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      During the Watergate hearings, one man wanted to tell a spellbound nation secrets about the Nixon White House, the CIA and Howard Hughes. He could have told them why the burglary happened, but that was not what the Committee wanted to hear. To keep him from telling his secrets, he was persecuted, jailed and forced into exile in Canada. His name is John Meier; his employer was Howard Hughes; Age of Secrets is his story… including for the first time excerpts from John Meier’s diary on the Robert F. Kennedy Assassination. John Meier is the first person to reveal everything from the Hughes Organization and Robert Maheu’s involvement with the Assassination, to Thane Cesar’s connection to Jack Hooper.

      

      
        
        “If it were a film, it would be as exciting as The Bourne Identity”

        -New York Times Bestselling Author Jim Hougan

      

      

      
        
        “Age of Secrets is intriguing”

        -Las Vegas Sun

      

        

      
        “John Meier’s life straight from a John LeCarre thriller… If you are at all interested in the use and abuse of power in high places, this book is a must”

        -Vancouver Sun

      

      

      
        
        “A spellbinding account of the Watergate break-in, corruption in the Nixon White House, and the insidious control government has over its people”

        -Delta Optimist

      

        

      
        Rated one of the top 10 best books on both Watergate and Nixon and “The best inside view of what really happened to Hughes and his empire in print”

        -Probe Magazine

      

        

      
        “This tragic story of international intrigue, of abuse of the political and judicial systems of two great nations did not take place in some far-away foreign land, but right here in our own back yard”

        -Former Member and Speaker of the Legislative Assembly Canadian Politician Walter Davidson

      

        

      
        “John Meier has been persecuted by agents of the American government and threatened by criminal elements in the U.S. and is The Man Who Knew Too Much About Too Many Bad People”
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      “John Meier’s story is really interesting and, I believe, important. I’ve spent a number of years studying the American cryptocracy and there is no question in my mind that Meier is dead-right when he says that the CIA was running the Hughes empire. So, too, with Intertel. I was the first journalist to write about the firm (in Harper’s), and it’s apparent to me, as it is to Meier, that its business plan was drawn up in Langley.

      That said, this is complicated stuff. The way I see it, American politics from 1954-74 is a continuum defined by the struggle between the Richard Nixon apparat and the Kennedy machine, with the Howard Hughes empire serving as a fulcrum in what amounted to a secret war for the country’s soul. CIA spooks, mobsters on three coasts and a coven of Texas oligarchs built the ‘magic box’. *

      John Meier’s story is a fungible one in the sense that it could serve as the basis for a rock-‘em-sock-’em tv series, motion picture or documentary about the Deep State. By that, I mean the cryptocracy that has evolved since the Cold War along a political continuum defined by assassination, surveillance and cover-up.

      The Howard Hughes organization, with its ties to Texas oil, Las Vegas gambling, Hollywood and the CIA was the secret fulcrum of that continuum, mediating a political struggle that, by turns, saw the Kennedy’s devastated by murder and the Nixon camp destroyed by what looks, increasingly, like a soft coup d’etat. In this, John Meier was a Zelig-like figure, at once a witness and a participant, so well-connected - and so deeply involved - that it could only have ended in exile or a grave.

      The focal point of that tale, from which everything else proceeds, is obviously the secret war for the Hughes empire.

      If it were a film, it would be as exciting as The Bourne Identity, and I think it would pull in the same audience (and for many of the same reasons) that both The Bourne Identity and JFK did.”

      
        
        -NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR JIM HOUGAN

      

      

      

      Editor’s note:*In international political terms, a MAGIC BOX is a “cover” organization used by a nation’s spy apparatus. A MAGIC BOX allows its inhabitants to hide anything they possess or do, regardless of the importance of what is being done or hidden. The Hughes Organization supplied the CIA with a very special MAGIC BOX. It is from within this MAGIC BOX that the CIA and its corporate and political friends operate. When John Meier opted out of the MAGIC BOX, he became an impediment to its continued existence.
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        Under a government which imprisons any unjustly the true place for a just man is also a prison.

        HENRY DAVID THOREAU

      

      

      

      

      The Watergate burglary can only be understood if one knows the actual target being sought by that group of CIA mercenaries captured inside the offices of the Democratic National Committee. Without this information the unprecedented fall of a presidency would simply appear as a scandal caused by a petty act of breaking and entering.

      Identifying the prize worth risking the ruin of America’s highest official would undoubtedly settle the greatest unresolved issue: did Nixon know of and approve the operation? Did he act as a political mastermind, dispatching a gang of thieves into the night while sitting in the Oval Office awaiting the haul?

      No single event in American political history has prompted such scrutiny as the Watergate burglary. It has inspired books by the score, articles and newspaper stories by the thousands. The televised inquisition of its cast of characters held a nation spellbound. One by one the guilty went to prison, leaving behind a host of riddles and no satisfactory answer to one of the greatest whodunits in modern politics. It was a symphony with no finale. It has remained so since 1973.

      

      In Cold War days, while the Soviet Empire still existed, Western democracies perpetuated the image of communist bloc governments as sufficiently hostile to human freedom to pit the apparatus of the State against dissenting individuals. Heroes have been made out of Solzhenitsyn and Sakharov for their fortitude in resisting.

      Ironically, in the United States of America — for many a symbol of freedom — the government marshalled equally sweeping forces to crush dissent.

      Where openly repressive regimes silenced their dissidents through committal to psychiatric wards and banishment, the American way led to more subtle forms of harassment by government agencies and ruin through the courts. If one method was cruder, it was only because it operated in a climate in which there was no need to maintain an illusion of freedom while punishing enemies of the state. John Herbert Meier’s story is the shocking account of what happened to one American dissenter.

      Meier was no trivial opponent of Nixon’s, as were most of those on the infamous Enemies List; he was not crushed because of petty acts against the presidency — the effects of his actions were monumental. From 1966 to 1970 he was Howard Hughes’ most trusted courtier, a paladin who undertook strange and marvelous missions, many into Nixon’s camp. From this ease of entry would arise the means to subvert Richard Nixon, the 37th President of the United States. Meier led Nixon into the folly of Watergate, destroyed his second term and was responsible for his downfall. Even before Nixon fell — disgraced, with his aides and advisors jailed almost en masse — Meier was singled out for punishment. Nixon’s resignation brought no relief, as the tailings of his supporters were still powerfully placed in government. Also seeking vengeance were the CIA and the enigmatic Howard Hughes organization.

