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PROLOGUE: THE SPY AND THE SCRIBE

I first set foot inside the Central Intelligence Agency in 1988, a young newspaperman back from a long trip to Afghanistan. I had gone there to report on the CIA’s multibillion-dollar arms shipments to the Afghan guerrillas, whose jihad against the Soviet invaders was the last great battle of the cold war. Before leaving, I had called up the CIA’s spokesman to ask for a briefing, a request flatly denied. Off I went to Afghanistan. I hadn’t been back at my desk in Washington for more than a day when the phone rang. How would I like to come in for that briefing now? I had no idea that I was about to discover my life’s calling.

I made the seven-mile drive out to the woodlands of Langley, Virginia, and walked into the lobby of the CIA’s headquarters. To my left, engraved in the wall, was the Gospel of John: And ye shall know the truth, and the truth will make you free. A thought struck me. Was it possible to know the truth about the CIA? Could I cover it as I had once covered the cops and the courts as a cub reporter? The only way to begin was to talk to its veterans, to listen, and to try to learn how a secret intelligence service operates in an open democratic society.

A few months later, I called up Richard Helms, the CIA’s director for seven years under Presidents Johnson and Nixon, who had fired him for refusing to cover up the Watergate break-in on a spurious claim of national security. A charter member of the CIA at its creation, the chief of its clandestine service during the Cuban missile crisis and the early days of the Vietnam War, Helms was elegant as a British banker, an eloquent raconteur, and a man who enjoyed a beer at lunch. Over the course of many an hour, he gave me a master class in the history of the CIA. The mission at the outset in 1947 was to know the enemy. Spies would divine the secrets of the Kremlin, scholarly analysts would assay them, and directors would report to the president of the United States. “In the beginning, we knew nothing,” Helms told me. “Our knowledge of what the other side was up to, their intentions, their capabilities, was nil, or next to it. If you came up with a telephone book, or a map of an airfield, that was pretty hot stuff. We were in the dark about a lot of the world.” The chances for enlightenment were vanishingly small. Within a year, the mission changed. The Soviets had taken over more than half of Europe. The Pentagon and the State Department ordered the CIA to fight fire with fire and roll back the forces of communism. Knowing the world through espionage took a back seat to changing the world through covert action. Helms saw this as a tragic mistake. By 1950, the CIA had raised a paramilitary army, and it tried for four years to penetrate Russia, Poland, Ukraine, China, and North Korea with recruited foreign agents parachuting behind enemy lines. These were suicide missions, their plans purloined by communist spies. They stayed secret for many years, as did the violent right-wing coups and assassination plots against foreign leaders. Helms had kept those secrets. His successors, to the CIA’s sorrow, had not.

He wanted me to understand that the agency hadn’t dreamed up the idea of overthrowing Iran or killing Fidel Castro. Every president since Truman had commanded the CIA to intervene with guns and money to control the fate of nations when sending in the Marines was not an option. Its officers did what they were ordered to do. They were executing the foreign policy of the United States. They drew their power directly from the commander in chief. And the CIA’s directors and spies and analysts depended on his faith in the intelligence they delivered; if they were not believed, they had no purpose. They learned it was perilous to tell him what he did not want to hear.

By the time I began covering the CIA for the New York Times in 1993, the cold war was over, the agency was in constant turmoil, and the old code of secrecy was breaking down. An astonishing number of senior officers and analysts at headquarters spoke openly with me, as did many members of the old guard, now retired after twenty or thirty years and shedding the cloak of clandestinity. The CIA slowly began to open up some of its files on cold-war covert actions in Europe and Asia and Latin America. A clearer picture of its past started to emerge. Espionage and covert action were not the glamorous and romantic adventure that the movies made it out to be. “It’s not fun and games,” Helms said. “It’s dirty and dangerous.” The reality was far more interesting than the fiction.

I began to grasp not only what the CIA did, but what it was like to work for it. Journalists and spies were not all that different. I could land in Khartoum or Havana and say, in so many words: “Take me to your leader.” Soon thereafter I would meet the dictator of Sudan or Castro himself. CIA officers had that kind of entrée all over the world, both to the ruling class and the rebels seeking to overthrow it, if they played their cards right. Recruiting agents overseas was not unlike developing sources at the CIA, though reporters didn’t pay for information and spies did, handsomely. The spy and the scribe both depended on establishing trust. They were driven by a thirst for a hidden truth. And they knew it could take years before the secrets they learned gave them a deep understanding of the way things really worked. The difference was that the journalist wanted to know the world and the CIA had the power to change it.

