", (B 7 Out in the Nevada desert is Area 51, a military base so hush-hush
it does not oﬁiczalbf exist. Tell that to the widows of the men who died there.

By Richard Lelby
Washington Post Staff Writer

Nobody.”

her eyes and presents proof that -
the man she loved for more than
four decades—“my Wally"—ex-
isted. Proof that he was born,
worked, sacrificed, lived and died. An
ordinary man, but one like no other.
His name was Walter S. Kasza, and
Stella Kasza wants you to know that,
damn it, he existed. He was her man.

She dlsplays his Army papers: He

landed in Europe in ’44, fought in the
Ardennes, earned three bronze stars.
On the paneled wall hangs their wed-
ding portrait—St. Norbert's Church in
Detroit, 1950—and pictures of their
children. “You're together that long,
you eat together, you sleep together,”
Stella says, her voice dissipating to a
sigh. More tears, another tissue. _

From the pantry she retrieves a
brown paper bag full of empty pill vials.
For years the doctors couldn’t figure
out why Wally was coughing so much,
why his skin cracked and bled, turning
their bedsheets red. They prescnbed
unguents antibiotics, - decongestants,
pain killers. His guts ached for years,
too, and when they finally found the
kidney cancer, even morphine didn’t
help the pain. He died in April 1995, a

~wraith, 73 years old.
“Memories,” she says bitterly, toss-

n the dim hght of her tidy tranler the widow dabs at

ing the vials into the bag. “Nobody gives a damn,

g Stella Kasza, sﬂver haired, strong- wxlled—“I’ve got a
LAS VEGAS temper, a Polish temper,” she warns—blames all the high
and mighty officials back in Washington for what hap-

pened to her Wally, and one big shot in partlcular eIt

" Clinton was here right now I'd look at him and say, You

know what you did to my man? You took my lzfe away.
You—” She spits out several curses.

Bill Clinton certainly did not kill Wally Kasza, but he
has been forced to deal with his angry
widow. The administration maintains
an abiding interest in the lawsuit Stella
Kasza has brought agamst the federal
government. Under a “presidential de-
termination” that he must renew annu-

~ ally, Clinton has decreed that potenhal ‘
evidence related to Kasza's death is
classified, top-secret, a matter of na-
tional securlty—and that “it is in the
paramount interest of the United
States” that none of it be disclosed.

Why should Wally Kasza matter? He
was a sheet-metal worker. For seven
years he put up buildings and installed .
cooling systems for a defense contrac-
tor at an Air Force base in the middle of
the Nevada desert.

But that base, about 100 rrules due
north of here, is the most mysterious in
America. It is so secret that top officials
won't say anything about it—they claim
it has no name. They only speak of it in
the most general terms: “There is an
operating location near Groom Dry
Lake.” That's the Air Force’s official
position.

Stella Kasza and the rest of Amerlca-
knowitas Area51. =

In the imagination of UFO enthusi-

Stella Kasza Ieft with her son, A :
n, and Helen Frost, with her daughter. Both wonien are widows of men asts, Area 51 is where the gove rnment

who became smk after working for years at Area 51.. Frost dispiays photos of her hushkand. “Hobody

gives a damn,” says Kasza. “Nobody.”

i

‘ See AREA51, F4, Col. 1
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It’s out there: Attorney Jonathan Turley squints into the sun toward Area 51, 1.3 miles away. than 25 workers who claim that they were inj i
) : 1 L were 5
That’s ahout as close as you can get without security clearance. Turley r,epresents more  no “there” there. ' s e TR e et e
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AREA51, From F1

harbors space aliens and conducts
experiments on recovered interstel-
lar craft. The real secrets of Area 51
are more mundane. And they involve
things more dangerous to human
beings than the squidlike aliens in
“Independence Day,” a movie that
used Area 51’s obsessive secrecy as
a plot device.

What's being covered up there,
according to lawsuits filed by Kasza’s
widow, another worker’s widow and
five former Area 51 employees, are
brazen environmental crimes. For
several years, the workers say, they
labored in thick, choking clouds of
poisonous smoke as hazardous
wastes were burned in huge open
trenches on the base. Military offi-
cers armed with M-16s stood guard
as truckloads of resins, paints and
solvents—materials used to make
the Stealth bomber and other classi-
fied aircraft—were doused with jet
fuel and set ablaze with road flares.

