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Athens is where the past and present exist side by side, the Acropolis standing sentinel over streets clogged by Mercedes sedans. 

The Greek capital is also where the present and past collide, the hyper-vigilance that rose from the ashes of 9/11 bumping against a laxity that enabled terrorists to strike without rhyme or reason or retribution. 

Ancient ruins, Greece's footprints on civilization, will provide a spectacular backdrop for the 2004 Summer Olympics. But can the Greeks rub out the terrorists who have left their imprint all over Athens in time to be ambassadors of a peaceful Games? 

Chip Tsantes, the son of a U.S. diplomat who was gunned down on Greek soil, has his concerns. 

"There are terrorists who killed Americans," he said, "walking around in Athens today." 

Tsantes' father, U.S. Navy Capt. George Tsantes, was shot at a traffic light in Athens on Nov. 15, 1983. His Greek driver, Nikolaos Veloutsos, also was killed. Tsantes was the second American victim of 17 November. He would not be the last. 

The anti-American, anti-Turkish, anti-NATO terrorist group emerged in 1975 as if from the rib of Poseidon, whose capricious moods could trigger tsunamis and earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. Over the next 27 years, 17 November turned the cradle of democracy into a morgue with 106 attacks that left 23 dead, four U.S. officials among them. 

Last year, 19 members of the group were the first to be brought to trial. In December, 15 were convicted. 

Richard Welch, the CIA station chief in Athens, was the group's first target. He was assassinated on Dec. 23, 1975, in front of his home as he returned from a Christmas party. Because Greece has a 20-year statute of limitations on capital crimes, the people responsible for Welch's murder escaped prosecution. 

The defendants in Tsantes' murder got off because prosecutors had insufficient evidence. Chip Tsantes wants Athens-bound Olympians to be clear about what that means. 

"I assume," he said, "my father's killers are roaming the streets." 

The next generation of extremists is also on the loose, malevolence having been passed on like a regressive gene. "They still have the younger recruits," said John Noukas, a former FBI special agent who worked on a 17 November murder case in the 1990s. "They're out there." 

Attack likely, poll says 

Terrorism is Greece's Pandora's box. Like Athens' pollution, the city's terrorist problem is hardly a dirty little secret; 52 percent of the respondents in a recent Associated Press poll said they believe a terrorist attack is likely at the Summer Games. (Four out of 10 polled said American athletes are the most likely targets.) 

The country that gave the world The Three Thinkers -- Socrates, Plato, Aristotle -- was pitifully slow to figure out that security in a post-9/11 world must be proactive, not reactive. The fact is, with its absorbent borders, a slipshod immigration policy and a geographic closeness to the Middle East, Greece is an appealing destination for terrorists. 

After insisting for years that they could safeguard the Games without outside help, the Greeks in recent months have swallowed their pride and accepted assistance on coordinating security from a seven-nation advisory group that includes the United States, Israel, Germany and Great Britain. 

Their about-face was a face-saving measure. Routine counterterrorism exercises conducted last August -- a year before the Aug. 13 opening of the Games -- exposed holes so gaping at several of the 35 competition venues, one U.S. security planning official told The Washington Post it was worse than Munich in 1972. That was the Summer Games where pro-Palestinian terrorists took 11 members of the Israeli Olympic contingent hostage at the Olympic Village. 

Phidippides, the soldier who ran 25 miles to Athens to announce Greece's victory against Persia in the Battle of Marathon and then promptly dropped dead, couldn't have delivered the message more dramatically. The Greeks since have redoubled their efforts, committing 45,000 police officers and soldiers and $800 million to safeguarding the Games. 

IOC President Jacques Rogge traveled to Athens last week and approved of the progress being made. Rogge delivered a ringing endorsement during a speech, thanking the Greek government "for the unprecedented efforts that it has made in regards to security and safety." 

Like many of the 10,000 athletes they will host in August, the Greeks are banking on a successful Olympics. They are among the least affluent countries to host a Summer Games in the past half-century. This is Greece's one moment in time to show the world it has a golden future and not just a gilded past. 

Said John Sitilides, executive director of the Western Policy Center, a think tank specializing in Greek-Turkish affairs and Eastern Mediterranean security issues: "The Greeks understand that if these Olympics do not succeed, it will be a blight on the country from which it might not recover." 

Peace over conflict 

The first contest in the birthplace of the Olympics was held for the city itself, Athena and Poseidon taking turns performing before the gods of Olympus. 

Athena, the goddess of wisdom, offered an olive branch, the symbol of peace and posterity. Poseidon, the god of the sea, played to his strength, which was a brutish power. He hurled his trident at a rock and a horse sprang forth. 