By the turn of the century, I had compiled a critical mass of declassified documents and conducted more than two hundred interviews. I thought it might be possible to write a history of the first sixty years of the CIA. Legacy of Ashes was published in 2007, in the wake of the revelations of the CIA’s secret prisons and the tortures that went on therein. The CIA had been ordered to become a secret army once again, and in the name of counterterrorism, its disciplines of espionage and analysis had been diminished. Its false reporting on Saddam Hussein’s arsenals had led the United States to invade and occupy Iraq, the most disastrous foreign policy decision since the Vietnam War. In some ways, the book reflected the darkness of that time.

Looking back, there was so much I didn’t know about what the CIA was doing at home and abroad after the September 11 attacks—and so much to be learned about its secret history in the decades thereafter. So I set out to write The Mission in the spring of 2022. The book you hold in your hands is the first chronicle of the twenty-first-century CIA, told in the words of those who lived it. Once again, as when I first started out on the CIA beat, I found an amazing number of people who agreed to speak to me. They had fought in Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Syria, and a dozen other nations. They had run espionage campaigns from the Mediterranean to the Pacific. They had faced criminal investigations for their lethal counterterrorism and counternarcotics operations. They had struggled to penetrate the Kremlin and succeeded. They had built lifelines for the soldiers and spies of Ukraine. Among them was the man who created the CIA’s secret prison system, the woman who helped take down the world’s biggest nuclear-weapons technology smuggling ring, a deep-cover spy who had put presidents on his payroll, station chiefs who served on four continents, and the sitting chief of the CIA’s clandestine service—a man who had been undercover for thirty-three years and had never talked to a journalist in his life. Thanks to their candor, and their trust, this book was written on the record, without anonymous sources or blind quotes.

The Mission is being published in a time of great peril. The United States is governed by a man who admires dictators and despots, aspires to rule as an autocrat, despises civil liberties, and threatens to imprison his opponents. Now that the Supreme Court has ruled that presidents cannot be prosecuted for crimes committed in office, they can abuse their power freely. They can instruct the CIA to spy on Americans, to subvert their domestic enemies, to conduct political assassinations with impunity, to start a war in secret.

The CIA has been twice transformed since the dawn of the twenty-first century. In the beginning, it knew next to nothing about al Qaeda, and failed to prevent a disaster more devastating than Pearl Harbor. Then its false reporting on existential threats terrified the White House and lit the fuse for the disastrous war in Iraq. These calamities were the consequence of a lack of good intelligence. Over the past decade, with the diminution of the war on terror, the CIA has slowly returned to its original purpose of espionage. Its spies are now called upon again to understand the intentions and capabilities of America’s enemies in Moscow and Beijing, Tehran and Pyongyang. A new cold war is slowly escalating toward existential danger. Only good intelligence can prevent a surprise attack, a fatal miscalculation, a futile war. But even the best intelligence will not sway a leader who will not heed it. Among the CIA’s greatest challenges in the days to come will be the man in the White House, an authoritarian leader who presents the clearest danger to the national security of the United States since this century began.






Chapter One


THE DARK HORIZON


On the morning of April 20, 2001, George Tenet gazed out the glass wall of his seventh-floor suite at the Central Intelligence Agency, looking upon a vision of serenity, tall green trees reaching as far as the eye could see. He knew something terrible was out there on the horizon. He had tried and failed to convince the president of the United States that the nation faced a cataclysmic attack. And he feared that a great gap lay between what the CIA was capable of doing and what it would be called upon to do after the catastrophe struck.

Tenet had taken charge of the CIA in July 1997, its fifth director in six tumultuous years. The agency had marked its fiftieth anniversary that summer, and the celebration had been muted. Many of its cold war leaders were in mourning at how far American intelligence had fallen. “The only remaining superpower doesn’t have enough interest in what’s going on in the world to organize and run an espionage service,” said Richard Helms. “We’ve drifted away from that as a country.”