Another sheet-metal worker at Ar-
ea 51, Robert Frost, died at age 57,
allegedly from exposure to hazard-
ous wastes. Biopsies showed that his
tissues were filled with industrial
‘toxins rarely seen in humans. Men
who worked there from the late
1970s into the early 1990s say that
inhaling the smoke resulted in per-
sistent respiratory distress, cancers
and strange rashes.

“Fish scales,” the workers call
these hard membranes. Some use
sandpaper to remove the embarrass-
ing growths from their hands, feet,
legs and arms, but they keep coming
back. They slather themselves with
Crisco to stop their skin from blis-
tering and cracking.

What is the government’s - re-
sponse to these horror stories? The
government says ... nothing. The
policy is that nothing illegal occurred
at Area 51 because, officially, nothing
occurs at Area 51.

Employees there cannot talk
about the work they do. Everything
and everyone connected to the base
is classified—part of the military’s
multi-billion-dollar “black budget”
operations. “Specific activities ...
both past and present . .. cannot be

discussed,” the Air Force says in a

statement.

That position infuriates Stella
Kasza because it makes her husband
disposable, a nonentity: She sees it
this way: If, officially, Wally Kasza
didn’t work at Area 51 for seven
years, then, officially, his death had
nothing to do with his job. He didn’t
wake up with bloody pajamas from

" the fish scales, didn’t hack his lungs
out in the middle of the night kneel-
ing next to the bed. Didn’t get can-
cer. Didn’t suffer so horribly that his
son wanted to smother him with a
pillow to end it all. :

Stella Kasza stanches her tears,
points to a table in the living room
and says, “There is something he
made.” It's a miniature, felt-topped
craps table, perfectly detailed; Wally
was quite the handyman. Now it
holds Stella’s legal papers, medical

. reports, clippings, letters. Thick en-
velopes full of evidence that she
hopes will be enough to prove in
federal court that her Wally worked
and died for the United States gov-
ernment. Officially.

A Base With No Name

“Someday I hope to visit Stella and
not make her cry,” says attorney
Jonathan Turley, driving away from
his client’s triple-wide trailer in the
Desert Inn Mobile Estates. It's a
sun-blasted retirement community
near a blue-collar casino whose bill-
board advertises “Cash your pay-
check—win up to $250,000!”

Turley is a law professor at George
Washington University—he directs
its nonprofit Environmental Law Ad-
vocacy Center, funded in part by
Hollywood do-gooder Barbra Streis-
and. He flies here every few months
to meet with the clients he is repre-
senting in a lawsuit against the gov-
ernment—Area 51 workers past and
‘present and their families. He repre-
sented Wally Kasza before he died.

The brash young lawyer would
meet the sick old man in secret, in
cars and garages, fearful of detection
by military investigators. If Turley
seems paranoid—he avoids using
ihotel phones, travels under phony
inames, swears he is being tailed—he
‘has his reasons.

His campus office remains sealed
by federal court order—students and

others are not allowed to enter be- -

cause the government says Turley’s
“files hold documents that are classi-
fied. In a letter, a Justice Department
attorney helpfully called Turley’s at-
.tention to the specific statute that,
“as you know, prohibits unautho-
rized possession of national security
information” and provides a manda-
tory 10 years in prison for violators.
(Turley is appealing the order that
classified his office.)

The Area 51 workers he repre-
sents also face 10 years in the slam-
mer if they are caught disclosing
anything about their jobs. In court

papers, they are identified only as
John Doe. Their affidavits express
fear of “retaliation, harassment and
injury” if their civilian employers or
the military finds out who they are.

“These are deeply patriotic guys,”
Turley says of his clients, many of

whom have military backgrounds.
“They are trained to go with the
program and trust the line of com-
mand. It took a great deal for them to
even talk to an attorney.”

Turley represents more than 25
workers at no charge. He filed the
case three years ago against the
Environmental Protection Agency
and the Department of Defense. The
plaintiffs aren’t asking for money;
they want information on the chemi-
cals they might have been exposed
to so they can get appropriate medi-
cal treatment. They also want the
military to admit that burning barrels
of toxic wastes—allegedly twice a
week for more than a decade—was
wrong. -

And they want an apology. “Let
them admit the truth,” one worker
says.

They’ll probably get none of the
above. So far, the government’s ar-
guments for absolute secrecy have
largely been upheld in U.S. District
Court here. Unless they win on ap-
peal, the Area 51 workers will face
the same fate as the nuclear test site
workers, uranium miners and the
hapless citizens of Nevada and Utah
who were exposed to radiation dur-
ing the heyday of atomic bomb test-
ing: Many. got sick and died, and the
courts held no one liable.

