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THE ILLUSION OF
POWERLESSNESS

SOON, ALL THE PLANNING would pay off and this
odd double life would come to an end. A few people
in the Florida cell had actually enjoyed living as Ameri-
cans, but during refresher training in Europe, they were
reminded that the United States was against everything
they believed in.

The most committed among them found Americans
objectionable, but it would be worth all the waiting and all
the hating when news reached home that they had accom-
plished what was always believed to be impossible: striking
America hard from within. Theirs was an enormous under-
taking, far bigger than the sleeping giant would ever have
dreamed, but the mission statement was simple: Start with
several shocking blows at once, and then deliver grief in
new ways for a long while.
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Every day, their training proved its value: Know how
to blend in, conceal your identity, learn the culture, read
American newspapers, study the transportation system.
Stay focused, and what you do will change everything.

It did change everything, though the top people in the
operation would not live to see it happen.

These facts have become famous since September 11,
2001, but the story you just read is about another terrorist
operation, one you likely never heard of, one that was dis-
covered and completely neutralized by the FBI.

At first, federal officials were hesitant to believe the
sheer ambition of the plot, but as they learned more they
undertook one of America’s largest manhunts — in total
secrecy. At times during the case, members of several
linked cells were spread all around the country, and FBI
agents were fighting the calendar to stop the violence that
was scheduled to begin on the Fourth of July. Only three
weeks before that date, the full extent of the terror plan
was uncovered, though it almost wasn’t.

A young woman named Farrar Teeple was taking an
evening walk along the wide, empty beach near her father’s
home on New York’s Long Island. Some motion in the
dunes caught her eye, and although the light was low, she
could make out a group of men. Were they burying some-
thing in the sand? She strained to see. The cool night air
turned abruptly cold for Farrar when the men suddenly
stopped what they were doing, stood up straight, and
stared toward her. They did not speak or move and neither
did she. For a moment she tested the welcome thought
that they didn’t see her, but she had to let it go when one
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of the men broke from the group without a word to the
others and walked stiffly in her direction. He waved a few
times, beckoning her toward him, but instead she backed
up, then turned and ran quickly home. Panting as she
entered the house, she told her father what she’d seen,
thinking he would call the police. Instead, he reassured her
that nobody doing anything suspicious would have waved
at her and that it was nothing to bother the police about.
Reluctantly, she accepted her father’s judgment, but her
intuition knew something was very wrong, and her intu-
ition was very right.

Another person on the beach that night, John Cullen
(an American hero you've never heard of), acted more
decisively on his intuition. He smelled something unusual
in the briny air, a strong smell that drew him down the
beach toward those same men that Farrar had seen. He
thought it might be something burning, but as he got
closer he felt certain it was the smell of diesel fuel. That
made him curious, and his curiosity led him to call officials
at a nearby Coast Guard station. The next morning, FBI
agents searching the beach found what those silent men
had hurriedly buried in the sand: boxes containing explo-
sives, guns, ammunition, timers, shortwave radios, fuses
disguised as pen-and-pencil sets, and devices that carried
sulfuric acid. It was clear the terrorists planned to come
back for those things later, but as federal agents knelt on
the beach anxiously taking notes, the ruthless conspirators
were already on a train bound for New York City. That’s
where they intended to carry out the instructions they’d
been given: Detonate bombs in Jewish-owned department
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stores, place bombs on bridges from Queens to the Bronx,
and cause terror and panic in any way you can.

FBI investigators unraveled the plan completely, and
even solved the mystery of that smell of diesel. It was
caused by something nearly unimaginable given that it was
1942: the submarine that had traveled from Nazi Germany
to deposit those men on the beach. (Another Nazi sub had
dropped a second team of terrorists at Ponte Verde Beach,
Florida.) Within weeks, the FBI had conducted a series
of secret raids, eventually arresting 192 people in several
cities. They had prevented state-sponsored terrorism at its
most frightening, given the state that did the sponsoring.

Some might assume that the foiled Nazi terrorist plan
in the 1940s differs in fundamental ways from current ter-
rorist operations, or that the world was a more innocent
place then. Neither assumption is accurate.

I’ll share the diabolical details of this thwarted terrorist
operation — and others — in later chapters, but for now it
can remind us that violent plots against America are not
new and that even suicidal ones are not fated to succeed in
every case.