The end of the cold war had devastated the world’s most famous secret intelligence agency. How could it be great without a great enemy? The fall of the Soviet Union had hit the CIA like “the meteor strikes on the dinosaurs. Nothing was the same afterwards,” wrote Richard Kerr, its deputy director from 1989 to 1992. “It was easy, once upon a time, for CIA to be unique and mystical,” said the last chief of the Soviet division of the clandestine service, Milt Bearden. “It was not an institution. It was a mission. And the mission was a crusade. Then you took the Soviet Union away from us and there wasn’t anything else. We don’t have a history. We don’t have a hero. Even our medals are secret. And now the mission is over. Fini.”

The CIA did have a history, although the American people knew little of it. Its classified annals were filled with short-term triumphs and some long-running successes in the struggle against the Soviet empire, the individual triumphs of brave spies and brilliant analysts. But the public record was a litany of institutional failures, replete with flawed covert operations mandated by the foreign policies of every president since World War Two.

President Harry Truman had created the CIA in 1947 to prevent the next Pearl Harbor, not to fight the cold war. “The idea was that we’ve got to get an organization where analysts could look at everything from overseas, no matter how secret,” Helms said. “The agency was created to analyze intelligence, not for covert action.” Only “an accident of history” had compelled the CIA to change the world. President Dwight Eisenhower had commanded the agency to overthrow the freely elected governments of Iran and Guatemala in secrecy, but the coups were anything but silent. The CIA’s officers had made a great deal of noise in executing his orders. “They attracted a lot of attention,” Helms said, and “with the attention, the CIA was identified with covert action,” a force freely wielded by imperial presidents in perilous times.

President John F. Kennedy’s faith in the CIA had been shattered after he ordered it to invade Cuba and crush Fidel Castro in 1961; the Bay of Pigs had become an indelible emblem of disaster. The CIA had helped to avert a nuclear war during the Cuban missile crisis in 1962, but thereafter rarely divined the intentions and capabilities of the Kremlin through espionage. The agency’s best analysts frequently briefed Gerald R. Ford, the House minority leader and a top overseer of military spending, in the late 1960s and early 1970s. “They had charts on the walls, they had figures,” President Ford had recalled in retirement. “And their conclusion was that in ten years, the United States would be behind the Soviet Union in military capability, in economic growth, in the strength of our economy. It was a scary presentation,” Ford said, but “they were 180 degrees wrong. These were the best people we had, the CIA’s so-called experts.”

In the spring of 1975, as Saigon fell, the CIA’s ramparts were breached by Senate investigators. They would expose the agency’s history of failed assassination plots against foreign leaders and its fraught connections with right-wing governments, generals, and goon squads. The investigations “set back our liaison relationships around the world,” President George H. W. Bush, who was then the agency’s director, said in 1997. “They caused many people abroad to pull away from cooperating with the CIA, and they devastated the morale” of its spies, whom Bush had called “perhaps the finest group of dedicated public servants this country has.” In 1985, President Ronald Reagan’s CIA director, William J. Casey, had enmeshed those spies in a harebrained and highly illegal scheme to sell weapons to Iran, skim the profits, and slip them to the contras fighting a covert war in Central America. The stratagem had led to criminal charges against senior CIA officers, all of whom President Bush had pardoned days before he left the White House in December 1992. Among them was Duane “Dewey” Clarridge, the founding father of the CIA’s counterterrorism center. In retirement, he argued that the CIA was at the point of failure. The agency was “finished as a really effective intelligence service,” Clarridge had written in 1997, and it would only be reinvented “after some appalling catastrophe befalls us.”

“A burning platform”

Soon after arriving in the director’s suite that summer, Tenet had a nightmare vision of the future. He saw himself standing on “a burning platform,” the captain of a rusting ship in a rough sea fighting a fire in the engine room. If he didn’t extinguish the blaze, “the organization and all of us in it would sink into the sea.”

Tenet had vowed to rebuild the CIA for the twenty-first century, and like the Soviet Politburo, he had a five-year plan. But as time passed, his goals always remained five years away. Yet officers were running some remarkable operations at the dawn of the new millennium. They were rounding up war criminals in the Balkans and shipping them to the International Criminal Court in the Hague, capturing Islamic terrorists and sending them to prison cells in Cairo, plotting to take down smuggling rings run by a Pakistani scientist selling nuclear-weapons technology to North Korea and Libya, and trying to capture Osama bin Laden in Afghanistan. The CIA still had spies capable of skillful espionage and analysts with deep expertise. It still had some foreign palaces and parliaments wired; more than a few presidents and prime ministers still couldn’t sneeze without the CIA overhearing. It had built new spy services in nations where the Soviets once reigned, from Poland to Uzbekistan. It maintained lavishly financed liaisons with foreign spymasters who traded intelligence for cash.

