the wives and mothers of great men) preferring poison.
         
 
         All these ancient empires shared one characteristic, which made them uniquely vulnerable to assassination. They were highly centralized, with power focused on one person – usually a man – who had the power of life or death over his subjects. But it was this intense focus of imperial authority that made assassination such a seductive short-circuit route to imperial supremacy. Power was vested in the crown but no matter how gilded and magnificent this might have been, it had all the characteristics of a woolly hat: one size fitted all. Occupation of the throne and the right to juggle the baubles of state always had the potential to be a transitory experience. Though many leaders believed they were gods in human form, plugged directly into an ethereal, transcendent power derived directly from the deity of their choice, they soon discovered that this was no insurance against a brutal death, often at the hands of their relatives. Ultimately all these empires – and their leaders – marched to the beat of the assassin’s drum, not their own. A world reduced to two classes: the movers and the shaken.
         
 
         Nowadays, the most common form of assassination is that sponsored by the state and is far more common than most modern governments like to admit. It is a frequent extension of the normal diplomatic process and is cheaper than war. Before the Second Gulf War, the assassination of Saddam Hussein (as the cheapest solution to the problem of Iraq) was openly discussed at White House briefings for journalists.1 This immediately became known as the ‘8 cent option’, eight cents being the cost of a single bullet. Small calibre rounds are not always the weapon of choice. George Bush’s predecessor, President Clinton, tried to solve the problem of Osama Bin Laden by ordering cruise missile strikes on the Afghanistan camp where the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) believed he was meeting other Al Qaeda leaders, despite there being an Executive Order specifically prohibiting the use of the assassination tool by an American president.2 At a million dollars a missile this was modern assassination in its deluxe version.
         
 
         The assassination of Julius Caesar in 44 BCE3 used far more primitive technology (knives and swords), but for the last 2,000 years it has been an object lesson for everyone in the assassination business. It backfired on the plotters: none came to power as a result of removing their leader and all were dead within three years of spilling Caesar’s blood on the steps of the Senate. After this assassination, plausible deniability became the defining characteristic of the business and, apart from terrorist groups, few since have ever bragged of their acts. However, all that has changed recently.
         
 
         We now live in the age of assassination. The George W. Bush administration and Israel (its closest Middle Eastern ally) both put assassination at the heart of their foreign policy, the first modern governments ever to announce this publicly. The last state to do this was the Hashshashin, known as the Assassins, a ruthless sect who terrorized the Middle East between 1090 and 1256 CE.
         
 
         The US has been in the assassination business almost continually since 1945, mostly as a covert activity. But since the mid-1980s they have often not bothered to cover their tracks, in the very public attempted assassinations of Qaddafi, Saddam and Osama Bin Laden. The policy of using selective assassination against the Al Qaeda leadership has continued under President Obama. Unpiloted Predator drones fly from an airfield in Pakistan, but are controlled and operated from a US Air Force base in Nevada. They have been highly effective in killing the Al Qaeda senior command foolish enough to emerge from their caves.
         
 
         On the ground in Afghanistan, the NATO coalition forces have used a TOP SECRET black ops unit called Task Force 373, with a target list of 2,000 names. What used to be ‘executive action’ is now euphemistically called, the ‘joint prioritised effects list’, JPEL for short. Included in the JPEL are senior Taliban and Al Qaeda leaders as well as major drug traders. Many have been assassinated, often killed in their beds in the middle of the night. Thousands more have been captured and taken away for interrogation and internment without trial. As is always the case with these types of operations, good intelligence is crucial, as is the ability to be able to assassinate the target – and only the target. This is not where US Special Forces are particularly strong and there have been several incidents where women, children and civilians have been killed, as well as an attack where they killed Afghan police officers. As every counter-insurgency commander knows, each incident like this is a public relations disaster. Meanwhile, Israel is the only modern state which has had a prime minister who was an operational assassin – Ehud Barak, who led one of the most daring murder operations in modern times. On 6 April 1973, dressed as a woman (black wig, heavy make-up, matching shoes and handbag, bra stuffed with grenades) he headed a killer team which slipped into Beirut at night and shot dead three senior members of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO).
         
 
         Since the foundation of modern Israel, assassination has always been an instrument of public policy. But recently there has been a quantum break from the past: their politicians now crow about it. When the Israelis assassinated Sheikh Yassin, the spiritual leader of the terrorist group Hamas in March 2004, they were proud to say that the order came from the Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, though this was only after securing a majority vote in the Security Cabinet.4 There was no attempt to disguise where the orders came from or who was responsible.
         
 
         This assassination was condemned by politicians everywhere, except Washington. The British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw was typical of most international politicians, saying the killing was ‘unlawful, unacceptable and unjustified’5 but the morality of assassination is fluid. Eight months earlier, US troops assassinated Saddam Hussein’s two sons, Uday and Qusay, firing an anti-tank TOW missile into the villa where they were hiding, rather than making any attempt to capture them alive and put them on trial for their crimes. This time there was no talk from the British of unlawful acts. Instead, Straw blamed the brothers, saying it was their fault for not leaving Iraq when they had the chance.6 An American military spokeswoman was much less circumspect, saying the soldiers were ‘absolutely giddy’ and ‘absolutely proud’ and that the 101st Airborne Division, which carried out the attack, ‘kicks ass’. She added, ‘The 101st has a proud history of military tradition,7 and this just adds to that tradition.’ The USA subsequently vetoed a UN resolution condemning the assassination. Britain abstained. Another triumph for the world’s self-acclaimed moral guardians.
         
 
         In 2010 an Israeli assassination squad killed a Hamas leader, Mahmoud al-Mabhouh, in his hotel room in Dubai. They travelled on false British, Irish, French, German and Australian passports. Afterwards, there was much huffing and puffing from the countries affected. There were also a lot of clichés rattling from the Foreign Office and British politicians (‘seriously jeopardising’, ‘a disgrace’, ‘a full investigation needed’), but that was it. All a far cry from 1986, when the then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher closed down Mossad’s UK operation after one of their agents lost a bag of forged British passports. This time round, the British expelled a Mossad officer from London – not much more than a gentle slap on the wrist.
         
