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I n t r o d u c t i o n

U.S. District Court, 
Washington, D.C.

March  i ,  ig8g

   

O l l ie  No r t h  w a s  the first person I noticed on entering the courtroom. 
He was hunched over a pile of documents at the defense table, next to his 
attorney, Brendan Sullivan.

This was the third day of testimony in the most celebrated Washington 
trial of the decade, and the benches of the gallery were jammed with news 
media, kibitzing lawyers, and diplomatic observers. Sullivan looked up and 
nodded, a precise, neutral gesture of recognition. His features were sharp, 
his hands well manicured, and the black-framed glasses intensified the in 
telligence of his blue gaze. Perched there like a hungry falcon, he would 
not have easily been mistaken for a potted plant.

Then Ollie nodded, his face still creased in concentration, a hint of a smile 
around his mouth, but wariness in his dark eyes. We had worked together 
closely, trying to support the armed democratic resistance to the Communist 
Sandinistas in Nicaragua during the two-year congressional ban on aid man 
dated by the Boland Amendment. But it had been many months since we’d 
had any substantive contact, a period of chaotic political upheaval during 
which Ollie had been dragged from obscurity on the National Security Coun 
cil to become one of the best-known people in the Western world.

Judge Gerhard Gesell was seated on the bench, and the jury was in the 
box. Gesell had a round, ruddy face, thoughtful eyes, and fine white hair; 
he certainly looked eminently qualified to be a federal judge trying an im 
portant case.

15



16 * H a z a r d o u s  D u t y

But the members of the jury were another matter. After being sworn, I 
took the stand and faced them. They were almost all women. To qualify as 
jurors, they had to be citizens who voted, paid their taxes, and had no legal 
problems. But, even though the District of Columbia had the highest pro 
portion of black professionals of any city in the world, these jurors were all 
working class, some without even a high school education. In order to serve 
on this panel, they’d had to convince the attorneys and Judge Gesell that 
they had not watched the television coverage of the Iran-Contra hearings, 
or formed any opinion about Ollie North’s guilt or innocence.

They looked like decent people who worked hard, went to church, and 
cared for their families. But they also looked out of their depth.

Judge Gesell reminded me that my testimony had to be based on my 
personal recollection of actual events, and not on any of the depositions or 
testimony I had read or heard during the congressional Iran-Contra hearings. 
Every trial is governed by elaborate rules of evidence, but this procedure 
had attained almost metaphysical complexity. And I felt frustrated because 
these restrictions would prevent me from telling the jury all I knew of the 
whole sordid Iran-Contra fiasco. In theory, at least, the prosecution was 
under the same restraints.

The three attorneys at the government table were led by John Keker, a 
lanky ex-Marine with a Vietnam combat record as good as North’s. Michael 
Bromwich was bearded and looked more scholarly. As David Zornow, the 
third government attorney, rose to begin my examination, he moved with 
the precision and control shared by veteran actors and trial lawyers. He 
spoke with exaggerated clarity, a slight echo of New York City’s outer 
boroughs overlaid by Ivy League.

Zornow immediately established that I was a retired Army major general 
with more than thirty-five years’ active duty.

Asked to outline my service in World War II, I noted that I had served 
in a parachute infantry regiment, then volunteered for “ an organization 
known as OSS, the Office of Strategic Services.”  I faced the jury, trying to 
speak directly to them. “ I was sent to Europe, where I joined a group of 
other Allied officers. We trained as teams of three, and I parachuted into 
Nazi-occupied France with a French officer and an American radio opera 
tor.”  I wanted to avoid military jargon, to speak plainly without conde 
scension. “ The three of us then organized, trained, and led the French 
Resistance in preparation for the Allied landings that were to take place on 
the southern coast of France.”

I’d specifically used the word “ Nazi” instead of “ German.” For a decade 
I’d been smeared as a right-wing fanatic, even a crypto-fascist, by some 
members of the media. I’d always found this ironic, considering the fact 
that I was one of a handful of American soldiers who had risked torture
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and execution by both German and Japanese fascists, while serving behind 
enemy lines in Europe and the Far East.

“ During that duty,”  Zornow asked, “ who did you report to? Who was 
your superior?”

My case officer, I said, “was a man by the name of William Casey.” I 
stared at the jury. They gazed back with no sign of recognition.

“ Is that the same William Casey, General Singlaub,”  Zornow asked, “ who 
later became the director of Central Intelligence?”