The gods of Olympus, in a vote for peace over conflict, awarded the guardianship of Athens to Athena. 

Or so it is written. In Greece, it's easier separating pollutants from the Parthenon than myth from truth. The romanticists of the Olympic movement were not inclined to. They were the ones who pushed through Athens' bid in 1997. 

If the world wants to romanticize the Games' return to their ancient birthplace, the Greeks are happy to go along. They've given the Parthenon a face-lift; they're sprucing up the ancient marathon course for the 2004 race. Mostly, though, they're wearing out their worry beads hoping the Summer Games will lay to rest the country's overpopulated, overpolluted, underpoliced and underperforming image. 

Some truths, though, are tough to bury. Richard Welch was shot three times at point-blank range by Greek extremists who got away with murder time and time again. 

A life snuffed out at 46, a lover of all things Greek slain for the simple reason he was an American. A death that carried no repercussions, except for Welch's friends and loved ones. 

"They're playing up all the romantic crap about the Olympics returning to Greece," said Tim Welch, one of Welch's three children. "They are portraying to the world that everything is OK and we, the families of the victims, think it's despicable." 

George Tsantes was the son of parents who emigrated to the U.S. from Greece. Tsantes carried an American passport, but in his heart he was Greek. Tsantes' death was so senseless, it makes his son Chip want to scream. 

"What did they accomplish by killing him?" Tsantes said. "I am a Greek-American and it makes me really angry that the Greek government fostered a culture that enabled terrorists to roam free and kill Americans with impunity for a long time. " 

The families of Welch and Tsantes have been dealing for decades with feelings of anger and betrayal and confusion. 

They know exactly how the loved ones of the Sept. 11 victims must feel every time the independent commission investigating the terrorist attacks unlocks another door to the hijackers' world that went unopened by U.S. officials in the years preceding the attacks. 

Counterterrorism is burdened by the fact that rational minds can't foresee the carnage until after the fatalities. Strapping explosives to one's body? Flying an airplane into a building? Walking up to a perfect stranger and shooting him at point-blank range? The cerebral mind can't conceive of such scenarios. 

Civilized people have a hard time understanding there is any human being who treats the killing of another as sport. 

Greece provided an especially fertile ground for 17 November to take root. There were the Greek intellectuals who severely underestimated the outrage and organizational abilities of 17 November. 

There was a leftist Greek media -- referred to as "Al-Jazeera West" by some diplomats -- that glorified the terrorists as Hellenistic Robin Hoods. 

There was a Greek government that overcompensated for the heavy hand of the military junta during its 1967-74 reign by decimating its police force and security operations in the years that followed. 

And there was Greek's crumbling economy in the years following the junta's rule, which Noukas, the former FBI agent, said created potholes that made the road to justice unnavigable. 

When Noukas was retained by a government agency to investigate the 1989 shooting of Pavlos Bakoyannis, a deputy in the Greek Parliament and the first husband of Athens' current mayor, he found an underpaid, widely disparaged, corrupt police force and government officials who seemed to be fighting fire with matchsticks. 

"They did not have the infrastructure," Noukas said, "to effectively investigate the killings. We didn't know whether it was on purpose or not." 

Former CIA Director James Woolsey would accuse the Greek government of protecting the terrorists. Sitilides said more people obviously "should have been making an issue of this rather than excusing what was going on as the actions of thugs or hooligans." 

'More angry than ever' 

Tim Welch and Chip Tsantes traveled to Greece last year, in search of closure. They were in the Athens court in December when the 17 November verdicts and sentences were passed down. 

They sat shoulder to shoulder with evil. Next to burying their fathers, maintaining their composure in that courtroom was the hardest thing they've ever done. 

"I sat next to the guy who definitely was involved in the Welch murder," Tsantes said. "It was all I could do not to jump on him and choke the life out of him." 

The experience, Welch said, "did not give me closure. I came back from Greece more angry than ever." 

After seeing the smug looks on the defendants' faces, Welch doesn't think he'll be able to watch the Olympics. He's pretty sure he'll skip them. A part of him wishes the American athletes would, too. 

"They'll probably pull the Games off, thanks to good old America's support on the security side of it," Welch said. His voice rose in anger. "All the Greeks want is a satisfactory Olympics. It's very important to their pride and their collective ego." 

To those who do travel to Greece this summer, Welch and Tsantes say: Remember Richard Welch, George Tsantes, William Nordeen and Ronald Stewart. They were unwitting losers of a contest the world now knows it must win. 
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