 
         Back in Israel, the Dubai assassination was celebrated and quickly embraced by popular culture. A retail chain, Mahsaney Kimat Hinam (Almost Free Warehouses), produced a TV advert which aped the surveillance footage released by the Dubai police of the assassins wandering around a supermarket. The tag line for the advert was ‘shooting down’ prices.
         
 
         Within weeks of the assassination it was back to business as usual, the Israelis secure in the knowledge that there seems to be an invisible clause in international law that makes them exempt.
         
 
         In 1967, they attacked a US spy ship, the USS Liberty, killing thirty-four Americans and injuring 170 others. The Liberty was in international waters and clearly flying the Stars and Stripes on a bright afternoon in the eastern Mediterranean. The attack went on for over an hour, during which time they hit the ship from air and sea with cannons and torpedoes. Despite the weight of evidence showing that this was premeditated, the Israelis got away with it, claiming it was ‘a mistake’. This single incident, and the continued failure of successive American governments to confront the issue, has confirmed their belief that they can attack whomever they wish.
         
 
         One of the few exceptions to this was when the Israelis sent an assassination team to London in the 1990s. The Metropolitan Police warned their ambassador that he would be charged with conspiracy to murder if their planned assassination went ahead. After the usual flurry of denials, the Israeli team returned home.
         
 
         This book is not an encyclopaedia and not every assassination is covered. Instead, I have looked at assassination as a political phenomenon and tried to identify the themes and undercurrents running through what started life as the world’s oldest political act but is now a regular feature of the political landscape. There is barely a day when the newspapers do not carry an assassination-related story from somewhere in the world. Political leaders, government ministers, politicians, judges, police officers, journalists, trade union activists and civil rights lawyers are routinely assassinated. Their killers are rarely caught or brought to justice. Over time, some assassins have learned from the past and become accomplished technicians. There are some modern assassinations (Chandra Bose, Robert Kennedy, Jim Jones, WPC Yvonne Fletcher and Yitzhak Rabin) that were brilliantly choreographed, where the assassins killed their target, got away and (pretty effectively) covered their tracks. However, these tend to be the exception and even with these examples there are enough clues to give the game away.
         
 
         Assassinations tend to split historians and writers into two crude camps: those who see conspiracy in everything and those who prefer to reduce everything to cock-up. I subscribe to neither theory. The reality is that assassination is far too complex to fit into either box and has more than its fair share of both conspiracy and cock-up, often intertwined.
         
 
         The weakness of the conspiracy theory is that it depends too much on wishful linking and often confuses connection with cause. There is a wealth of evidence showing that the Italian mafia in the USA plotted with the CIA to assassinate President Kennedy, but this does not mean that they actually did it. For each assassination there are a far greater number of plots and conspiracies that lead to nothing. The key here is to separate plotting from action.
         
 
         The cock-up theory is inadequate as a means of explaining what are often complex and contradictory events. It is intellectually lazy and fails as a means of competent analysis. It usually only works if the difficult questions are not addressed and large chunks of evidence are ignored. For example, the official scenario to explain Princess Diana’s death – that it was because of a drunk driver, recklessly driving out of control, and that no one else was involved8 – is the only scenario for which there is no credible evidence.
         
 
         The blood test, which ‘proved’ the driver Henri Paul was drunk, used a discredited technique,9 which is so inaccurate that it has not been allowed in a British court of law for nearly twenty years. It also has such serious internal contradictions as to make it valueless. If it is correct, then Henri Paul was not only very drunk when he arrived at the Ritz Hotel some two hours before driving to his death, he also had 30 per cent carbon monoxide poisoning.10 The symptoms of carbon monoxide poisoning include dizziness, nausea, light-headedness, blurred and double vision, balancing problems, unclear thinking and problems keeping attention and finding words. If he had this combination of alcohol and carbon monoxide it would have been instantly obvious to everyone around him. Yet he very clearly had none of these symptoms. He chatted happily in English (his second language) with Diana’s bodyguards, and the Ritz Hotel security footage shows him completely in control of himself and his surroundings, even bending down to tie up his shoe laces, an impossible act for someone carrying this amount of alcohol and carbon monoxide. To date, no pathologist has been able to come up with a coherent explanation. The best explanation so far is that it is ‘an enigma’.11 Meanwhile, the proponents of the cock-up theory of the crash deal with this awkward question by simply failing to address it.
         
 
         This is not the only problem with the cock-up theory about the Paris crash. The key eyewitnesses do not support the notion of a driver racing away with no one near. Instead, they talk of a motorbike harassing the Mercedes as it entered the tunnel, making it very difficult for Henri Paul, the driver, to keep in a straight line. This person has never been identified. However, if his motive was simply to harass the driver he is guilty of manslaughter. If his intention was to cause a crash then he is guilty of murder.12
         
 
         Only a small percentage of assassinations are spontaneous affairs, carried out by delusional psychopaths acting alone. In the vast majority of cases, there are two people or more involved and that, in legal terms, is a conspiracy, from the Latin con spire, to breathe together. In the case of Julius Caesar, there were sixty conspirators and the terms of the deal between them were that the dozen or so who assassinated him all had to stab him and be covered by his blood, binding them collectively to the murderous plot,13 making this the quintessential assassination conspiracy.
         
 
          
         Virtually all major modern assassinations involve the intelligence and security services in one way or another. In the last century, there has been hardly a single major political assassination which was not either carried out by them, facilitated or allowed by them or happened because they failed to adequately protect the target – a well-shaken cocktail of conspiracy and cock-up, with both ingredients often in the same incident.
         
 
         There have been cases of elaborately planned assassinations, intricately woven conspiracies involving prime ministers, presidents, spymasters, highly trained assassins and the world’s most exotic weapons, which have failed at the last minute, because of a cock-up which, if it were in a B-movie, would be dismissed by the audience as completely implausible.
         
