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early hours of Christmas Day, about a dozen
college students, most of them attending Virginia

Tech, traveled to a convenience store at the
intersection of Walnut and Rosemary streets in

Blacksburg, Virginia. They came for a festive night
of pool, snacks, and conversation. One of them had

just bought two M-16 machine guns at another
store. He had a pistol as well. Five minutes before
midnight, as the team was sitting and chatting in

front of a television set, a man entered and
approached them. In his hand he carried a sawed-
off shotgun. He said, "Do not move. Put your hands
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on your head." The students obeyed. He ordered
them onto the floor, facedown. "Do not look at me,"
he told them. "I don't want to see your face." The
man rifled through the contents of their pockets.
Then, still keeping his gun trained on them, he
walked out. The students managed to lock the

door. It was 11:05 p.m. At about 12:30, an officer of
the Blacksburg police department entered the

store. The students had gathered in a front room.
He rifled through a desk, and then stood up to

announce, "I have a fugitive in custody." Then, with
the next breath, he declared, "We have shot five,

and none of you are hurt." Forty minutes had
elapsed since the robbery. Officers had arrived too
late to catch the thief. But they were right in time

to catch the students. According to the police, they
had made an important discovery: The robbery was

part of a larger conspiracy to terrorize people in
Blacksburg. The conspiracy, which the police

believed might have been ordered by Venezuela's
president, Hugo Chavez, was named Operation

Robin Hood. It involved at least a dozen people, all
of whom had been captured, and in some cases —

like that of the businessman in Houston — were
cooperating with the authorities. Operation Robin
Hood was the first such terrorism campaign to be

identified in the United States since the South
Pacific campaigns of World War II. Although a

"Rambo-like" plan to intimidate a major American
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city into "following the Venezuelan mode," it was
far more sophisticated than anything that has been
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