I replied that it was.
Zornow then had me explain my OSS service leading Chinese guerrillas 

against the Japanese and my duty during the Korean War, working with the 
CIA , managing clandestine operations against the North Koreans, and later 
as the commander of a frontline infantry battalion. He asked about my 
service in Vietnam. “ I went to Vietnam in early 1966, and served there until 
August of 1968. During that time I was the commander of what was called 
a joint unconventional-warfare task force. I had the responsibility for run 
ning covert and clandestine operations into North Vietnam, Laos, and Cam 
bodia.”

A  lady in the front row of the jury box frowned. She looked like a person 
who didn’t approve of men who ran clandestine operations.

I next sketched my service as a chief of staff of American forces in Korea 
in the mid-seventies.

“ Under what circumstances did you leave that post?” Zornow asked, his 
tone still friendly.

“ I had an unfortunate confrontation with Mr. Carter. I had— ”
“ Is that President Carter?”
“ President Jimmy Carter,”  I answered. The President, I explained, had 

been planning to withdraw all American ground forces from Korea and I 
gave a reporter an off-the-record briefing, commenting that such a with 
drawal “ would lead to war just as surely as it did in 1950 when we withdrew 
our forces.”  Carter, I added, did not appreciate reading my comments on 
the front page of the Washington Post.

Apparently Zornow wanted to make it clear that I was a man of inde 
pendent, outspoken temperament. And I certainly intended to be just as 
forthright here today. A t no time during the laborious congressional and 
grand jury inquires into the Iran-Contra affair had I ever been the subject 
of criminal investigation myself. Because I hadn’t broken any law, I had 
nothing to hide. So I’d gladly testified to the independent counsel’s grand 
jury and to the congressional committee without requesting any immunity 
whatsoever from prosecution.

Honesty and openness were the personal traits I valued most highly. My 
dad had told me, “Jack, if you always tell the truth, you don’t have to



remember anything.” And that had been my watchword during a long mil 
itary career. On my second Nightline appearance two years before, Ted 
Koppel had noted, “ General Singlaub, it’s always so refreshing talking to 
you because you say things just as they are.”

I guess he’d meant honesty was a rare commodity in Washington.
Zomow asked about my efforts to secure private aid for anti-Communist 

resistance groups around the world through the United States Council for 
World Freedom, a group I’d helped establish in 1981. Defense counsel 
Brendan Sullivan popped up to object on several occasions when Zomow’s 
questions stretched a minor rule of testimony procedure.

Finally, Sullivan took his seat, having again demonstrated that he was not 
there merely for decoration. But he obviously had another motive: estab 
lishing a record of objection to be used in a post-conviction appeal. I gazed 
at Ollie North, who looked troubled now. Although the major criminal 
conspiracy charges against him had been dropped just before the trial began, 
he still faced a possible fifty-year sentence and huge fines.

I realized he had good reason to be worried. This jury might not be 
sophisticated, Ollie’s true “ peers,”  but they obviously had enough common 
sense to recognize fraud and outright theft when they saw it. Even though 
they supposedly had not watched the televised Iran-Contra hearings, they 
must have seen the famous media image of Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North 
standing at attention before the Iran-Contra congressional inquisitors in 
bemedaled uniform, his right hand stiffly raised as he swore to tell the truth. 
That was the Ollie North whom President Reagan had proclaimed “ an 
American hero.”

And I suppose in contrast to some of the hypocritical politicians on the 
dais in the Senate caucus room, North was heroic. But he certainly had not 
told the truth. It seemed to me that there had been at least two realities at 
work during the Iran-Contra affair: One involved the ongoing East-West 
struggle, the other domestic politics.

People often forget that 1984, when the Boland Amendment suspended 
all American aid to the Contras, was an election year. There was a popular 
Republican president in the White House and a Republican majority in the 
Senate. Congressional Democrats were frustrated. One of the few ways they 
could get to Ronald Reagan was to limit his constitutionally mandated re 
sponsibility for conducting foreign affairs. People also forget that Congress—  
both Democrats and Republicans— had come to its senses and American 
aid to the Contras had been resumed by the time the “ Irangate” hearings 
took place in 1987. But many Democrats— especially presidential candi 
dates— had hoped the criminal trials resulting from the affair would take 
place in 1988, another election year, and serve to open a chink in the armor 
of the Reagan White House.
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But that had not happened. Independent counsel Lawrence Walsh had 
been outmaneuvered. George Bush was now in the White House, untarred 
by the brush of scandal. Ollie North’s trial was an anticlimax.