“I don't like to be discouraging,
but I fought these lawsuits for 15
years and we failed, we failed in all
three cases,” says lawyer Stewart L.
Udall, who was secretary of the
interior during the Kennedy and

(J ohnson administrations. “You have

to ask which is more important:
grave damage to this vague concept
of ‘national security’ or grave dam-
age to American democracy?”

Turley had hoped that, when con-
fronted with credible testimony
about environmental crimes and evi-
dence of the workers’ illnesses, the
Pentagon might cover their medical
bills, or allow them to be treated for
free by military doctors with the
proper security clearances. He asked
the Justice Department to give his
clients immunity and launch a crimi-
nal investigation. Instead, the Justice
Department, the EPA, the Air Force
and the White House erected a stony
wall of secrecy—not denying the
‘charges, but not confirming them,
either.

A few months after Turley sued,
EPA officials conducted their first-ev-
er inspection of Area 51. It was a
victory, but a hollow one. Backed by
Clinton, the Air Force refuses to
disclose the results of the inspec-
tion—meaning the workers can't
know what hazardous wastes might
have been incinerated there. “Presi-
dent Clinton’s decision protects the
environment and national security,”
the Justice Department intones.

In a statement issued to The
‘Washington Post, the Air Force touts
its “strong environmental record,”
but spokesmen refuse to address any
questions about Area 51. “Most peo-
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grandmother’s recollections of how
mules were deemed more valuable
than people by the coal companies.

Now 36, Turley has been a loyal

-liberal since his days as a teenage
congressxonal page. He takes on
cases that give him high-profile plat-
forms—he also represents rebel-
lious federal grand jurors who inves-
tigated environmental crimes at the
Rocky Flats nuclear weapons facility
in Colorado and opposed the Justice
Department’s decision to levy fines
rather than send corporate officials

to jail.

Turley sees delicious hypocrisies
in the Area 51 case. It allows him to
target a president who's often touted
his“environmental record. And who
claims to have empathy for working-
class citizens done wrong by govern-
ment experiments. In October 1995,
Clinton publicly apologized to vic-
tims of secret radiation tests in New
Mexico.

“When the govern-
ment does wrong, we

have the moral re-
sponsibility to admit
it”" the president
said; Americans have
become cynical and
lost faith in democra-
cy, he said, “because
of stonewallmgs and
evasions of the past,
times when a family
member or a neigh-
bor suffered an injus-
tice and had nowhere
to ‘turn and couldn’t
even get the facts.”

A few days before
that speech, Clinton
_signed the first order

vexemptmg Area 51 from disclosing
lts pollutwn records.

-lohn Doe in Secret

e~

“Sxthng in a seedy motel room near
the Vegas Strip, his back to the
window, the man offers a handshake
a.nd introduces himself. “John Doe,”
he says in a phlegmy voice.

. He proceeds with his story of how
55-gallon drums of classified chemi-

“cals were 'trucked in from a Califor-

“'nia-aircraft facility and routinely set

.,ablaze at Area 51.

Y “The barrels would blow up and
'vaporize, like a huge smoke grenade.
{The smoke was dark, grayish
- white—it was as thick as London
. fog.” He hacks, wheezes and clears

» hls throat. .

““When I went up there I was in
good health—healthy as an ox,” the

; man says. He’s never smoked, he

u says, and coughs again. “T'd like to
v know if there’s a remedy to reestab-

' hsh my breathing—or will I be like

"' this the rest of my life? Has my life

i expectancy been shortened?”

. /~As a condition of conducting the

« interview, Turley says we can't de-

- scribe the man or his work in any

' way. The lawyer believes the Air

. Force’s Office of Special Investiga-

" tions (OSJ) is trying to photograph

i or otherwise hunt down the “John

.-Does,” to bring charges against
them for breaching national security.
" " Tirley paces nervously, drawing

aside the curtains on the room’s only
window, checking the peephole at

get SO

.die.”

“I'm sorry 1

emotional.

It’s hell to
watch

someone

—JohnDoe

the sdoor. He turns up the televi-
sion=—a precaution, he says, against
electronic eavesdropping.