      Watergate was a set-up, a classic ploy as old as espionage itself. In its favor it had simplicity of execution, an irresistible bait and a spy on the inside. It was flawless. So completely were the anti-Nixon conspirators in control, that they knew an intrusion into the Democratic Party’s national headquarters was being plotted yet did nothing to prevent it. Indeed, the odor of entrapment was so strong in the aftermath of the arrests that most of those who went to jail did so feeling betrayed. As for the burglary’s masterminds, they melted away, sharing with their enemies an unwillingness to disclose their part in the affair.

      Because of this silence, gaps remain in the record of Watergate. Not only is the target of the burglary mysteriously obscured but also absent is one crucial participant in the drama. Watergate had a cast of hundreds, but only three stars — Richard Nixon, Howard Hughes and John Meier. Since Watergate, John Meier has been the missing man.

      Meier’s name has cropped up in many books written about Hughes or the Watergate affair: Empire, The Life, Legend and Madness of Howard Hughes; Citizen Hughes; Spooks; Hoax; Howard Hughes in Las Vegas; High Stakes; Confessions of a Secret Agent; Secret Agenda; The Haldeman Diaries; The Hughes Papers and Howard Hughes — The Secret Life. Almost a chapter is devoted to him in John Ehrlichman’s autobiography, Witness To Power — his name is found in dozens of pages of transcripts that record the Senate Watergate Committee deliberations. In April 1992, Robert Maheu’s autobiography Next To Hughes was published with unflattering references to his arch-rival.

      Yet none of it describes the part Meier played in Nixon’s downfall. It was Meier who poured the poison into Nixon’s ear which led to Watergate. Meier’s escapades did not stop there. He would, in time, penetrate the heart of one of the greatest secrets that Hughes’ mysterious CIA-infested empire possessed.

      Although Meier fled the United States to escape his enemies’ wrath, their retribution followed. He was a gifted entrepreneur who owned a film company, thoroughbreds, a shopping center, an environmental foundation, a computer software company, a food manufacturing business and an electronics company. He had world-wide business interests which were stripped from him piece by piece. In the years since 1972, he was chased out of England, Japan, Australia and Tonga by the CIA — his escapes facilitated by such diverse entities as the British and Cuban intelligence services. He is the only person to be distinguished by two extraditions from Canada. He has been falsely charged with income tax evasion, fraud, obstruction of justice, forgery and murder. His life has been threatened and his family stalked for kidnapping.

      Due to its complexity, Meier’s remarkable story could never have been told had it not been for his habit of keeping careful diaries, upon which much of this book is based. His diaries tell what he did but do not record the effects of his actions. Only years later,  when the absolute paroxysm of Watergate forced certain documents out of the CIA, the White House and the Hughes organization, and compelled people like Ehrlichman to write their memoirs, could the results be seen. His detractors, and they are legion, have had their turn. In numerous books, newspaper articles and magazines he has been written off as a criminal, a fraud, an historical nonentity who somehow — like the stranger who appears in the wedding photographs — has pushed his way in where he wasn’t invited.

      

              This is his story.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Title]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            BEGINNINGS OF INTRIGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Perhaps it was the urgency in the voices that woke him as he lay asleep that June night. Unfamiliar German voices pulled him from his slumber and he became aware, while only half awake, that there were strangers in the apartment. He crept from his bedroom and pushed open the kitchen door to find his mother and father talking with two men. The Meiers were a German family who lived quietly in the middle class New York suburb of Astoria on Long Island. It was 1942 and their adopted country was at war with Germany. The reality of that conflict was about to be presented to a confused eight-year-old.

      All conversation ceased as he entered the room. His father and mother were wearing dressing gowns; clearly these visitors had arrived unannounced. They looked worried and their son sensed some of the unease. Seeing the boy’s concern, his father beckoned him to the kitchen table.

      “This is John,” said his father. “Now don’t be scared, son, but these two gentlemen are here from Germany.”

      Germany and America were at war. How could people from Germany come to Long Island? The war itself and the turmoil it created within the family had already caused him to seek solace in his parents’ explanations and their soothing reassurances that it was not for children to worry over. He should continue his schooling, enjoy his sports and try to ignore the children who called him a Nazi. The meaning of this unexpected visit was beyond him, but he did understand the calm and familiar tone of his father’s voice.

      “I don’t want you to worry about it, son. They will just be here for a few days. You haven’t got to mention it to anyone. Do you understand?”

      With that he took the boy’s hand and led him back to the bedroom he shared with his sister, Mildred. She was still asleep. Both children were put to bed in their parents’ room while their beds were made up for the visitors.

      Within weeks these two strangers would be dead, executed in the electric chair. Their arrests and quick execution would be headline news in the weeks to come as all America — except for those sympathetic to the German cause — were clamoring for blood and vengeance.

      For Herbert Meier and his wife Hedwig, the time following their visitors’ arrests would be fraught with terror. Hourly, they expected the FBI to arrive. Already the Bureau had picked up sympathizers within the German community who were known to have helped the men. The penalty for treason was death.

      

      Herbert Felix Meier was born July 6, 1901 in  Friedland,  Breslau,  a part of Germany given to Poland following the Second World War and renamed Wroclaw. His family were food merchants. As a boy he showed a flair for languages and was fluent in French, English, Spanish and Italian as well as his native German. During the First World War he served as an infantryman. In 1924, he became engaged to Hedwig Agnes Wiemer, a dental assistant, born April 14, 1902 in Kotzman in the county of Luben.

      Following the First World War, the German economy was ruined by postwar reparation payments and the German citizenry demoralized by the provisions of the Treaty of Versailles. Unable to find work, and not wanting to marry without a job, Herbert emigrated to the United States. He would send for his fiancee as soon as he had established himself. When he arrived in New York he tried for a job in the airplane industry but his military background made him a security risk. To make ends meet he took a job in a kitchen and soon established himself as a master chef. Ironically enough, by September 1924 he was working in the Hotel Astor preparing a banquet in honor of General John Pershing, who had led American armies in the liberation of France.

      In 1929, Herbert sent for Hedwig and she arrived in April aboard the German liner S.S. Columbus. The couple were married in St. Raphael’s Chapel, a Roman Catholic church on 23rd Street. In 1930, they moved into a two bedroom apartment on 33rd Street, in Astoria, Long Island, which has been in the family ever since. The Meiers’ first child, John Herbert, was born September 28, 1933. His sister Mildred was born February 20, 1935.

      They mixed mostly with other German emigrés who had escaped the drudgery and turmoil of post-war Germany to come and live on the fringes of the most rambunctious American city. Unlike many of those German-Americans, Herbert would never be assimilated. A German first and foremost, he was a man who did not let his surroundings change him.