The irony here was that neither the congressional joint committee, which 
took twenty-seven volumes of depositions, nor the independent counsel, 
who spent millions investigating the matter, had revealed the truth to the 
American people.

To people all over the world Ollie North was a hero. But I knew better. 
There was a wide gap between the media image of Ollie North, the honest, 
loyal Marine, and the sordid reality of his true character and performance.

Most people ignored North’s ill-advised connection to a disreputable fund 
raiser named Carl “ Spitz” Channell and his gang of crooks whom the in 
telligence community disparaged as “ the Fruit Loop.” They’d skillfully ex 
ploited Ollie, using him as a front man for their tax-exempt National 
Endowment for the Preservation of Liberty, which raised several million 
dollars in private contributions for the Contras. Most of that money went 
directly into the silk-lined pockets of Channell and his colleagues. They had 
already bartered damaging testimony against North to plea-bargain their 
way to suspended sentences and, in the process, had left him facing the 
felony charge of defrauding the Internal Revenue Service. But the Iran- 
Contra congressional hearings had downplayed this nasty episode.

In their effort to drag Ronald Reagan and George Bush into the morass 
of the Iran-Contra scandal, the congressional committee had not exhaus 
tively investigated North’s association with Richard Secord, a former Air 
Force general, and Albert Hakim, his Iranian-born partner. North appar 
ently either had not known or hadn’t cared that Secord had been involved 
with Ed Wilson, the renegade former C IA  officer. Wilson was among the 
worst rogue agents in the history of American intelligence, having made a 
fortune running a sabotage school for international terrorists in Khaddafi’s 
Libya before being lured back and arrested in America. Without doubt, 
Wilson’s direct support of Middle Eastern terrorists had eventually resulted 
in the deaths of hundreds of innocent victims, many of them Americans. 
And Richard Secord had narrowly escaped prosecution for his part in Wil 
son’s crooked dealings by testifying against Wilson. But, incredibly, it was 
this same former General Secord whom North chose to handle the clan 
destine resupply of the Contras during the two-year Boland prohibition on 
government aid.

Far from being an astute master of intrigue (the image he reveled in), 
North had been a gullible dupe whom Secord and Hakim had easily ma 
nipulated. From my reading of the committee’s voluminous depositions, it 
was obvious that it had been Secord, Hakim, and some of their Middle East 
contacts who had manipulated Ollie during the tragicomic fiasco of bartering
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weapons for American hostages. And their motive had been profit, not 
patriotism.

With North’s blessing, they had diverted $12 million of Contra support 
money contributed by foreign donors to bank accounts under their control. 
When the tragically flawed decision to ransom American hostages was 
reached, Secord and Hakim had used $6 million to secretly purchase Amer 
ican Hawk missiles, which they sold for four times that amount to Iran, 
netting a profit of $18 million. Secord and Hakim had kept the bulk of the 
profits, and returned a mere token of the original contribution to the Nic 
araguan resistance. But the committee never revealed the true nature of 
this diversion of funds. To compound this theft, North gave Secord and 
Hakim the exclusive contract to resupply the growing Nicaraguan resistance 
with arms and ammunition. They continued to exploit this opportunity to 
reap obscene profits.

During the period the Boland Amendment was in effect, my own group 
had been able to buy high-quality Soviet-bloc weapons on the international 
market at bargain rates and efficiently deliver them to the Contras in Hon 
duras. I never made one penny of profit from this operation; I donated my 
time and money. But once Secord’s company controlled the resupply effort, 
North and Secord forced the resistance to pay twice this price for inferior 
arms and equipment, so that Secord and Hakim could pocket the profits.

In early 1986, Contra director Adolfo Calero met with me to bitterly 
complain that the corrupt and inefficient Secord resupply system was rapidly 
eating up the Contras’ funds and was clearly not capable of providing the 
arms needed to train and equip the thousands of disgruntled anti-Sandinista 
peasants flooding into their camps in Honduras. Worse, the Contra units 
already operating deep inside Nicaragua were short of ammunition, and the 
North-Secord airdrop supply system (which relied on expensive, but obso 
lete, aircraft) wasn’t capable of meeting their desperate needs. Brave men, 
Calero told me, were dying in the jungle because of Secord’s greed and 
incompetence. Ironically, during this period, the news media were savaging 
the Contras for their inability to carry the fight to the Sandinistas.