But the CIA was no longer a global intelligence agency. Many countries once deemed crucial now went uncovered. More than thirty overseas stations and bases had been shuttered in the 1990s, and many that remained were a third of the size they had been a decade before. Essential intelligence wasn’t being collected, and what was collected wasn’t being thought through. At the dawn of the information age, the CIA’s officers and analysts worked with outmoded technology, struggling to distinguish the clear signals of significant facts from the cacophony of background noise. Hank Crumpton, the deputy chief of the counterterrorism center, described the state of affairs in its basement offices: “We had stacks of paper spread out over the floor. We had accumulated cartons of raw intelligence, with people toiling through reams of paper, page by page.” This was no way to run a twenty-first-century spy service.

Americans might once have imagined the CIA as an all-powerful force, with crystal balls foreseeing the future and silver bullets that could change the world through covert action. But Tenet had warned the White House and his overseers in Congress that the agency was half-broken, starved for money, bleeding talent and expertise. The CIA’s secret budget that year was roughly $3 billion—adjusted for inflation, less than at the close of the Korean War. The Clinton administration had cut it by more than $600 million, a peace dividend never reinvested. A quarter of the CIA’s personnel, nearly five thousand people, many with decades of experience, had walked out the door in the 1990s, leaving the ranks desperately depleted. The clandestine service, the heart and soul of the CIA—the spies, station chiefs, case officers, and deep-cover cadres whose missions included running covert operations, recruiting foreign agents, penetrating hostile intelligence services, dismantling terrorist networks—was barely a thousand strong. As Tenet kept telling anyone who would listen, there were more FBI agents in New York than CIA officers abroad. The brain drain among the intelligence analysts was especially dispiriting, and the despair among the talented tenth who remained was deepened by the rudderless drift of American foreign policy in the post–cold war world. They longed for “a sense of direction, a sense of what the mission is,” said their director, John Gannon.

Precious little new blood had infused the agency. Recruitment had dwindled to the vanishing point. When Tenet arrived, precisely six people had passed the CIA’s latest six-month training course at the Farm, its boot camp for new officers outside Williamsburg, Virginia. What would motivate a talented graduate student to sign up for the difficult, often dangerous, sometimes dirty business of espionage when they could make a fortune on Wall Street or explore the frontiers of the newborn World Wide Web at Silicon Valley startups like Google? The world of information looked more promising than the world of secrets.

In the face of fierce criticism from Congress, scathing newspaper stories about blown operations and bungled reporting, and internal studies suggesting that he was realigning deck chairs on the Titanic, Tenet ferociously defended the CIA in public and private, rallying his troops when their morale flagged. A charming man, affable in the extreme, a backslapper in a city of backstabbers, Tenet radiated cheer as he chatted with the worker bees in the CIA’s cafeteria, barged into their cubicles unannounced to ask what was up, dribbled a basketball down the agency’s pastel corridors, and enlivened seventh-floor conferences by belting out the anthems of his youth. (Aretha Franklin’s “Respect” was a favorite.) Unlike some of his predecessors, Tenet was a self-made man, a son of war refugees from Greece and Albania who had settled in Queens and run a greasy spoon called the 20th Century Diner. He looked like a New York City homicide detective: corpulent, compulsively chewing damp cigars, his suits rumpled, his skin sallow, his eyes red-rimmed.

“I spent plenty of sleepless nights wondering, given the monumental task before me, if I was up to the job,” Tenet wrote in his memoir. “No previous experience had prepared me.”*

Things kept going wrong on Tenet’s watch. The CIA had botched a major covert operation to undermine Saddam Hussein; scores of its recruited Iraqi agents had been captured, tortured, and killed. Its analysts had failed to warn of India’s clear intentions to test a nuclear weapon, an event that altered the world’s balance of power. A former station chief in Bucharest serving as an instructor at the Farm was convicted of spying for Moscow; he had handed over the identities of three years’ worth of newly minted spies. He was one among four CIA and FBI turncoats of the era who had given the Kremlin a lasting power to defeat American intelligence operations, manipulate the CIA’s reporting, mislead the White House, and mystify the Pentagon. None of this was a secret. Nearly every one of the CIA’s travails were front-page news in the New York Times and the Washington Post, a recurring nightmare for its leaders and a suppurating wound to its public image and political standing.