After the terrible events of September 11, many people
mistook our enemies for superhuman, when they were
merely antihuman. Occasionally effective, to be sure, but
our enemies are not powerful or ubiquitous. Those words
more accurately describe us; we just forgot that for a while.
It is sobering to acknowledge that we cannot protect all
possible targets, but it is also true that our enemies cannot
attack all possible targets. Conspiratorial behavior, scurry-
ing in darkness, hiding behind false identification, pre-
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tending, relying upon surprise — these are the only strate-
gies of battle for people who never, ever do actual battle.
In that sense, it flatters them to call this a war. In another
sense, though, it is a war, a war to be won through deploy-
ing more cleverness and intuition than our enemies.

Take, for example, the instructors at the Pan Am Inter-
national Flight Academy in Eagan, Minnesota. They had a
Middle Eastern student who said he wanted to learn to fly
a jet but didn’t want to learn about landing or taking off —
skills most aspiring pilots are highly motivated to master.
Because a couple of people listened to their intuition and
called the FBI in August of 2001 (a month before our
imaginations were so painfully expanded), and because the
FBI took Zacarias Moussaoui into custody, we didn’t have
to find out the hard way exactly what it was he had in
mind. It’s fair to assume now that he was just a few weeks
away from doing something terrible.

That’s a frightening thought, but just one of many fright-
ening thoughts you’ve had to host, so of course you've felt
fear about terrorism. How could you not? Nobody could
witness what you witnessed, even if through the small
window of television, and not react with shock and fear.
As I've reminded many victims of violence many times,
your defense system is designed to send the fear signal
when it perceives enormous danger — and your defense
system had never before assessed anything quite like what
happened on September 11, or what’s been happening
since.

Should you feel fear? The question is irrelevant, for
there is no should about fear. Of course you will feel fear
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when there is reason to, like it or not. Fear is as fast as
the jets, as hard as the buildings, as thick as the smoke, as
undeniable as the rubble, and far more powerful than the
hate and anger that brought them all together and tore
them all apart right in front of your eyes.

Fear is, and is supposed to be. Start there, accept it, and
give yourself some of the same compassion you've so will-
ingly extended to others since September 11.

Yes, you had it better than many, but yours was still a
profound personal experience of violence, and it would
not be compassionate to expect anyone, including you, to
have put events instantly into perspective. You had nothing
to compare it to, and you couldn’t get far enough away to
see it in context. Even context itself was changed. Life could
not be woven together that Tuesday with the same thread
you had used on Monday. That alone is frightening, and
can be enlightening — but not until after we've fully felt
the fear.

We gave lots of attention to what we saw on television,
but something was going on inside each of us as well. The
human brain, nature’s most miraculous accomplishment, is
never more effective than when its host may be at risk.
Then, all internal resources are marshaled: experience,
imagination, industriousness, intellect, creativity, memory.
The brilliant soldiers of intuition are given strict orders to
guard the exits; nobody goes off duty until you get the
answers to questions posed by every cell in your body:
What does this event mean to safety? Am I going to be all
right? Are we all going to be all right?
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Of course you imagined a thousand terrors; that’s
where terrorism really happens: in the imagination. You
placed yourself in those planes and in those buildings
and imagined everything you could. You walked yourself
through previously inconceivable emergencies. If you
didn’t do it consciously, you did it in your dreams. And
even if you don't recall the dreams, they are in your cells
nonetheless. For a while, the sound of an airplane over-
head transported you to undesired destinations in the
memory, and even the image of an airplane in an adver-
tisement or the sight of one against a distant sky awakened
unwelcome ghosts.

Skulking among the frightening outcomes you could
conjure was one you'd never even considered: the weapon-
izing of jetliners. What do you do with that? While those
afraid of flying can choose to stay off planes, it isn’t pos-
sible for people to avoid all places on the ground that
might be targeted. Terror that rains down unpredictably
from the sky touches as delicate a place in our minds as
terror that rises from the deep; to the psyche, jets become
giant man-eating sharks racing toward us with sinister
determination. You could try ordering these intruders out
of your mind, but all the exits were closed. Terror got in,
but none got out.

It is also profoundly disturbing to have a rageful, com-
mitted enemy that you cannot see advancing. A nation
warring upon us would seem a luxury by comparison
because a nation has a fixed place on the planet Earth,
terrain and geography we can know, resources we can