 
         In the movies, a highly trained assassin does not turn up on his target’s doorstep, have a crisis of conscience, confess all and then hand himself over to the police, knowing that a long prison sentence will follow. No cinema audience would ever tolerate such an implausible plot but in real life this has actually happened – and what is even harder to believe, two assassins from the same intelligence service did exactly this, in back-to-back operations.
         
 
         In fiction, top spymasters do not take handwritten notes saying ‘do not mention the word assassination’ during a meeting with their political masters. In real life they do. In the best thrillers, silencers are essential gear for any modern assassin and they always work brilliantly. In real life, one highly paid, trained killer threw his away because it burned his hands.
         
 
         No Hollywood scriptwriter would construct a scene in which a group of hard-nosed killers decide to assassinate a political leader, agree that they have to cover their tracks and that no mention must be made of their plans – and then write a detailed minute of the meeting for the files and circulate it widely. But again, in actuality they did.
         
 
         In films, the bomb always explodes as the hero runs away from the building. No studio boss would tolerate a script where a truckload of TNT fails to go off because the evil terrorist gang forgot to attach the detonator. But it happened.
         
 
          
         The first example is Russian, the second and third are American, the fourth one is British and the final one is an Islamic Jihad group.
         
 
         Operational incompetence is not a national characteristic as the New Zealand police discovered when they investigated the French attack on the Greenpeace boat, the Rainbow Warrior. The highly trained assassins left their scuba-diving air bottles behind (complete with French markings), were spotted by a night watchman who took their car number, had crudely forged Swiss passports and a notebook with direct-line phone numbers straight back to the French Defence Ministry in Paris. As one old French intelligence officer noted, short of leaving a beret, a baguette and a bottle of Beaujolais at the crime scene they could not have left more clues.
         
 
         Not surprisingly, given the flood of revelations which has poured out in the last few years, it is fashionable to dismiss the world’s intelligence services as bumbling fools, an image which the British have often cultivated for perfectly good operational reasons. But incompetence is not the sole issue, though it does run through the business of intelligence. The world’s security and intelligence services share many of the characteristics of all large organizations: bureaucratic infighting is rife and this is accompanied by the inexorable rise of the mediocre. Like other unwieldy institutional machines, ineptitude and inertia are rampant. Heavy drinking and alcohol-fuelled paranoia are common and all the world’s intelligence services have their fair share of drunks, the mentally disturbed and the obsessional – and given the work they do, it may well be that they have a disproportionate number of all of these.
         
 
         Intelligence officers spend much of their lives loitering in the gutters of human emotion. Their basic trade is deceit and the manipulation of the least attractive aspects of human psychology (venality, treachery, duplicity, greed, disloyalty). It is therefore hardly surprising that in this looking-glass world little is what it seems. Morals are a chimera. Those in the assassination business short-circuit key parts of the brain, cutting the links between morality and action, ends and means. When this happens, assassination becomes the political currency of the day.
         
 
         In 1957, the British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan and his American counterpart President Dwight Eisenhower approved a joint plan between MI6 (the UK’s intelligence and espionage agency) and the CIA to fake a series of border incidents which would be used as cover for an invasion of Syria in which ‘a special effort should be made to eliminate certain key individuals’. The three to be assassinated were: Abd al-Hamid Sarraj, the Head of Military Intelligence; Afif al-Bizri, the Chief of the General Staff and Khalid Bakdash, the Leader of the Communist Party. The plan was then to instal a pro-Western regime that ‘would probably need to rely first upon repressive measures and arbitrary exercise of power,’ that is, the usual diet of torture, state-sponsored assassination and a total disregard for the rule of law. A wily political operator, Macmillan kept the plan very tight, refusing even to discuss it with the Chiefs of Staff, because they were inveterate gossips who tended ‘to chatter’.14
         
 
         This was not the only foray into the world of assassination for Macmillan and Eisenhower. There are extensive records showing that throughout 1960, the British, Americans, Portuguese and Belgians all plotted to assassinate Patrice Lumumba, the charismatic and democratically elected leader of the Congo.15 British intelligence officers, civil servants and politicians (including three prime ministers) discussed this at every level, in top-secret government meetings and with their opposite numbers in Washington, both at cabinet and presidential/prime ministerial level.
         
 
         While these discussions were being held in secret, the voters on both sides of the Atlantic were being treated to one of the first doses of television spin. At the end of August 1960, President Eisenhower and British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, the two leaders of the ‘Free World’, were filmed wearing dinner jackets, apparently engaging in impromptu conversation. It was a PR triumph as BBC television newsreaders (and their opposite numbers across the Atlantic) told their viewers that the two great leaders had discussed everything from world peace to the desperate state of Britain’s textile industry. The ‘Ike and Mac’ show was a masterstroke for Macmillan, who was re-elected with a huge majority less than six weeks later.
         
 
         The BBC viewers were not told anything of their secret agenda: by this time, the Anglo-American plans for the Lumumba assassination were already well advanced. President Eisenhower, with the support and encouragement of the British, had already called for the assassination of Patrice Lumumba, several months earlier in July 1960.16 The CIA had ordered their top chemist to prepare a deadly poison to be taken by their assassin, code name QJ/WIN, to Africa to kill Lumumba. In case there was any lack of clear thinking in Whitehall, a senior British diplomat had circulated a memo arguing that the simple way of ‘ensuring Lumumba’s removal from the scene’ was ‘killing him’.17 However, it was the Belgians, with the connivance of the United Nations and its General Secretary Dag Hammarskjold, who got there first. They assassinated him after subjecting him to days of brutal beatings and torture.
         
 
         There can be little doubt that had the Belgians failed to do so, the Americans would have assassinated him instead, as they had their own assassination team in the Congo, working closely with the British. At no point did the leaders of the free world in London or Washington seriously question the morality of assassinating a democratically elected leader who just wanted to raise the living standards of some of the poorest people on the planet18 by using the huge mineral wealth of the country for the benefit of its people, rather than foreign investors who were already fabulously rich.19 Lumumba, a passionate nationalist whose politics were remarkably close to America’s own founding fathers in their war for independence against the British, was portrayed as a communist and a Russian stooge (by the Americans and the British) and this was used to justify his assassination.
         