      Sometime in the early 1930s Herbert became an agent of the German Foreign office. For many Germans living in America it was nothing less than a miracle to see their country removing the sackcloth and ashes it had been wearing since the humiliation of Versailles. Under Hitler, Germany had been revitalized, and with it, a new and menacing nationalism.

      In early 1934, Herbert was called into the German Embassy in Washington. At the time it was German policy to be conciliatory towards the United States. Americans were natural isolationists and it was in Germany’s best interests to encourage them to stay that way. As a chef, whose services were much in demand, Herbert was exposed to many of the wealthy and influential in New York. The embassy felt his contacts were useful enough to retain his services and he became a part of the lobby compiled to promote Germany’s position to Americans. This was the year Herbert began making a series of trips to Germany at an expense which should have been far beyond what a chef could afford. He never spoke to his family of their purpose. Perhaps these trips were a quiet way of passing on intelligence; they ceased in 1941 when the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor ended the United States stance of non-involvement and the Americans joined the war against Germany.

      In 1940, Hitler’s armies were achieving overwhelming victories in Europe. Where the Kaiser’s army twenty-five years earlier had been fought to a standstill by the British and French, these old foes were being blown away like smoke. While German-Americans basked in the reflected glory of these victories, there was a disquieting respect shown by many Americans towards the British, who now stood alone tensed for invasion.

      For the Meiers, and for many like them, this was a twilight time; as they watched American sympathy for the British grow, they dreaded the day that inevitably their adopted country would be dragged into the conflict. When America entered the war, those emigrés who had shown Nazi sympathies were interned. Many Germans had returned home in anticipation of that event but the Meier family seemed resolved to live out the war peacefully in the United States.

      Whatever torment of loyalties the Meiers suffered when America entered the war, they paled into insignificance the night Heinrich Heinck and Richard Quirin tapped lightly on their door.

      A few days earlier on the night of June 12, 1942, the German submarine U202 surfaced just off the Long Island resort of Amagansett. Fog covered the beach, enabling a seaman and four men dressed in German Navy fatigues to paddle ashore. These four had all lived in America before the war. They brought with them four cases of high explosives to attack railway and light industrial targets, especially factories manufacturing alloys for the airplane and armaments industries. Four nights later, a second U-boat put another team ashore near Jacksonville, Florida. The eight saboteurs planned to rendezvous in Chicago before commencing operations. Operation Pastorius, as this ill-fated scheme was named, was one of the most short-lived and unsuccessful operations in the annals of covert activity. Hardly was the Long Island group ashore when it was detected by a U.S. Coast Guardsman patrolling the beach and the alarm was raised. The group escaped but their weapons and explosives were found the next day where they had hastily buried them on the beach.

      The group’s leader, George Dasch and his companion Ernest Burger, realizing the hopelessness of their situation, decided to turn traitor and handed over the others to the FBI. Dasch apparently expected lavish rewards from J. Edgar Hoover. The Meiers were fortunate that it was Heinck and Quirin who sought them out, as Dasch and Burger would have betrayed them as willingly as they had sold out their compatriots. As it was, Heinck and Quirin, once captured, kept retribution from the family by misleading FBI interrogators as to their whereabouts since coming ashore.

      Some time after the two strangers had departed, John came home to find his father sitting at the kitchen table weeping. Spread on the table was a newspaper whose front page was covered with the account of the sabotage team’s execution. Dasch and Burger saved their lives through treachery. Their six companions went to the electric chair, the executions starting at noon August 8. By 1:20 p.m. it was over and the evening papers made the most of it.

      An eight-year-old boy has little understanding of treason. The Meiers were a close family and John loved and obeyed his father. His life and his family were threatened by a conflict far beyond his understanding; but even at such a young age the fear in the house seeped into him.

      The remainder of the war years passed uneventfully for the Meiers. John, always big for his age, played baseball, football, basketball and competed in track and field. He was a star baseball player in New York while attending William Cullen Bryant High School and was picked for one of the New York All Star baseball teams.

      Following graduation in 1951, John went to work for the New York Life Insurance Company. The insurance industry was among the first to use computers and Meier wanted to learn all he could about them. However, his curiosity would have to wait until after he completed his military service. In 1952 he was inducted into the army.

      He was 18, athletic, a lean six-foot-two. After basic training at Camp Kilmer, New Jersey and a stint at Fort Belvoir, Virginia, he joined the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, received parachute training, and then was posted overseas to Korea. One morning Meier found himself in a foxhole on the crest of a hill, while in the valley below thousands of Chinese troops were massing. It would be a typical Korean battle. The outnumbered United Nations troops sat on the top of a ridge while hordes of Chinese tried brute force to dislodge them. The defenders’ superior firepower, artillery and air strikes evened out the odds. Meier, like the rest of the company, was both frightened and fascinated as the bugles and screams of the enemy heralded the onslaught. The artillery lieutenant in a forward observation post began calling out coordinates. Within seconds, the distinctive whooump of distant howitzers and the whine of incoming shells were obliterated as the rounds exploded among shocked U.N. troops, who had been expecting to see their awful orange plumes blossom amid the enemy.

      Before the lieutenant could shift the barrage off his position, a number of soldiers were dead and scores injured, among them Meier. Like the others killed or wounded, he had still been peering over the top of the foxhole when the first salvo plunged among them. One shell landed within yards of his trench, sending pieces of shrapnel into the corner of his eye and ear. He was evacuated by helicopter to a M.A.S.H. unit and then flown to Japan.

      A few weeks later while Meier lay in Tokyo Army Hospital, a sergeant came through the wards asking the wounded what jobs they had held in civilian life. Meier said he was a computer analyst but the sergeant didn’t know what that was.

      He was looking for a fireman. The next day when another sergeant arrived asking the same question, Meier said he had worked for a fire department. If the army wanted someone to work in a fire department this would be preferable to being bombarded by friendly fire in Korea.

      Two weeks later, Meier was told to put his kit in the jeep and a sergeant drove him to a large hall in downtown Tokyo filled with Japanese firemen. In the center was a podium. Meier was directed towards it and climbed the steps, followed by the sergeant. The Japanese brought food and saki. The saki had an immediate effect on Meier, a teetotaler. Every once in a while the assembled Japanese jumped up, shouted “Banzai!” and knocked back more saki. Etiquette demanded Meier and the sergeant follow suit.