Calero implored me to meet with North, so that I could again arrange 
the supply of high-quality weapons at wholesale prices. When I did, North 
implied that the C IA  would probably soon resume the resupply effort and 
sent me on a wild goose chase to see Director of Central Intelligence Bill 
Casey. During the period of the Boland Amendment, Casey had always 
adamantly refused to discuss Nicaragua with me. Once he’d said, “ Jack, if 
you even mention the word ‘Nicaragua’ again, I’ll throw your ass out of my 
office.”  Now North wanted me to take the Contras’ case back to Casey. It 
was then that I began to realize that North perhaps had another agenda, 
and that the well-being of the Nicaraguan democratic resistance might not



be his primary concern. Only later did I learn that he was already preoc 
cupied with the ill-fated hostage-barter fiasco.

And while this whole corrupt process unfolded, the Iranians simply or 
dered the kidnapping of more American hostages, and the Soviets redoubled 
their already massive aid to their Sandinista surrogates. By the end of the 
second Reagan administration, there were more Americans held hostage in 
Lebanon than before the Iran-Contra debacle, and the Communist Sandi- 
nistas had built one of the largest armies in the Western Hemisphere.

Colonel North had betrayed the Nicaraguan resistance he had claimed so 
passionately to defend.

I gazed across the courtroom at North, whose head was bent as he studied 
a detailed chronology. As an officer who had spent much of his military 
career in covert operations, I might have been able to sympathize with a 
young Marine colonel caught up in the clandestine world for the first time, 
who’d been manipulated by skillful operators like Secord and Hakim. But 
Ollie North had broken a cardinal principle of military ethics. He had lied 
to his colleagues. In the covert world, there was a clear distinction be 
tween a cover story and deceiving your own men. Not only had he lied to 
me and others who had struggled to keep the Nicaraguan resistance alive 
and in the field, Ollie North had also lied about me to the congressional 
committee.

When asked during the hearings why he had chosen Secord’s company to 
supply the Contras over the Washington-based firm with which I was in 
volved, North had stated under oath that my group had illegally delivered 
sensitive technology to the Eastern Bloc and was thus unsuitable. A  sena 
tor pressed North about this slanderous accusation. But Ollie North back- 
pedaled, now claiming it had been one of the firm’s unnamed European 
agents who had been involved with the fabricated illegal technology transfer. 
He conveniently cited Bill Casey as his source; Casey had died two months 
before.

North had made much of his combat record before the committee. How 
ever, one fact about combat officers I’d learned during three wars was that 
they never lied about operational matters. If a man called in to report he 
had seized an objective on Hill 804, you never doubted his word. The same 
principle applied to clandestine operations. But North had broken the rules.

Watching Ollie North across the stuffy courtroom, I realized that three 
aspects of our careers had been similar. We had both commanded troops 
in combat as young officers. We had both held positions of unusual re 
sponsibility in the murky world of covert operations. And, of course, we 
had both worked with Bill Casey. But I think that I had survived with my 
integrity intact and North had not.

The integrity of two military officers, however, was a minor consideration
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compared to the fundamental issue of who would conduct our nation’s 
foreign and defense policies. At the height of World War II in 1944, I’d 
worked for Casey, a young civilian holding a temporary Navy commission. 
He, in turn, reported to General “ Wild Bill”  Donovan, the commander of 
the OSS. And, in his own right, Donovan took his orders directly from the 
president, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. In retrospect, Casey had enjoyed 
extraordinary authority for a junior officer. But we were at war with ruthless, 
totalitarian enemies, and extraordinary measures were needed to achieve 
victory. Most important, America had been united in a national purpose, 
and was dedicated to defeating fascism whatever sacrifices were required.

When Ollie North became involved with Secord and company and seemed 
to lose interest in the Contra guerrillas marooned in their jungle camps, 
America was also at war— albeit through surrogates on both sides— with an 
equally ruthless totalitarian enemy. Sadly, our nation was anything but 
united.

As the testimony dragged on, my thoughts returned to my early career. 
An image rose in my mind of two young officers in an oak-paneled room 
of an English manor house, standing beside a map of central France. One 
wore gray tweed that matched his cool gray eyes. It was William Casey. 
The other was a wind-burned young first lieutenant named Jack Singlaub, 
receiving the final briefing from his case officer a few days before dropping 
behind Nazi lines.

On that rainy afternoon in England in 1944, 1 obviously could not imagine 
the hazardous and complex events that would spin like a fateful web during 
the five turbulent decades that lay between that map room and this witness 
stand, to eventually entangle Bill Casey, Ollie North, and me. But now I 
began to see the connection.