 
         While the British and the American leaders were plotting to assassinate Lumumba, the French disposed of another charismatic African leader, Félix Moumie, a radical politician from the Cameroon. Moumie knew he was at risk as the French were running a major assassination programme at the time, targeting and murdering African nationalists, as well as journalists and academics who supported them (or even wrote about them from anything other than the French government viewpoint). Moumie believed that while he was in Geneva he would be safe, a big mistake as Swiss neutrality meant nothing to the French. He went to meet a man he believed to be a journalist, telling his girlfriend that she would be better off not coming with him as they would be talking politics and she would only get bored. But the urbane sixty-six-year-old ‘journalist’ with a fascination for African politics was in fact a lifetime French intelligence officer, who slipped a deadly toxin, based on rat poison, into Moumie’s aperitif. It was the first time this particular poison had been used and the French doctors who had made it were incompetent. The poison was poorly refined and did not work in the way it was supposed to. This was just the beginning of the ineptitude of the French: their assassin then administered the wrong dose. Despite these cock-ups, Moumie died in agony two weeks later, surviving long enough for a suspicious Swiss doctor to alert the local police – but this was long enough for the French government assassin to escape.20 Though the Swiss issued warrants for his arrest he was never caught.
         
 
         While the French Intelligence Service (SDECE) was quietly resettling its agent with a new identity in the south of France, the German police were interviewing a Russian assassin who had defected earlier that year, confessing to two assassinations on German soil, one in Munich and one in Frankfurt. Both victims were self-proclaimed Ukrainian nationalists, fighting for independence from the Soviet Union.21
         
 
          
         These four nations – the USA, UK, France and the USSR – make up four of the five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council, the global guardians pledged to deliver peace, respect for the rule of law, tolerance and the fundamental rights of everyone to live in peace with one another as good neighbours. Yet they were all actively involved in the assassination business, with the orders coming directly from the leaders themselves: Eisenhower, Macmillan, De Gaulle and Khrushchev.
         
 
         Throughout 1959 and 1960, there was extensive planning for a superpower summit, when these four colossi would stride across the international stage and meet to loftily talk of great matters affecting everyone on the planet and to make the world a safer place. The reality was that Eisenhower was involved in the squalid business of assassination to try and kill off any hopes of nationalism becoming rampant in the developing world. Macmillan and De Gaulle were in it to prop up the remains of their crumbling colonial empires, while Khrushchev was using it to impose discipline on the more unruly satellite states in the Soviet bloc. None could come to any conference table with clean hands.
         
 
         The fifth member of the Security Council, China, was well into the most catastrophic social experiment of the twentieth century. The Great Leap Forward was an attempt by Chairman Mao to rapidly transform the country from a backward agricultural peasant economy to an industrialized nation. Twenty million died and all resistance was brutally eradicated through torture, concentration camps and assassination in the name of the communist party, the people and the revolution.
         
 
         If any of these five self-appointed champions of international peace and security had ever possessed a moral compass, they had long since thrown away the needle.
         
 
         
      
            Introduction
 
            1. White House spokesman, Ari Fleischer, briefing to journalists, 1 October 2002. He was asked about the cost of going to war and said that the Bush administration would welcome the assassination of Saddam Hussein by his countrymen, arguing that ‘one bullet’ would be the most effective way.
            
 
            2. President Ford issued executive order 11905, which prohibited political assassinations. This order said, ‘No employee of the United States Government shall engage in, or conspire to engage in, political assassination.’ President Carter amended this, removing the word ‘political’. In 1981, President Reagan issued the exact same executive order, 33314.
            
 
            3. Throughout I have used the classification CE, Common Era and BCE, Before Common Era, rather than AD (Anno Domini) the year of our lord and BC (Before Christ). The vast majority of people on the planet are not Christian and global measure of time is therefore the fairest.
            
 
            4. The Times, 23 March 2004.
            
 
            5. The full statement read ‘Israel is not entitled to go for this kind of unlawful killing and we therefore condemn it. It’s unacceptable, unjustified and it’s very unlikely to achieve its objective.’ 22 March 2004.
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            Part 1
 
            PLANNING

         
 
          
         
 
          
         The killing of Julius Caesar, in 44 BCE, sends a shock wave across the Roman empire and from there, throughout Europe. Here is the story with everything: complex plotting, savage animal violence and a clear moral, in which evil is punished – a tale with a twist, which is recounted endlessly and eventually turned into a great play by Shakespeare.
         
 
         Informed above all by this single incident, the science of assassination is then endlessly refined. The practitioners study their history and – as always with any mature branch of scholarship – the experts develop a discreet internal language giving the world’s oldest political act a lexicon all of its own.
         
 
         Arcane terms, labels and impenetrable euphemisms are injected into everyday speech to protect the users from peering outside eyes but – given the human fascination for all matters clandestine – inevitably there is leakage.
         
 
         By the early 1950s, the language is mature and opaque, a cloak to protect the guilty. But when the Cold War warriors of the CIA are putting together lists of communists to be ‘disposed of’ through ‘executive action’, they never dream that their language will become the currency of Hollywood thrillers. The laconic humour of referring to an assassination programme as the ‘opening of the hunting season’ or setting up a ‘Health Alteration Committee’ are phrases which are never meant to be shared with outsiders.
         
 
         None ever imagine that their memoranda, typed by secretaries (nice girls in smart suits recruited from good families) on huge manual typewriters (with carbon copies for the files) will one day be digitally scanned and bounced round the globe on telephone wires for anyone to read …
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            NEVER WRITE ANYTHING DOWN

         
 
         
            ‘No assassination instructions should ever be written or recorded.’
            