      Mystified by the proceedings, Meier turned to the NCO. “Sergeant, this is nice, but what does it all mean?”

      “They’re doing it to honor you.”

      “Why would they want to do that?”

      “Because you’re the new military fire chief of Washington Heights.”

      “I’m the what?”

      “The military fire chief.”

      Meier felt weak. The hundred or so firemen drinking his health would be working for him. Washington Heights in downtown Tokyo with its diplomatic and military establishments was one of the poshest areas of the city. It was like being made fire chief of Lower Manhattan.

      With a final Banzai the party broke up and Meier was taken to the fire station. On the way he pondered the mixed blessing of possessing a glib tongue. When he arrived it was to find every piece of equipment — from pumper to axhead — gleaming. The firemen, equipped in their American-style helmets and turnout suits, stood in rows before their trucks. Still a little drunk, Meier took himself off to a corner and fell asleep.

      He had been down for about an hour when he felt his interpreter Shiego Shigeta shaking his shoulder. He struggled to his feet and was aware of the alarm bells pealing. Someone clapped a helmet on his head, shoved him in the chief’s white jeep and off they went.

      It was a major fire. When he arrived, the Japanese municipal firemen were running around but Meier’s military crew stood waiting beside the trucks. They hadn’t even uncoiled a hose.

      “What are they waiting for?” Meier asked Shigeta.

      “Orders.”

      How could he possibly give them orders? He turned to Shigeta and said: “Just look straight ahead and don’t say anything, but I don’t know a thing about fighting fires. I don’t know a hose from a nozzle.”

      “This must be a joke,” said Shigeta, staring at him expectantly.

      Meier gave him a weak smile. The interpreter muttered some Japanese oaths under his breath.

      “Do you know anything about fires?” Meier asked.

      Shigeta nodded.

      “Well, why don’t you just give the orders?”

      The interpreter sprang forward and within minutes the crews were in action. Meier, meanwhile, walked about waving his arms as if he knew what was going on while Shigeta organized not only his crew but the municipal firemen as well. Before long, the fire was extinguished.

      Hours later, with a smoke-blackened face and an awful hangover, Meier collapsed on his firehall bunk — only to be frightened out of his wits minutes later by a terrific scream of Banzai, from the firemen who had silently gathered around his bunk. One man spoke on behalf of the crew who were impressed by Meier’s honorable efforts. Surprisingly, Shigeta managed to keep a straight face during the translation.

      After they had gone, Meier asked an unimpressed Shigeta to train him. Shigeta taught him the rudiments of firefighting and gave him a crash course on the Japanese psyche. This became a necessity on the day they were called to a fire in a whorehouse. They arrived to find the building in flames and the female employees in various states of indecency running up and down the street screaming and shouting. Amidst all the confusion a drunken customer was discovered trapped on the second floor bellowing for help. When the firemen didn’t move, Meier asked Shigeta why they weren’t unloading the ladders, which could easily reach the window where the unfortunate customer stood trapped.

      “No. They are honoring you,” said Shigeta. “As the new chief you must be given the opportunity to rescue him. It is for you to go and bring him out.”

      Meier thought it was a joke but Shigeta wasn’t smiling.

      “Are you kidding? I’m not going in there — the place is on fire.”

      “But you must — we will be behind spraying water on you.”

      Shigeta took him by the arm and dragged him to the doorway while the other firemen formed up behind with a hose. Before he knew it, he was shoved inside and stumbling up the flame-engulfed stairs while the gang behind doused him with water. He reached the second floor and saw the victim through the smoke — and then fainted.

      Some hours later he regained consciousness in hospital. Shigeta was sitting on the end of the bed, all smiles.

      “You brought us great honor.”

      “I did?”

      Shigeta flourished a newspaper with a front page picture of Meier, an arm around the drunk, coming through the front doors of the whorehouse — both men wedged between Shigeta and a crowd of happy firemen.

      In 1954, Meier’s military service ended and he was ordered to report to Tokyo military headquarters. Meier ignored the order as he had become strongly attached to Japan and to his fire crew. When news of his disobedience reached headquarters, a jeep filled with MPs retrieved Meier without ceremony. He was honorably discharged from the army and he returned to his position at New York Life.

      He met Jennie Cravotta in the actuarial department. She didn’t appear impressed by his flashy clothes or cocky self-assurance but he persisted in asking her for a date and finally she accepted. They were married a year later. Their first child, John Jr., was born on November 16, 1956.
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      Howard Robard Hughes Junior was born on Christmas Eve, 1905, in Houston, Texas. His birth wasn’t registered. His father’s passions were the mining and the oil business and he would, three years after his son’s birth, strike it rich — not by finding some fabulous motherlode or sinking a well into a river of oil but by buying the rights to a new rotary drill bit capable of cutting through the hard rock which was impervious to the bits then in use by the oil industry. So revolutionary was it, that it became the foundation of the Hughes Tool Company, the source of family wealth upon which the younger Hughes would build a $2 billion fortune.

      In 1924, when Hughes was in his nineteenth year, his father died and the company passed into his hands. Rather than stay in Texas managing the family firm, Hughes set off for California where he used his wealth to finance movies. He hired Noah Dietrich to handle his business affairs while he produced movies such as Hell’s Angels — an enormous extravaganza in which squadrons of First World War fighters and bombers were assembled to recreate the aerial battles fought over France. But movies were not his biggest passion — flying was. In the age when flying records were being established Hughes sought to place his name alongside Lindbergh’s and Earhart’s. In July 1938, he succeeded, when he broke the record for flying around the globe and received a hero’s welcome upon his return to New York.

      He formed Hughes Aircraft to build his own racing aircraft. After the outbreak of the Second World War, the company moved to a new plant in Culver City, California and was awarded government contracts to build a series of experimental aircraft, none of which would go into production. While designing and test flying aircraft Hughes had two spectacular crashes. In 1943 he crashed into Lake Mead in Nevada. In July 1946 he was critically injured when his plane crashed through the roof of a house in Los Angeles. His notorious dependency on codeine probably began during his recovery in hospital.

      In 1948 he bought a controlling interest in RKO Pictures, which would produce over 50 movies before he sold out in 1955. He purchased two small regional airlines to create Trans World Airlines, which was eventually taken from him by the courts because of financial mismanagement.

      Hughes ignored the modern corporate model in running his business empire. Instead of shareholders, boards of directors and stock options for key executives, Hughes resorted to a sort of industrial feudalism. Nothing stood between him and the managers he appointed to look after his holdings. All of Hughes’ activities were coordinated through a stucco warehouse in Los Angeles that he had bought during his early Hollywood days. Bill Gay was in charge of these headquarters on Romaine Street which began as a storehouse for Hughes’ films, company documents and personal effects. It evolved into a clearing house for messages between Hughes and his executives.

