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It became the job of Alec Station to ascertain
what they were up to. Early on the name of the
Saudi financier Osama bin Laden came up,
along with the first hints of an emerging force
we now know as al Qaeda. Like the fictional an-
alyst Connie Sachs in the Cold War thriller
“Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy,” some women of
Alec Station were dressed down by superiors
for obsessiveness—in this case for an alleged
fixation on bin Laden.

But the women knew that passion and atten-
tion to detail were what their mission required.
They shared bottles of Tums as they watched
disturbingly violent Islamist videos on the Web,
and patiently collected and cataloged names,
places and intelligence tidbits whose relevance
might not be known and useful until years later.

On the other side of the coin were the opera-
tives, whose talent was spotting potential infor-
mants and spies in foreign countries, and devel-
oping these assets into reliable sources of
information. Coming from the CIA’s Jose Ro-
driquez and former FBI agent Ali Soufan, for ex-
ample, the descriptions of vital tradecraft—how
to conduct an interrogation, how to build
trust—would be mesmerizing even if the stakes
weren’t still so high.

The CIA’s Marty Martin also knew how to
undermine the propaganda value of a rabid ter-
rorist like 9/11 planner Khalid Sheik Moham-
med—by releasing a picture of him not in what
Mr. Martin calls KSM’s “Arab yuppie” dress but
in a dirty T-shirt that made him look like a low-
level gangster after a long night.

In one sense, “Manhunt” functions as exon-
eration of CIA employees who were accused of,
or felt blamed for, a failure to predict the 9/11
attacks in sufficient detail. Their regret and sor-
row is palpable here. So is their frustration. In
the words of one former analyst: “People say:
‘Why didn’t you connect the dots?’ Well—be-
cause the whole page was black.”

Soon after 9/11, President George W. Bush

asked the CIA for a war plan and the result was
“The World Wide Attack Matrix.” The goal was to
“disrupt and dismantle” al Qaeda. The list of
strategies ranged from drone strikes to “coercive
interrogation.” The balance of opinion offered
here is that most people, including captives, be-
came “compliant” or useful without the induced
sensation of suffocation known as waterboarding.

For some, a moment of moral reckoning
came after the introduction of a new approach
called targeting. Some analysts were sent into
the field to track a specific individual, following
a trail of phone calls, plane tickets and informa-
tional crumbs about wives, habits and the like
until a picture of the target emerged.

Then-analyst Nada Bakos (who likely is part
of the amalgam that created the character of
Maya in the movie “Zero Dark Thirty”) went to
Iraq. Her subject was the head of al Qaeda
there, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, whom she de-
scribes as “pathological” and a “monster.” As
part of her brief, however, Ms. Bakos had to go
on raids with special U.S. military teams. She
says she felt this was crossing a line for an ana-
lyst. We can surmise that it was also shattering
to see brutal and sometimes lethal conse-
quences of her work in intelligence gathering.

While Ms. Bakos and some others came to
moral terms with their work as a result of soul
searching, not everyone was always given to ru-
mination. After 9/11, says Mr. Martin, “ We did
things more aggressive. My job was to kill al
Qaeda. Get with us—or get out of the way.”

As for bin Laden, an apt epitaph comes from
the Saudi journalist Mustafa Ansari, who had
access to the fugitive’s family. “Bin Laden’s ide-
ology revolved around death and jihad,” Mr. An-
sari says, but the ultimate sacrifice was always
for others to make, not him. “He used to say
that death for his causes was a beautiful thing.
But he never sought death himself. He hung
onto life for as long as he could. He did every-
thing possible to stay alive.”

“Manhunt” brings to television for
the first time a riveting story of
the hunt for Osama bin Laden
that ended with his death on the

night of May 1-2, 2011, when U.S.
Special Forces raided his hideout in a

compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan. Yet the raid
is not the focus here.

What makes this documentary so fascinating
are the narratives by many of the CIA analysts,
operatives and others who worked in the shad-
ows over almost two decades to lay the ground-
work for identifying Islamic radicals and track-
ing terrorists. In interviews, and accompanied
by often chilling archival film footage, they de-
scribe the passion, the anger, the regrets and
the fearful determination that were their only
companions in what may be the loneliest pro-
fession on earth.

“Manhunt” was directed by Greg Barker and
is based on Peter Bergen’s 2012 book, “Man-
hunt: The Ten Year Search for Bin Laden from
9/11 to Abbottabad.” Fortunately for us, the film
reaches back much further than 10 years, to a
time in the early-to-mid-1990s when the CIA
first assembled a team of analysts, chiefly
women, that would be known as Alec Station.

The Soviet war against Afghanistan had
ended, leaving at loose ends thousands of Arabs
and other Muslims from outside the region who
had been trained to fight in Afghanistan. Many,
as we know now (though the film doesn’t say,
Afghans were in fact warning Washington about
this even in the 1980s) had been radicalized and
prepped to become future warriors in a world-
wide Islamic revolution.

Manhunt
Wednesday, 8 p.m. on HBO

BY NANCY DEWOLF SMITH

Osama’s Real Hunters
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“The Big C: Hereafter”
Monday, 10 p.m. on Showtime

The fourth and final season of Showtime’s
“The Big C” is moving, sad, comforting
and even beautiful as the story of fictional

melanoma patient Cathy Jamison (Laura
Linney) comes to an end. You don’t have to have
seen the earlier seasons to appreciate the way—
over four hourlong episodes—Cathy and her family
and friends take their places for the last time. The
kookiness and sometimes pratfalling humor of ear-
lier seasons here gives way to a more gentle and
natural way of being for almost everyone involved.