 
            CIA assassination training manual

         
 
         The US Navy Air Base, Opa Locka, Florida, USA Location code name: LINCOLN,1 1954 …
         
 
         To the casual observer, it looks like a semi-abandoned airbase, which the bureaucrats in Washington have either forgotten about, or worse still, have not yet got round to closing. In an anonymous-looking two-storey building, just above a children’s nursery, ‘Rip’ Robertson, a CIA paramilitary and dirty tricks veteran from the Korean War, is in charge of a top-secret training programme. The operation’s code name is PBSUCCESS and it has the very highest security classification. Money is not an issue. The budget is $3 million, an enormous sum for the early 1950s and it has been cleared at the highest political levels, all the way to the president’s desk. In the end, the operation will cost over $20 million, but no one will complain. The building itself is packed with telex machines, communications equipment, CIA case officers, cryptographers, analysts, secretaries and military back-office staff, everything necessary to execute a small war.2 On the wall is a 40-foot chart, detailing every stage of what will become a fairly standard CIA coup d’état – economic sabotage to destabilize the regime, a propaganda onslaught to undermine its leaders, a conveyor belt of bribes to buy up anyone who might be useful and a paramilitary operation to seize control in the final stages.
         
 
         For those ‘whose death’ (in the words of one of the CIA officers involved) ‘provides positive advantages’ there is an extensive assassination plan. For those who are going to do the assassinating (a stereotypical oddball bunch of mercenaries and misfits) there is an eighteen-page training manual, specially written for this operation.3
         
 
         The manual starts with the basics for anyone who might not fully have grasped the fundamentals of the business they are in. It reminds them that ‘the essential point of assassination is the death of the subject … death must be absolutely certain. The attempt on Hitler’s life failed because the conspiracy did not give this matter proper attention.’ Given the high number of survivors of assassination attempts, from Queen Victoria to Adolf Hitler, this is a point the CIA instructor wants to establish right from day one of their training.
         
 
         The manual takes the men through basic assassination training, noting that though it is possible to kill someone with your bare hands there are very few skilful enough to do this. The tyro assassins are warned that even a highly trained Judo expert will hesitate to risk this unless there is no alternative. The manual’s advice is crisp and practical: the simplest tools are usually the most efficient means of assassination – a hammer, axe, wrench, screwdriver, fire poker, kitchen knife, lamp stand, anything ‘hard, heavy and handy’. These weapons have two advantages: they are available and they have ‘apparent innocence’, which is very important if the assassin runs the risk of being searched ‘before or after the act’.
         
 
          
         These are the CIA trainer’s favourite weapons. He notes that though firearms are frequently used in assassination, they are often very ineffective, as the average assassin usually has ‘insufficient technical knowledge of the limitations of weapons and expects more range, accuracy and killing power than can be provided with reliability’. He complains that guns are ‘consistently overrated’, and then betrays a laconic sense of humour reminding his trainees that the ‘obviously lethal machine gun failed to kill Trotsky where an item of sporting equipment (an ice pick) succeeded.’
         
 
         Blunt weapons are much loved by crime writers, though he points out, they ‘require some anatomical knowledge for effective use’. Their main advantage is they are universally available, ‘a hammer may be picked up almost anywhere in the world. Baseball bats are very widely distributed. Even a rock or a heavy stick will do.’ He counsels the would-be assassin to avoid the lower half of the face, from the eyes to the throat, as this area can withstand enormous blows without fatal consequences.
         
 
         The CIA trainer likes edge weapons (knives) as they can be locally obtained, though he points out that ‘a certain minimum of anatomical knowledge is needed for reliability’ and he warns against abdominal wounds as modern medical treatment means there is no guarantee that these will always be fatal.
         
 
         His final conclusion is that – not surprisingly – firearms are ‘probably more efficient than any other means’ of killing and he recommends that appropriate weapons be used. Ever practical, he advises that whatever firearms are selected, they should ‘provide destructive power at least 100 per cent in excess of that thought to be necessary and ranges should be half that considered practical for the weapon’. His dream weapon would be ‘a telescopically sighted, closed-action carbine, shooting a low-velocity bullet of great weight, and built for accuracy, but in 1954 no such weapon exists. However, the laws of supply and demand will apply here as everywhere and this technology will inevitably follow. Though crime writers love high-velocity rifles, the professionals do not, preferring low-velocity ones as these are much more likely to be lethal. A slow-moving bullet bounces around inside the body causing far more damage.
         
 
         A gentleman of the early 1950s, the CIA’s assassination trainer argues that firearms are good for female assassins because, as he notes, they are weaker than men. They are also perfect for taking out public figures or guarded officials, who can be killed with ‘greater reliability and some safety’. For this he recommends establishing a firing point before an official occasion, a good time for assassination as the ‘propaganda value can be very high’, exactly the scenario of the best-known assassination of the twentieth century, that of President Kennedy.
         
 
         Though handguns are frequently used on television and in the cinema, the CIA trainer dismisses them as being ‘quite inefficient as a weapon of assassination’. He points out that while many assassinations have been carried out with pistols (Lincoln, Harding, Gandhi), such attempts fail as often as they succeed (Truman, Roosevelt, Churchill).
         
 
         Silencers, he teaches, have been widely publicized but again this is not something on which he is keen. They are ‘occasionally useful’ but their use means that ‘permissible velocity is low, effective precision range is held to be about 100 yards with rifle or carbine weapons’. For pistols, the distance is dramatically shorter, ‘just beyond arm’s length’. There is a further argument against silencers as ‘mere possession’ creates its own hazards, which counters its other advantages. Getting caught with a handgun is bad enough. Getting caught with a silencer is impossible to explain.4
         
 
         The CIA trainer also notes that bombs have been used frequently though he does not recommend them as they often kill the assassin rather than the target: a small or moderate explosion is ‘highly unreliable’ while time delay or booby-trap devices are extremely prone to kill the wrong man.
         