      In the 1940s and ’50s, Hughes experienced a number of mental breakdowns from overwork during which he developed the bizarre and obsessive behavior that created the legends of his being a paranoid hermit with a pathological fear of infection. He devised elaborate written protocols to protect himself from contamination by his environment. For example, everything his aides handled for his use was to be picked up with several thicknesses of paper tissue. Aides were to wash their hands without letting their fingers touch the side of the bowl and were required to set the soap down with great care so that their clean fingers would not touch any part of the sink. In his mind, anything that entered Hughes’ presence from the outside world represented a potential threat.

      By the mid-1950s, Hughes was rich almost beyond imagination. In the years to come, government contracts would pile even more wealth upon him as the space race began in earnest and the war in Vietnam pushed along the development of electronic hardware and missiles for which his aircraft company successfully bid.

      Hughes was one of America’s great eccentrics — inventor, aviator, industrialist and a playboy with a penchant for Hollywood starlets.

      It was in the summer of 1956 that John Meier met Hughes who, always on the lookout for bright young men, had noticed Meier and dispatched Dietrich to invite him to a meeting in a New York hotel room. Meier knew something of Howard Hughes. His father had prepared the celebratory banquet that welcomed Hughes back to New York on his return from his flight around the world in 1938.

      In 1956 Hughes was still given to meeting mortals in hotel rooms. Meier found him to be a tall, thin man with the frank and engaging manners of a Texas aristocrat, whose face bore the scars of his spectacular airplane crashes. He wanted to discuss computers and asked Meier to brief him on how they were being used in the insurance business. They talked for hours and it was late in the evening when Meier finally left.

      Meier was in bed when the phone rang. It was Dietrich. He said Hughes wanted to give him a job in California at Hughes Aircraft. Meier, though flattered, was not interested in uprooting his family from New York and turned him down. He stayed a couple of years in New York, then joined Chrysler’s computer division in Detroit. His second child, Jeannie, was born in February 1958. One evening in 1959 Hughes called again, and this time Meier impulsively agreed to join him in California.

      Packing Jennie and the two children into a Plymouth, Meier drove from Detroit to Los Angeles and took an apartment in Inglewood, close to Hughes Aircraft. From his new management position in the computer division he had an opportunity to observe the workings of the aerospace industry. Occasionally, Hughes would call him at home — usually at night — and direct him to a meeting in his bungalow at the Beverly Hills Hotel, or more frequently, to a quiet part of Mulholland Boulevard overlooking the city. Hughes used him to confirm information he had received from other sources and most of these early conversations dealt with the plant.

      Meier stayed with Hughes Aircraft for two years before moving to Remington Rand Univac as manager of technical sales. Within two years Bill Gay lured him to Hughes Dynamics, a company which was developing automation and computer equipment capable of transforming the operations of the U.S. postal service, or so Meier was told when he was given an office in the Kirkley Center on Wilshire Boulevard. He had not spoken with Hughes for more than a year and was surprised when he was called out to the old rendezvous on Mulholland.

      “What the hell’s going on in the Kirkley Center?” Hughes shouted. Meier, taken aback, didn’t understand. “What’s Hughes Dynamics all about?”

      Hughes raved about being deceived and Meier realized that he didn’t know anything about the company which bore his name. Hughes insisted on knowing how Meier had come to be there and what he was doing. Gay, he said, was a Mormon and that was at the root of it. “They set this thing up for the Mormon Church so they can computerize their genealogical research. Well, I’m damn well going to close it down.” And he did.

      With the demise of Hughes Dynamics, Meier started a consulting company with Hughes Aircraft as one of his clients. Hughes Aircraft was a major manufacturer of weapons and electronic equipment and had pioneered the development of guided missile systems and the electronic gear necessary to give the United States its first all-weather fighter. Later his company designed the world’s first communications satellite and Surveyor, the first vehicle to soft land on the moon.

      Hughes Aircraft was fueling the arms race with its high-tech successes and their military applications. Meier felt misgivings about working with it, especially during the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. This crisis caused Meier, and millions of others, to contemplate the unthinkable. He was horrified by the apparent ease with which the world had trundled to the brink of nuclear war. He wasn’t alone. Hughes had also been profoundly shaken by the experience, as Meier discovered during meetings the pair had on Mulholland that year.

      Hughes was inquisitive about Meier’s political leanings and his attitude toward nuclear weapons. Meier told him he was a proponent of nuclear disarmament and was surprised to hear Hughes express similar sympathies, particularly after the Kennedy-Khrushchev confrontation over Cuba. Hughes spoke at length about what a nuclear attack would do to Los Angeles; the prospect clearly terrified him.

      Previously, Meier was approached by someone from Fund For Survival, a small group of anti-nuclear activists from the Los Angeles area which had attracted a number of celebrities such as comedian Steve Allen and actor Robert Ryan. Meier thought of joining the group and Hughes encouraged him. Hughes later made a modest donation to the fund. The fund was the brainchild of U.S. Mitchell, who gave up his equipment leasing business in order to crusade for the elimination of nuclear weapons. At the height of the Cold War, Mitchell was visiting Germany, Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union where his campaigning was reported in such Communist state periodicals as Moscow’s Literary Gazette.

      The group’s mandate was simple: to mobilize a peace movement within the United States. Its money would fund advertisements to offset the propaganda of the military and the Atomic Energy Commission. Meier’s hope was that this campaign would arouse such protest from ordinary Americans that the legislators would be forced to negotiate a disarmament treaty with the Soviet Union. The fund did not advocate unilateral disarmament but rather a controlled dismantling of nuclear umbrellas by the United Nations, followed by a conversion of the world’s economies from weapons production to peaceful enterprises.

      Given the paranoia of the time it took courage to belong to the fund. It was treated as a radical organization by the government and came under the scrutiny of domestic intelligence organizations. Peace groups were traditionally viewed with suspicion by western intelligence agencies who judged their membership to be infiltrated by Communists. And while many activists were as anticommunist as they were anti-nuclear, the perception of the peace movement in general was that it was made up of well-meaning dupes directed by Moscow.

      Howard Hughes was in many ways eccentric, even irrational, but to imagine him a “Red” sympathizer would be ludicrous. Yet here he was encouraging Meier to join the struggle, an indication that Hughes’ fear of the bomb outweighed his reluctance to embrace this activity of the political left.