It was never easy to watch a show about a
wife and mother diagnosed with terminal cancer.
Some of the best scenes could have been maudlin
with less deft writing and acting. The scene where
Cathy and teenage son Adam (Gabriel Basso)
open her birthday presents to him for the years
ahead is almost joyful, and not only because of
Ms. Linney’s and Mr. Basso’s shining presence.

But “The Big C” was always a way to celebrate
the fact that, in the midst of impending death, we
are always in life.
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COMEDY: AL MADRIGAL
became unavoidable”—and for simply Googling “Mexican co-
median” to conduct the employee search.

Last week, with his second anniversary on the “Daily
Show” staff approaching and his first one-hour stand-up
comedy special premiering Friday on Comedy Central, Mr.
Madrigal sat on the same couch where Jon Stewart shook
his hand to hire him, at the “Daily Show” studios in New
York. Mr. Madrigal pulled out his phone to show an app he
has downloaded to teach himself Spanish.

“’I’m on unit 11,” he said of his studies, tapping the screen.
“Yes, I like it very cold,” the phone said. “Si, me gusta muy fria.”

Mr. Madrigal has derived a good chunk of his comedy
from the guilty disconnect he feels from his Latino heritage.

“I’ve always felt uncomfortable with my status as a Mexi-
can-American. Just because I was so white-bread. I’m this
third-generation half-Mexican who doesn’t speak Spanish,”
he says. He was born and raised in San Francisco and at-
tended a French school, “Notre Dame des Victoires. So that’s
where it really all started going bad,” he says. His mother
runs her own corporate human-resources firm, where Mr.
Madrigal had a lucrative job that he quit at age 32 to pursue
comedy and acting full-time.

“If you saw ‘Up in the Air’ with George Clooney, it was
like that,” Mr. Madrigal, now 41, says. “Hiring and firing peo-
ple. I was the hatchet man.” It was good training for show
business.

Mr. Madigal moved to Los Angeles in 2003 after winning
a role in “The Ortegas,” a Fox TV show that never aired (he
played Cheech Marin’s son). In 2008, he landed a role on
“Welcome to the Captain,” a CBS sitcom that ran for five ep-
isodes. He gamely played a building superintendent named
Jesus, an over-the-top Mexican-American caricature.

“Do I want to do everything with an accent? It’s not me,”

ing firmly with people to keep their attention.
“You have to play this likable schoolteacher, but you can’t

show any weakness up there,” he says.
Mr. Madrigal’s unsqueamishness about prickly interper-

sonal situations also has helped him confront interview sub-
jects as a “Daily Show” reporter, a job he describes as “doing
improv with people who don’t know they’re doing improv.”

The job of being a fake news reporter has a lot in com-
mon with legitimate journalism, too. Mr. Madrigal says he
had to learn some newsgathering techniques, but he
thinks all comedians are journalists in a way. “I feel that’s
our job on stage as comedians,” he says, “to experience
strange situations and relay the story back to the audi-
ence.”

Mr. Madrigal was exposed to Southern California La-
tino culture in Los Angeles and really started feeling
Causacian there. In Los Angeles, he says, the Latinos say
to him: “You’re Mexican? I always thought you were Jew-
ish, bro.” The discomfort fed his comedy and has provided
the title of his new stand-up special, “Why Is the Rabbit
Crying?” In the special, he talks about being frightened by
the gangbanger appearance of his son’s Los Angeles soccer
coach: “He’s coming at us. A lot of neck tattoos. I’m trying to
decipher them on the fly….Why is the rabbit crying?!”

He also has another sitcom possibility. He just taped a pi-
lot for “About a Boy,” based on the Nick Hornby novel and
directed by Jon Favreau. He plays a stay-at-home dad, and
that’s where his character’s humor comes from.

“What’s fantastic about my character is that I’m married
to a Latina, and there is zero reference to the fact that we
are Mexican-Americans,” he says. “They’re writing for funny
Latinos without the hacky jokes that are usually associated
with Latinos on TV.”
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WHEN AL MADRIGAL did his first segment on “The Daily
Show” in May 2011, the make-believe TV news program in-
troduced him as its Senior Latino Correspondent. He joked to
host Jon Stewart that “it’s pronounced señor.” Then he fake-
chastised Mr. Stewart for finally hiring a Latino 12 years into
his tenure on the show—“after the demographic numbers

he says, “But I like the ability to play a funny character.”
Mr. Madrigal also performed comedy tenaciously, doing up

to 10 shows a week at clubs like the Comedy Store and the
Laugh Factory. In 2004, he was named best stand-up Come-
dian at the U.S. Comedy Arts Festival in Aspen, Colo. In his
act, he tells detailed stories rather than quickie one-liners,
about his wife and two kids and strip-mall massage parlors.
So he needs audiences to follow closely. Onstage, he found
it helped to summon his human-resources experience—deal-

Another Comic Springs
Out of ‘The Daily Show’

BY DON STEINBERG

IDENTITY BLUR
Al Madrigal
professes a
complicated

relationship with
his heritage
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