 
         The CIA’s advice is therefore strict: bombs or grenades should never be thrown at the subject because the likelihood of success is low – the assassin might not get close enough, he might not throw the bomb with enough accuracy and it might not go off at the right time. Assassins who try this are dismissed as ‘sloppy’ and ‘unreliable’. If bombs are going to be used then his advice is technical in detail: they need to be a minimum of 10lb, filled with nuts and bolts and tested beforehand so that fragments will penetrate at least one inch into seasoned pine. Military or commercial high explosives are good but homemade or improvised explosives are not and should be avoided. Though they are ‘possibly powerful, they tend to be dangerous and unreliable’. However, anti-personnel explosive missiles are ‘excellent’, but again there is the skill factor – the assassin must be trained well enough to fuse them properly. Finally, the assassin who is going to detonate the bomb needs line of sight and needs to use a commercial or military firing device.5
         
 
         Bombs have a further downside: morality. The trainees are reminded that the purpose of assassination is targeted killing. There are ‘moral aspects of indiscriminate killing’ but more importantly, the death of casual bystanders can often produce adverse reactions ‘unfavourable to the cause for which the assassination was carried out’. In other words, a public relations disaster, which will backfire on the assassin.
         
 
         Drugs come high on the CIA list as a weapon of choice, getting a ‘very effective’ rating, especially if the assassin is trained as a doctor or nurse. ‘An overdose of morphine administered as a sedative will cause death without disturbance and is difficult to detect.’ Dosage is critical and he recommends two grains as a dose strong enough to kill. As for targets, drunks are easy to kill as morphine or a similar narcotic can be ‘injected at the passing out stage’ and the cause of death put down to acute alcoholism. Specific poisons like arsenic or strychnine are not on the recommended list as possession or procurement is incriminating and accurate dosage is ‘problematical’ …
         
 
         
             

         
 
         This extraordinary manual was written in 1954 for a few hundred men (Guatemalan exiles and mercenaries from the USA and Central America) scattered in training camps in Latin America. Some were also taught sabotage and demolition at El Tamarindo, the plantation ranch of Anastasio Somoza, the psychopathic Nicaraguan dictator, while others were given weapons’ training at Lake Managua. A dozen pilots were stationed at the airstrip at Puerto Cabezas.
         
 
         These men were on a collective mission: to make the world safe from communism and sound for the United Fruit Company (UFCO), the world’s largest banana company. UFCO’s headquarters were in Bananera, Guatemala, but its major shareholders were back in the USA and, crucially, they included Allen Dulles, whose law firm represented the company and who was then the head of the recently formed CIA, and his brother John Foster Dulles, the US Secretary of State, who was fresh from serving on the company’s Board of Trustees.
         
 
         For the Dulles brothers – and their fellow Cold War warriors on Capitol Hill – the issue was a clear and present danger to American commercial and political interests. Jacobo Arbenz Guzman, the newly elected President of Guatemala, had nationalized a small portion of the assets of United Fruit. Bad news for the shareholders, and an affront to the USA, which regarded Latin America as its own backyard. John Foster Dulles knew for sure that the Russians had no interest in Guatemala as they did not even have an embassy in the country and privately he admitted there was no evidence to link Arbenz to Moscow.6 But publicly, it was a different story. He condemned this tiny democracy as ‘living under a Communist type of terrorism,’7 a theme warmly echoed by the US press and politicians, then living under the lash of red-baiting McCarthyism.8
         
 
         The view from Guatemala was very different. Arbenz was a moderate middle-class nationalist, elected with 65 per cent of the vote. His country was desperately poor9 and much of the land held by UFCO was uncultivated, which the government had begun to nationalize. But this was no collective farming experiment as favoured by the Soviets. The land was distributed in small plots, turning previously landless peasants into homesteaders, a modern version of the American immigrant dream. United Fruit demanded $15.8 million compensation but Arbenz offered $1,185,000. The Guatemalan government did not just pluck this figure out of the air: it was the exact value United Fruit themselves had put on the land for Guatemalan tax purposes.10 UFCO and the US State Department then made the fatuous claim that this figure did not actually represent the land’s true value, that it was only for accounting purposes, though no one believed this, least of all the claimants themselves, who had been trying to foment a coup since before Arbenz was even elected.11 More importantly, the Dulles brothers had decided long ago to bypass any legal negotiation and they now began to crank up their coup plans against the democratically elected government of Guatemala.
         
 
         The operation to remove Arbenz and assassinate his supporters was given to the fledgling CIA, initially with the code name PBFORTUNE, which subsequently became PBSUCCESS.12 Two days before Christmas 1953, and a month after the first 23,000 happy peasants had started tilling their newly acquired plots of land, the CIA set up base camp at Opa Locka, just north of Miami, Florida. The job was assigned to the CIA’s finest up-and-coming stars. In charge was Frank Wisner, the CIA’s Deputy Director of Plans, a former Wall Street lawyer, independently wealthy and a man with a huge range of contacts in every walk of life. Sophisticated, brilliant and a very sharp operator, he was one of the architects of the CIA, helping set up the Office of Policy Coordination, which reported not to the head of the CIA but directly to the Secretaries of State and Defense.13 His deputy was Tracy Barnes, a stylish figure. Sharply dressed in highly polished tasselled loafers he was every inch the Ivy League blue blood out of Yale and Harvard Law School. The field commander was Colonel Albert Haney, the former CIA station chief in Korea. Also on the team was a CIA paramilitary trainer, ‘Rip’ Robertson, fresh from covert operations behind enemy lines in Korea.
         
 
          
         While his brother was dapper, highly polished and patrician, the CIA boss Allen Dulles was a scruffy figure. Dressed in an old cardigan and carpet slippers, he shuffled round his makeshift office in the Navy building opposite the Reflecting Pool in Washington. Though he was happy to deliver death and destruction across the world to anyone who dared challenge US imperial interests, the closest he got to any action was crushing the rampant cockroaches which appeared every day round the water cooler. As a contemporary metaphor, it was lost on him: every day he cracked them open under his feet, but the next day they always returned.
         