.“I'm sure the room’s clean but that-

window bothers me,” he says. Laser
microphones can pick up conversa-
‘tiens from vibrations on glass, even
from the ice in a drink. Turley keeps
upron spook technology. He once did
a'stint in the general counsel’s office
of the National Security Agency.
.~ He instructs John Doe to take a
‘seat farther from the window.
I' The man goes on: How workers
iwere denied breathing masks; how
hé was told to quit if he didn’t like it.
. Butthe money was good—at least
1i815,000 above the annual wages in

+ <Vegas. You just had to get used to a

“iclimate of fear. If you were ordered
omot to look up at some crazy new
iizplane overhead, you kept your eyes
toon the dirt.
“It was very understood that when
svyou left there, you never talked about
i thls You can’t divulge anything, not
7= even its existence. How can a guy go
'+ and make a claim for workman’s

12 comp if the investigator can't investi-

5 gate what it was?”

Suddenly, Turley is pushing aside - .
o the curtains. Trouble. “A van just

pulled up next to the window,” he

i» announces. “Three guys, clean-cut,

© are getting out.”

A

He terminates the interview. “We
stayed too long

The van’s passengers have put its
hood up. To Turley that’s a classic
sign of surveillance: the old car-trou-
ble ruse.

The lawyer picked this motel be-
cause guests must park in a central
courtyard. The room’s window faces
a rarely used road. What is that van
doing there?

A reporter and photographer drive
around the side of the building to
case the van. The men are gone. It'sa

dark blue Dodge, a bit beat up. Its .

license plate reads .

U.S. Air Force. For Oj‘ﬁczal Use

Only.

“The Official Response

It was all a coincidence, an Air
Force spokesman ‘at the Pentagon .
says later. Yes, the Office of Special
Investigations routinely probes na- :

tional security leaks, but that wasn’t

an OSI detachment, he assures us.

The Air Force traced the license
number of the blue van. It turns out
that the men came from a C-141 .
transport plane and were overnight- -
ing in Las Vegas because of a bunk
shortage at nearby Nellis Air Force
Base.

Can we have the van’s mainte-
nance records, to see if it really had a
breakdown? ,

Sorry, the spokesman says. That
information is confidential.

John Doe in Tears

Another hotel room, another John
Doe. This one is weeping at the
memory of his co-workers. “I'm sor-
1y I get so emotional,” he says. “It’s
hell to watch someone die.”

He may be next. Ugly, crusty
scales cover part of his body.

How easily the tears come in this

rarid place. But how quickly they

dry—as if they never existed.

Love Everlasting

All of this started because of $300.
About 10 years ago, Robert Frost,
who was foreman of

the sheet-metal

workers at Area 51,

became so ill that he

missed a week of

work. By then his

face and body were

scarred by scales and

red welts. He would

drape himself in a

blanket to shield his

skin from the sun.

His legs buckled
when he tried to
walk.

Frost filed a claim
for lost wages; his
employer, Reynolds
Electrical & Engi-
neering Co., fought
it. By the time a hear-

ing was held in 1990, Frost was dead
of a liver disease that doctors associ-
ated with exposure to smoke con-
taining dioxin and dibenzofurans,
chemicals found in plastics and sol-
vents. But the compensation claim
was denied after a company superin-
tendent testified that no burning

" ever occurred at Area 51.

Frost's widow, Helen, got a belt
buckle in the mail—*“in appreciation
of Robert’s 10 years of continuous
service with REECo,” the accompa-
nying letter said. “We deeply regret
that the award cannot be presented
to him.”

Furious, she wanted to file a
wrongful death claim, but the law-
yers in Las Vegas told her there was
nothing to be done—the military and
its contractors were too powerful.

Eventually Helen Frost found a
Washington watchdog group, the
Project on Government Oversight,
that was willing to investigate. She
knew of several other widows and
workers. One of them was her hus-
band’s good friend Wally Kasza—a
guy so tough he worked up at Area
51 until he was 69, when he became
too sick to go on.

Wally and “Frostie,” as friends
knew him, were union brothers in
Local 88. Now their widows are
united in their scorn for the federal
government, lending their names to
the lawsuits Frost v. Perry (against
the former secretary of defense) and
Kasza v. Browner (against the EPA
administrator).

Turley, who took over the case
from the oversight group, is like a
son to them. When he comes to call,
they have cookies and pies waiting, -
and the latest proud stories about
their grandchildren.

They are a lot alike, Stella: and
Helen. They grew up in ethnic Rust
Belt towns, met and married their
men as teenagers—they never
thought they’d lose them. Their men
had fought wars, come home to tell
about it. How could the government
they fought for betray them, put
them in mortal danger without fair
warning? How could everyone right
up to the president deny it?

Keeping secrets is one thing, the
black-budget widows say. But people
still ought to count for something.
The truth ought to count.

Stella Kasza points to the wall. An