      Meier joined the fund and was named a director. His involvement seemed innocuous enough at the time, but to government agencies interested in monitoring the disarmament movement, the presence of someone with Meier’s connections in Fund For Survival would be of more than passing interest. Before long, government agents began surveillance of those quiet meetings at dusk on Mulholland.

      In August 1965, Hughes again sought Meier’s company. August was the month of the Watts riots and Hughes was numbed by the violence that came pouring out of the black ghettos of Los Angeles. Thirty-four people were killed, over 1,000 injured and nearly 4,000 arrested as rioters hooting “get Whitey” and chanting “burn, baby, burn” firebombed and looted, exchanged gunfire with police and sniped at firemen.

      The riots disturbed Hughes and fueled his racist paranoia. In a meeting with Meier he inveighed against black militants attempting to burn down the city — an exaggeration, as most of the damage was inflicted inside Watts. Meier, a proponent of civil rights, blamed discrimination and poverty for the violence.

      Their conflicting beliefs about race relations resurfaced three years later when Meier, who was by then representing Hughes’ Nevada Operations, promised African-Americans equal employment opportunities in Nevada during a speech he made in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Hughes was not impressed with Meier’s comments reported in the Las Vegas press. When the assassination of Martin Luther King provoked nation-wide riots, out came the canary yellow pad Hughes always used in order to fire off a missive to Robert Maheu, the head of the Nevada Operations. In it Hughes equally deplores the violence and the pressure on casino owners to “adopt a more liberal attitude towards... negroes.” He continued:

      
        
        Now,  Bob, I have never made my views known on this subject. And I certainly would not say these things in public. However, I can summarize my attitude about employing more negroes very simply — I think it is a wonderful idea for somebody else, somewhere else... I know this is a hot potato, and I’m not asking you to form another chapter of the K.K.K. Just let’s try to do what you can without too many people getting upset about it. I don’t want to become known as a negro-hater or anything like that. But I am not running for election and therefore we don’t have to curry favor with the NAACP either. I thought I’d better get this to you before somebody — probably John Meier — commits you to head up some pro-negro committee.
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            THE ATOMIC ENERGY COMMISSION

          

        

      

    

    
      In July of 1966, Howard Hughes left California to escape state income tax. Hughes — though he had lived there many years — had claimed he was a Texan and a resident of Houston. However, when he left Los Angeles, he didn’t return to Texas but went to Boston.

      What Hughes wanted was a haven for his wealth, safe from tax collectors. He had considered Montreal or the Bahamas, but his xenophobia turned his attention to Nevada. Even this state did not provide a perfect sanctuary, for while there were no taxes, the Atomic Energy Commission routinely tested large nuclear weapons in the desert north of Las Vegas. Hughes’ concern over this possible risk to his health and corporate holdings would grow into an obsession.

      While in Boston he dispatched Meier to Nevada to investigate reports that the AEC’s testing program was not as safe as the agency wanted people to believe.

      Meier heard rumors in Las Vegas that radiation had been vented into the atmosphere from underground tests but the AEC resolutely denied any emissions had escaped. Though inclined to believe something was amiss, Hughes nevertheless said he intended to move to Las Vegas and would contact Meier once he arrived.

      Legalized gambling had come to Nevada in 1931 as a means to raise state revenue during the Depression. Las Vegas was the town the mob built. It provided organized crime with a place where it could flourish, practicing a way of life denied elsewhere. It was founded by Benjamin (Bugsy) Siegel — gunman, gangster, gambler and visionary — the mobster who built the Flamingo hotel-casino and, in so doing, gave root to the most garish place on earth. While large casinos had been built in northern Nevada, in and around Reno, Siegel wanted no competition. He picked a patch of sand on Las Vegas Boulevard South, now known as the Strip — and planted  a seed which has since blossomed into a jungle, kept thriving on neon and kilowatts, that flowers day and night and knows no season. One piece of Las Vegas folklore says that Siegel once became so incensed with an employee, Abe Schiller, that in front of a poolside full of horrified guests, he pulled a .38 from his cummerbund and took aim at Schiller’s head. He forced him down on all fours and made him crawl around the pool, while aiming shots over his head which splashed in the water. When Siegel died as violently as he had lived, his casino passed into the hands of like-minded entrepreneurs. Organized crime has had a proprietary interest in Las Vegas ever since.

      Here the Sicilian crime bosses, the capi mafiosi, set up a society in their own image pandering to every human weakness and exploiting human folly on a scale never before imagined. They derived profits from gambling, prostitution and narcotics, and their natural by-products — extortion and blackmail.

      Nevada has tolerated the presence of the most depraved and infamous of mobsters; as a result, local and state government became the most corrupt in the nation. Green Felt Jungle, written by Ed Reid and Ovid Demaris in 1964, lifted up the rock from Las Vegas and showed what was crawling beneath.

      The arrival of Howard Hughes was greeted with almost messianic enthusiasm by those Las Vegans desperately waiting to be redeemed from the stigma of Siegel and his heirs. Las Vegas Sun publisher Herman (Hank) Greenspun’s joy spilled all over his front page in praise of Hughes — and all his money stood for. Greenspun, perhaps more than anyone else in town, had earned the right to welcome Hughes. Although Greenspun had once worked for Siegel, toiling as a flack for the gangster at his Fabulous Flamingo, he had been a thorn in the mob’s side for years.

      Hughes represented wealth devoid of violence. His was legitimate money, in contrast to the illicit fortunes which everyone knew lay behind the glitter of those luxury casinos, the “carpet joints” of local idiom. The greatest of American eccentrics had arrived in this most eccentric state.

      The Atomic Energy Commission had been operating there since 1951 and for the first eleven years had been blithely exploding nuclear devices above ground while reassuring the public that there was no danger. It is impossible to know how many deaths were caused or how many people were contaminated by fallout. The practice was revoked by international treaty in 1963 when the Soviet Union and the United States finally admitted it to be dangerous. Consequently, all tests went underground. Were they safe? The AEC, naturally, said they were — but the AEC had said that about atmospheric testing.

      Ordinary people would have to accept the AEC’s word; Howard Hughes had the resources to find out for himself. He had barely settled into the Desert Inn when the AEC set off an atomic device codenamed Project Greeley beneath the Pahute Mesa. The explosion rocked buildings in Las Vegas, including Hughes’ penthouse suite, for more than a minute. As usual, the AEC announced there had been no radiation leaks but a month later, in January, there was yet another nuclear explosion which cracked open the desert floor leaving a 4,000-foot long trench. People were justified in wondering how radiation could be prevented from escaping when the earth was being ruptured.