 
         Though the CIA team were all vastly experienced, they ignored the first and most basic rule of the assassination business: cover your tracks. The assassination manual, which was specially written for this operation, reminded them that ‘all planning must be mental; no papers should ever contain evidence of the operation’. And in case anyone missed the point they were instructed that ‘no assassination instructions should ever be written or recorded’.
         
 
         It was a simple and obvious instruction, but one that was impossible to follow and they kept written records from day one of the operation. Although the CIA was only a few years old, it was already a bureaucracy and bureaucracies demand paperwork. Despite the desires of spy novelists and Hollywood screenwriters, the fact is that it is virtually impossible to set up a major international ‘off-the-books’ government-sponsored operation without there being some leakage. As well as the orders, the basic logistics (money, travel, weapons, transport, maps, hotels, passports) have to be dealt with and they always leave a paper trail. Guatemala was no exception.
         
 
         A cable in early January 1954 asked for twenty silencers (exactly the sort of clue the CIA trainer had warned against leaving) to be sent to their training base in Honduras. Three days later, training for ‘two assassins’ was added to the programme and within three weeks these ‘assassination specialists’ were being discussed between the CIA and their placeman in Guatemala, Colonel Castillo Armas. By now the assassination squads had a name. They were called K Groups (presumably K for killing) and were formally included in the planning chart. The sabotage groups were told not to feel disappointed as they would not be excluded from the killing spree once the operation was under way.
         
 
         In March 1954, the senior CIA case officers running the coup started the numbers game: how many Guatemalans should be assassinated? At a weekly planning meeting on 9 March, the figure of fifteen to twenty was suggested, a number endorsed in other meetings and informal discussions, all of which was noted for the files. The first thirty-seven paramilitaries graduated on 21 March 1954 and ten days later, a memo was circulated to all staff officers. Twenty was no longer regarded as a ‘sufficient’ number to be assassinated. The list was now nearly three times the size: fifty-eight supporters of the democratically elected regime (‘high government and organizational leaders’) in Guatemala were listed for ‘disposal’ through ‘executive action’, the phrase routinely used by the CIA at this time for assassination. This plan was justified by the argument that their ‘removal from the political scene is required for the immediate and future success of the new government’. Also included in the list were ‘those individuals in key government and military positions of tactical importance whose removal for psychological, organizational or other reasons is mandatory for the success of military action.’ According to the minutes of one meeting they were to be ‘pulled out by the roots … if too many of these birds get out they will be back in about three years’.14
         
 
         The sloppiness of this execution roll call was staggering. The names were out of date and came from old lists, compiled five years before by the Guatemalan Army, topped up by what was claimed to be ‘recent intelligence available’, though one CIA staff officer gave the game away, writing ‘no, not done’ in the margin next to this claim.
         
 
         All the CIA officers were asked to make their ‘deletions, additions and/or comments’, adding their initials against the name of each individual who was going to be assassinated. They were asked to use ‘careful consideration’ when making additions or deletions, and at least one officer added what he considered to be a ‘worthy target’. Bureaucratic efficiency was the key here. Tasks had to be completed so that ‘a final list of disposees’ could be ‘approved promptly’ so permitting ‘planning to proceed on schedule’.15 Blank pages were added to the memo for any enthusiastic case officer who needed extra space.
         
 
         Assassination is an addictive business. Once embraced, it quickly becomes seen as the panacea for all problems. Those scheduled for elimination did not just include the CIA’s enemies. Even some of those who were working for the Agency were also scheduled for assassination. One internal memo (still classified fifty years later) pointed out that some ‘assets’, that is people who had helped the CIA, were on yet another list. They too had been scheduled for ‘eradication’.16
         
 
         Within two months of the lists being compiled, one of the CIA case officers laid out a ‘specific assassination schedule leading up to D-Day’. Less than three weeks later, the orders from Washington were delivered to the CIA task force in Opa Locka, Florida: ‘Arbenz must go; how does not matter.’
         
 
         The CIA also involved General Rafael Trujillo, the psychopathic dictator of the Dominican Republic, in the plot. Ironically, subsequently he too would be assassinated in a clumsy plot where once again the CIA would leave their fingerprints everywhere, supplying the guns and the bullets to the assassins. But in 1953, he was a convenient ally for them and they needed his help. Trujillo named his price for helping out: he was already staggeringly rich, having plundered his country for decades, and so all he asked for was the assassination of four of his enemies who were living in Guatemala. The CIA’s appointed leader of Guatemala, Colonel Castillo Armas, agreed to this request, telling the General that special squads were being trained for that very purpose. In a spirit of bureaucratic efficacy, the names of the four were added to the list of those to be killed after the coup.17 In the CIA’s outline plan, these assassinations were scheduled for ‘the sixth stage’ of the coup when there would be what was euphemistically called a ‘roll up’ of Arbenz supporters.
         
 
         Initially the CIA offered President Arbenz and his closest supporters huge bribes in the currency of their choice to leave the country at the same time as the CIA ‘psyops’ (political and psychological warfare) team turned up the heat. Mourning cards, death threats, wooden coffins, hangman’s nooses and fake bombs were sent to those on the list. Slogans like ‘You Only Have 5 Days’ were painted on their houses. The paramilitaries in the K Squads were desperate to use their newly acquired assassination skills but were held back by their CIA bosses, who believed this would have been counterproductive at that stage. A senior military commander was approached to see if he would lead a coup against Arbenz. To the fury of the CIA he started to haggle over his price: like Trujillo, he also wanted the CIA to assassinate several of his enemies. A frustrated CIA officer couldn’t believe what he was hearing and angrily told him that if he wanted them killed he would have to do it himself. But just to cover every outcome, he then dutifully cabled Washington saying that, by sheer coincidence, he was convinced that the names mentioned should be added to the list so they too could be ‘eliminated’.
         
 
         The CIA then stepped up their propaganda operation. A fake radio broadcast described the movement of two heavily armoured columns on Guatemala, which the veteran CIA propaganda chief David Phillips called ‘the final big lie’. This broadcast, coupled with the strategic bribing of several key military commanders, was enough. The army caved in and Arbenz was removed in an American-backed military coup d’état.
         