The awful truth was that the CIA faced a dizzying disparity between its diminished capacities and its immense responsibilities. “The system is sufficiently dysfunctional that intelligence failure is guaranteed,” warned Russ Travers, a career analyst who later became a top counterterrorism official, in a 1997 article published by the CIA’s in-house journal. By 2001, he predicted, America might be “completely surprised” by a terrorist attack. Tenet and his peers reached an identical conclusion in a highly classified report: Unless they made “substantial and sweeping changes in the way the nation collects, analyzes, and produces intelligence,” the United States soon would suffer a “catastrophic systemic intelligence failure.” The date of that warning was September 11, 1998.

A month before, al Qaeda had blown up truck bombs at two American embassies in East Africa at once, killing twelve Americans, eleven Tanzanians, and 224 Kenyans. Bin Laden’s ability to hit two targets at the same time, three thousand miles from his base in Afghanistan, revealed a level of strategic planning and sophisticated execution that was something new in the world—a terrorist network with the ability to strike anywhere on earth. The CIA saw for the first time that bin Laden was capable of carrying out his declaration of war against the United States. As the CIA pursued the bombing suspects across Africa, the Middle East, and the Balkans, a growing number of spies in the field and analysts at headquarters grappled with the question of how to stop the next al Qaeda attack.

Tenet saw this as the CIA’s new mission. A war on terrorism might become a semblance of what the war on communism had been.

For fifty years, the CIA had served as the pointed end of the spear of American foreign policy. Every president had used it as a secret weapon. At Tenet’s impassioned request, on December 24, 1998, Bill Clinton authorized the CIA to mount a manhunt in the wilds of Afghanistan and kill bin Laden with the aid of recruited Afghan warlords.*

Congress had passed and Clinton had signed a law authorizing “all necessary means, including covert action and military force, to disrupt, dismantle and destroy international infrastructures used by international terrorists.” The CIA’s lawyers, skilled at nuance, interpreted infrastructures meant anything and everything that supported a terrorist—including the terrorists themselves. But the CIA lacked the money and the manpower and, above all, the intelligence to make war against al Qaeda. It took nine months and a change in leadership at the counterterrorism center before the CIA came up with a plan that had a slim chance of succeeding. In the meantime, Clinton had lost confidence in its abilities and revoked its license to kill. A fatal mistake had diminished Tenet’s standing at the White House.

The Pentagon had invited the CIA to pick a target during NATO’s air war in Serbia, which aimed to oust the genocidal leader Slobodan Milošević. After the target was hit, on May 7, 1999, Gen. Wes Clarke, the commander of American forces in the Balkans, had called headquarters in a rage. “Why did the CIA tell me to bomb the Chinese embassy in Belgrade?” he demanded. He’d been informed that the building was a Serb military warehouse. His smart bombs had killed three people at the embassy and wounded twenty more. The Chinese ambassador, understandably, called it a barbaric act. Tenet was in London when he got a call from Clinton’s national security adviser, Sandy Berger. “You better get back here right away,” he said. “I’m trying to save your job.” It took a lot of doing, but Tenet stayed on.

He was sure he would be fired when he met President-elect George W. Bush nine days before his inauguration on January 20, 2001. Tenet was a Clinton man, and no CIA director had survived a transition of presidential power from one party to another since Richard Helms in 1969. He had braced himself for the ax, but it didn’t fall. “‘Why don’t we just let things go along for a while and we’ll see how things work out?’” Bush said. “I was neither on the team nor off it,” Tenet recounted. “I was on probation.”

So long as he didn’t preside over a catastrophe, he would remain the director of central intelligence. Three months later, on April 20, 2001, came a calamity unlike any in the history of the CIA.