      Hughes panicked and called Meier in Los Angeles. Like many people, Hughes had an inadequate understanding of radiation. The fatal effects of radiation hardly seemed important if — as many expected — they would be vaporized during a nuclear attack. Hughes wanted to know the insidious and invisible effects created by the detonation of a thermonuclear device and the physical consequences of being exposed to radiation. Meier abandoned all other projects as Hughes impatiently demanded the information. Meier gathered whatever information he could get from his friends in Fund For Survival and scientific journals at the University of California.

      On February 2, 1967, he handed the report to Bob Maheu, who would soon become the head of Hughes’ Nevada operations. It was Meier’s first meeting with Maheu. These men — destined to become enemies — would perform varied clandestine tasks for Hughes until the moment of Hughes’ mysterious disappearance from Las Vegas in 1970.

      Meier’s report, with its references to mutations, leukemia, cancer, the effects of exposure on cells and body tissues — how German girls employed in factories painting radium dials on watches died horrible deaths from cancer of the mouth — scared Hughes witless. A week later, Meier was summoned to the Desert Inn where he was paged to pick up the house phone.

      “John, this is really shocking,” said Hughes of his report. “I just never imagined that radiation affected the body this way. We’ve got to do something to stop these underground tests. What we need is information to show they’re unsafe. If we get this we can put pressure on the AEC to stop. I’d like you to work on it.”

      The AEC was a powerful government entity intimately tied to the military and defense interests of the nation. How could anyone — even Howard Hughes — think he could hustle the AEC out of Nevada? Many Americans regarded the AEC’s very existence as the country’s main deterrent to Communist aggression and its secrets were considered among the nation’s most valued possessions. Meier argued that such a campaign would consume all his time and that he had his other businesses to consider. “I’ve got to eat too,” he protested.

      “Well, you can come and work for me. I’d like you to be my scientific advisor,” said Hughes.

      There could be no more stalling. Hughes proposed to have Meier placed on Maheu’s payroll. When he demurred, Hughes hastily added that he would prefer this arrangement as his campaign against the AEC might provoke a violent reaction from the government. He wished to shield his companies, especially Hughes Aircraft, from official retribution.

      “Frankly, John, I want to be able to deny you if things get too hot. Better if you appear to be with Bob.”

      After accepting Hughes’ commission, Meier returned to Los Angeles and began dismantling his business affairs. He returned to Las Vegas on weekends posing as an out-of-state businessman who was considering a move to the state but worried about radioactive contamination.

      He needed information showing the AEC’s testing program was flawed. He visited newsrooms, the AEC and other government offices.

      The press was skeptical about the AEC’s routine assurances and a number of reporters said they were convinced something was wrong. Workers at the test site had given them information of leaks but no proof was available. The AEC’s Las Vegas office gave him leaflets and tolerant smiles and told him that his fears, while natural, were groundless.

      Meier travelled to the small towns ringing the test site. He visited all the settlements which housed AEC personnel: Beatty, Indian Springs and Parump.

      Meier stalked his quarry in bars. There he would sit nursing a coke, lying in wait for AEC workers with a story to tell. He would engage them in small talk, buy them drinks, joke and try to tease from them anything that smacked of a cover-up. Finally, his perseverance was rewarded.

      Earlier, Meier had met two AEC workers in the Exchange Club in Beatty. They chatted and drank but neither was ready to volunteer information about radiation leaks. When he arrived this time, they were sitting in the saloon with a companion; Meier was welcomed with all the bonhomie that comes from booze and dim lights, loud music and commotion — the euphoria that rises on the vapors of happy hour. Keeping up a steady flow of liquor to the table, Meier was soon deep in conversation with the third party.

      The man was an AEC engineer but was quitting the test site because he was terrified by the unsafe conditions. The AEC, he said, was protecting neither its employees nor the public from radiation leaks. There had been serious venting of radioactive gases into the atmosphere and contamination of subterranean water systems in the desert. The engineer took out a pencil to draw diagrams on a table napkin showing how radiation was being spread through ground water. He said the AEC knew the water table was being contaminated but counted on it taking hundreds of years to work its way to Las Vegas, by which time those responsible would have the grave between them and retribution. When he had queried the amounts of radioactivity being vented into the atmosphere, he was told not to concern himself — the wind was blowing it over to Europe and the Soviet Union.

      Meier was on the brink of discovering perhaps the most perfidious display of government callousness to the rights and health of a free people in the modern era. Although the AEC never officially admitted it, some underground nuclear tests in Nevada are known to have vented enormous quantities of radiation into the atmosphere. The AEC dissembled and deceived, swearing mighty oaths that its program caused no harmful effects. As a consequence, clouds hot with radiation passed over the heads of an unsuspecting and unprotected populace.

      Meier’s report triggered an immediate and enduring state of hostility between Hughes and the AEC. For the next three years, the AEC would find itself engaged in a battle royal. It was a contest without precedent. This was not a political movement mobilized against a government agency by the usual bunch of ragtag protesters and dissidents; this was a single, wealthy man up against an enormously powerful bureaucracy which had the unchecked support of the entire federal government. Hughes would eventually disrupt the AEC’s program and at times force the agency into a strategic retreat.

      Hughes told Meier he was not only convinced that nuclear testing placed the population at risk but also that it was responsible for causing earthquakes which had undermined buildings in Las Vegas and might conceivably threaten the stability of the Hoover Dam. This dam, located between Nevada and Arizona, is 1,244 feet long, 726 feet high and holds 10 trillion gallons of water in its 247 square miles of reservoir. He constantly reminded Meier of the 1928 disaster at Santa Paula, California when the St. Francis Dam collapsed killing 450 people.

      By 1967, the tests were becoming bigger and bigger: Hughes’ apprehension rose with the megatonnage. In late March, shortly after Hughes bought the Desert Inn, Meier was introduced to the press as Hughes’ scientific advisor.

      Within weeks of being coaxed by Hughes into the mad scheme of forcing the AEC from its Nevada testing grounds, Meier made the disturbing discovery that his services were not to be confined to the physical world. Meier was expected to deal with the occult.

      Legend portrays Hughes in his glory days as an ice-cold entrepreneur fearlessly hacking his way through the industrial jungle guided by an infallible inner compass. In reality, Hughes was not loath to seeking assistance from the supernatural. To his bemusement, Meier soon found himself carrying sealed packages between Hughes’ penthouse and his psychic, Peter Hurkos.