 
         Though the government crumbled, things went badly for the CIA plotters. Instead of their appointed man Colonel Castillo Armas taking over, a different officer stepped into the vacancy created by Arbenz’s removal: Colonel Carlos Enrique Diaz, who immediately clashed with the Americans. The US ambassador John Peurifoy (who was installed by the CIA) waved the assassination lists at Diaz and ordered him to shoot them all within twenty-four hours.18 Diaz refused and then announced that he was going to announce a general amnesty and release all political prisoners. The US ambassador, who had been bouncing these lists backwards and forwards with the CIA boss Allen Dulles back in Washington, sent a furious telegram to the coup headquarters in Opa Locka saying, ‘We have been double crossed. BOMB!’ A CIA plane then bombed the main army base and the radio station. A long-standing CIA Guatemalan asset, Colonel Monzon, marched Diaz into a room at machine-gun point and explained the nature of reality to him. Diaz emerged, ashen faced and announced that he had reconsidered his political ambitions and no longer wished to be president. The CIA finally got their way and their man. The last – and only serious – chance for progressive, democratic change in the region was snuffed out when the new president of Guatemala was announced: Colonel Castillo Armas, who promptly rounded up the opposition and packed them into overcrowded jails. He immediately concluded a deal with United Fruit and opened the country up to US investment. However, the only takers were the Italian mafia who teamed up with corrupt army officers to open gambling halls.
         
 
         The official CIA history argues that though there were endless discussions about assassination, there is no evidence that anyone was actually murdered. This is not correct, though it is difficult to quantify the final number of dead as the names on the CIA assassination lists are still redacted. A cynic might question why these names are still hidden half a century later, if not to prevent anyone verifying this claim. What is known is that on 1 July 1954, while the US ambassador was effectively controlling the country by deciding its next ruler, seven key prominent labour organizers were all assassinated on the same day in Guatemala City, all of them murdered in very suspicious circumstances.19 It is inconceivable that these names were not on the CIA’s extensive assassination lists as one of the key issues for United Fruit had been labour agitation and strikes. Only the truly naïve could argue that these were anything other than what they appear to be: killings carried out by assassination squads, trained, armed and targeted by the CIA.
         
 
         Had these murderers ever been brought to trial, there would have been a paper trail, thickly carpeted with memoranda, minutes of meetings and telegrams all leading from Guatemala to CIA headquarters. Not so much a smoking gun, more a small arsenal of heavily fingerprinted weaponry. Guatemala was a democratic country and the highly educated men of America’s intelligence elite had put together a group of hired killers to go and kill trade unionists and politicians, whose only ‘crime’ was to exercise their democratic rights and try to improve the standard of living of their fellow countrymen.
         
 
         The CIA’s appointed leader started to deliver immediately. Castillo Armas changed the law, bringing in the death penalty for anyone exercising their previous democratic rights and being active in a trade union. Throughout the summer, US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles bombarded him with telegrams ordering him to arrest many of the seven hundred trade union leaders and Arbenz supporters, who were by now safely holed up as asylum seekers in foreign embassies all over Guatemala City. Such an action was a complete breach of international law, but then Dulles was famously quoted as saying, ‘I confess to being one of those lawyers who do not regard international law as law at all.’20 Arrest for anyone meant certain death often without even the formality of a trial, but Castillo Armas refused to obey his masters in Washington. To the fury of the Americans (‘Castillo Armas double crossed us,’ complained the ambassador) 120 of these activists were given safe passage out of the country. For those that remained, life expectancy was short. The moderate centre politics of Arbenz disappeared as thousands were rounded up, arbitrarily sent to prison, executed or ‘disappeared’. Torture was rampant. The trade unions were smashed and the shooting of workers by the police reached epidemic proportions.
         
 
          
         Castillo Armas himself was assassinated three years later, a cause for celebration for the thousands who had suffered under his brutality. Publicly, President Eisenhower described this as a tragedy for Guatemala and the world. Privately, it was a huge relief to the Americans who had installed him and especially the CIA, who described him internally as ‘embarrassingly inept’. He was shot dead at 9 p.m. on 27 July 1957 as he was going to dinner with his wife at his official residence. Conveniently, his assassin, an army guard called Romeo Vasquez Sanchez, was also found dead, immediately afterwards. Pro-communist literature was then found at his house but few believed it was anything other than a plant by one of the most corrupt police forces anywhere on the planet.
         
 
         The country was then plunged into a series of civil wars lasting thirty years and resulting in the assassination of tens of thousands of opponents of the increasingly corrupt military regimes that followed.
         
 
         Arbenz and his fellow nationalists had wanted to build a nation that would be a haven of democracy and progress. Instead this was crushed and replaced with one built on dictatorship, terror, repression and fear, underpinned by state-sponsored torture and assassination. In the mid-1990s the Mayan Indians were subjected to a ruthless programme of genocide and 200,000 were slaughtered. By the turn of the twentieth century, army-led massacres and genocide were the routine business of politics in Guatemala. Currently, lawyers, journalists and politicians who attempt to limit the excesses of the military and the state risk assassination and there is no prospect of an end to the violence. Once assassination is injected into the system it is very hard to remove and once it becomes one of the instruments of state repression it becomes an indelible stain on the fabric of everyday life. Everyone suffers.
         
 
         But back in the early 1950s, the CIA took all the wrong messages from their Guatemala operation and it became the template for many of their future operations throughout the developing world. The same basic plans, which included the routine assassination of the Agency’s opponents, were endlessly used and reused and some were even carried out by the same people and even from the same locations.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Several of the key CIA figures in PBSUCCESS graduated to one of the greatest CIA disasters in history, when they supported a ragbag army of disaffected exiles as they attempted to invade and take over Cuba. The Bay of Pigs in 1961 was a humiliating failure. The Director Allen Dulles and his aide and later deputy director, Richard Bissell, were the architects. E. Howard Hunt, who went on to achieve ever greater glory as one of the Watergate buggers, Tracy Barnes, who had day-to-day
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