      Hurkos described himself as a psychometrist — one who could make psychic pronouncements after handling an object belonging to the person seeking his advice. Once Meier escorted him up the back stairs to the Desert Inn penthouse through the guards and into Hughes’ suite. Hughes was waiting behind a one-way glass which permitted him to see Hurkos without being visible himself. Hughes’ intensified use of the psychic when considering major business decisions showed his mental and emotional deterioration. Meier was not privy to Hughes’ discussions with the psychic but on occasion he did have to listen in respectful silence to Hughes’ ramblings on life and death.

      Hughes was at this time 61 years old, in failing health, and obsessed with his mortality. One night, he speculated about the possibility of cheating death by using an experimental procedure called cryonics, the process of freezing the newly deceased until science would be advanced enough to resuscitate the frozen body and prolong life. Meier was reduced to shocked silence. It was the beginning of the most esoteric assignment he ever undertook for Hughes.

      Howard Hughes did not want to molder in the grave. He was one of the richest men living. In death he would have nothing, his power would be extinguished and his wealth surrendered to governments and distant relatives he cared nothing for. Hughes demanded that Meier gather whatever literature was available on cryonics and send it to the penthouse.

      For the next two years Meier diligently searched libraries and clipped periodicals and newspapers. He obtained two copies of Robert C.W. Ettinger’s The Prospect of Immortality in which the author enthusiastically promised the frozen dead would be brought back to life, although he couldn’t promise when.

      Ettinger’s fanciful theory was based on little more than a belief that sooner or later science would be able to accomplish anything. According to Ettinger, the procedure was to drain the blood from a body, replace it with glycerol and then store it in liquid nitrogen at temperatures hundreds of degrees below zero. At these temperatures the corpse was supposed to remain viable until Ettinger’s future supermen were technically able to perform their miracles, perhaps in 1,000, 2,000, or 30,000 years. If the “resuscitees” didn’t like the era in which they’d been revived, they could hop into the deep-freeze and wait a thousand more years until a more genial age arrived. Ettinger visualized a lot of hopping in and out — a sort of time travel in a freezer. Here is the prophet Ettinger speaking through his book to Hughes, setting the scene for immortality:

      
        
        The tired old man then, will close his eyes and he can think of his impending temporary death as another period under anaesthesia in the hospital. Centuries may pass, but to him there will be only a moment of sleep without dreams. After awakening, he may be already young again and virile, having been rejuvenated while unconscious; or he may be gradually renovated through treatment after awakening. In any case he will have the physique of a Charles Atlas if he wants it, and his weary and faded wife, if she chooses, may rival Miss Universe. Much more important, they will be gradually improved in mentality and personality. They will not find themselves idiot strangers in a lonely and baffling world... you and I, the frozen resuscitees, will not merely be revived and cured, but enlarged and improved, made fit to work, play and perhaps fight, on a grand scale and in a grand style...

      

      

      To the cynics and gamblers he addressed the following:

      
        
        Clearly the freezer is more attractive than the grave, even if one has doubts about the future capabilities of science. With bad luck, frozen people will simply remain dead, as they would have in the grave. But with good luck, the manifest destiny of science will be realized, and the resuscitees will drink the wine of centuries unborn. The likely prize is so enormous that even slender odds would be worth embracing.

      

      

      Hughes agreed. He demanded lists of doctors who had expertise in cryonics or were involved in cryogenic research. He wanted Meier to find out what machines were being manufactured to keep bodies permanently frozen. And most significantly, he made a will seeking to keep his treasure on earth intact so that when he returned, it would all be waiting for him. His assets were to go into the Howard Hughes Medical Institute, of which he was the only trustee. This will was placed in a Texas bank. Meier found the best equipment was being designed in Germany and he placed an order for Hughes’ high-tech coffin to be purchased with funds from Hughes’ Swiss bank account.

      Hughes’ phobia of disease has been regarded as the root of his refusal to see anybody but his body servants and on rare occasions, a few intimates such as Meier. He lived in the Desert Inn penthouse, attended by “nursemaids” who were solicitous to his every whim. Legends have been made of his many idiosyncrasies and phobias; his fear of germs and human contact; his deranged insistence on controlling everything within his immediate environment and the absurd lengths his nursemaids would go to satisfy him.

      To that part of the Hughes mythology, Meier can add little. However, between 1966 and 1970 he saw no sign of demented behavior or the long fingernails, flowing hair and beard of popular imagination.

      Because Hughes was so inaccessible, civic and state officials had to direct whatever warmth they would have lavished upon him to his lieutenants. Meier quickly found himself a celebrity. He was besieged with requests to join service clubs, give speeches and take up charitable causes. In 1966, he was named Aerospace Man of the Year and while in Las Vegas he became a trustee for the Nevada Essential Development Surveys Foundation; became a member of the Child Welfare Advisory Committee; sat on the Impact Priority Committee; joined the Governor’s Gaming Task Force and was an advisor to the Inter-Agency Water Pollution Control committee. In setting Meier the task of forcing the AEC out of Nevada, Hughes chose a lieutenant whose scientific credentials were nonexistent. Rather, Meier had a rough and ready education in business and his acumen soon forced the AEC to take notice. He possessed a tidy and precise mind, was a fast learner, articulate, and displayed a flair for deviousness which Hughes — a master of that himself — put to good use.

      Meier’s first move was to investigate whether the engineer at the Exchange Club was correct: that the ground water near the test sites was contaminated. He decided it would be necessary to set up a monitoring system to check for traces of tritium (radioactive water) in the water table and hired George Roth, a man of eclectic taste and education, as his assistant. Roth engaged a number of scientists. At the same time, Meier began a public relations blitz to dispute the AEC’s repeated assurances that all was safe. For the first time, the AEC had to defend itself, not against leftists and long-haired environmentalists who could be summarily dismissed as un-American, but against a true blue capitalist, Howard Hughes, one of the bulwarks of the American way.

      Hughes’ interest could hardly have arisen at a more inauspicious time for the government. With the civil rights and the anti-war movements, civil disobedience in America was at its height. Now Hughes was threatening to incite the anti-nuclear lobby. While Hughes would hardly have regarded himself as having anything in common with the great demagogues who were stirring up Americans against the evils of war and racism, he would later threaten to lead the anti-nuclear campaign. In a memo sent in April of 1968 he tells Maheu to let the AEC know that after the “fears and curiosity of the public has (sic) been aroused the entire situation, not only in Nevada but throughout the nation, is going to prove highly explosive. It will only require a leader. I
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