* Before Tenet became the deputy director of central intelligence in July 1995, at the age of forty-two, he had led the staff at the Senate intelligence committee and served as intelligence director at the National Security Council. Tenet was acting director from December 1996 until his formal appointment as director in July 1997.
* Clinton and Tenet both developed an impenetrable amnesia surrounding the delicate matter of assassination. “You have this kill order for bin Laden that President Clinton signed on, literally, Christmas Eve of 1998,” said Philip Zelikow, who served as executive director of the 9/11 Commission. But “Tenet claimed he had no memory” of the order. Then, in February 1999, the CIA wanted to use a new group of Afghan warlords to carry out the mission, so it needed an updated authorization. “They go back to the President saying, ‘Would you please sign this again?’” Zelikow said. “It’s the same thing he had signed in 1998. He crosses out the key kill language and writes in his own hand; he basically turns it into capture. . . . I put this in front of Clinton and said, ‘Why did you do this?’ He said, ‘I have no memory of it. I don’t know.’” (Zelikow oral history, Miller Center, University of Virginia.)





Chapter Two


DENIAL AND DECEPTION


Tenet remembered the day as his worst at the CIA, up to that point.

That morning, the station chief in Lima, a tall young officer with a sandy moustache named Steph Milliken, had walked into the office of Roberta Jacobson, the deputy chief of mission at the American embassy in Peru. He was a happy man. “We got one!” he said. “It’s a great one.” The CIA had scored another kill in America’s war on drugs, shooting a small plane out of the clear blue sky over the Amazon jungle.

“An hour later he came back, white as a sheet,” Jacobsen remembered. When Hugh Turner, the number two man in the clandestine service, saw the flash cable from Lima, he rushed down the hallway on the seventh floor to see John McLaughlin, the deputy director of central intelligence. There’s been a disaster down in Peru, he said. McLaughin’s executive assistant, Luis Rueda, a veteran of the CIA’s wars in Latin America, gazed at Turner with a gimlet eye.

“What did you do?” Rueda said. “Shoot down a planeload of nuns?”

An airborne covert operation had shot down a family of American missionaries. The CIA’s officers had no intelligence that their plane was carrying drugs. They made no attempt to identify the aircraft before they gave the orders to attack it. Veronica Bowers and her infant daughter, Charity, had been riddled with .30-caliber machine-gun bullets and killed instantly. The pilot, Kevin Donaldson, was shot in the leg, and he screamed, “They’re killing us!” before crash-landing. He had somehow survived his grave wounds, as had Veronica’s husband and son.

Tenet and his top aides spent a few frantic hours that night trying to find out exactly what had happened. Over the weekend, they told Vice President Dick Cheney, national security adviser Condi Rice, the State Department, Congress, the press, and the American people that the deaths were a unique aberration in an otherwise perfectly managed and professionally executed mission run by the CIA’s Latin American division. This was a lie.

“A remarkable lack of judgment”

The CIA and its Peruvian allies had shot down fifteen planes and killed some of their crews in the Airbridge Denial Program between 1995 and 2001. Every one of those shootdowns had violated explicit rules of engagement set by the president of the United States. The rules had been painstakingly crafted to protect CIA officers from a charge of murder under American law. The CIA always had told Congress and the National Security Council that the highly classified program had operated under strict procedures to prevent killing innocent people. But the rules had been broken in every shootdown, and CIA officers had covered up that fact from the Amazon jungle to the seventh floor.

The cover story hid the history of the Airbridge program, which had been the CIA’s only long-running lethal mission under Tenet, shielding the agency from responsibility and protecting the officers who ran the drug-interdiction program from investigation and prosecution. One, in particular, evaded the judgment of outsiders: Jose Rodriguez, who had been in charge of the program in its heyday as chief of the Latin American division. In a year, Tenet would make him the CIA’s counterterrorism chief, in charge of hunting, imprisoning, interrogating, and killing America’s enemies. And after thirty brutal months in that post, he became the chief of the clandestine service, the most powerful spy in the world at the height of the war on terror.

He was “a damn-the-torpedoes leader, willing to take risks on covert actions despite the likelihood that his judgments would be reviewed, and sometimes harshly critiqued,” wrote Philip Mudd, who served for twenty months as his deputy at the counterterrorism center. “He had a well-founded reputation as a quick decision-maker who didn’t mind dirty choices and high stakes. ‘Fuck it,’ he might say in the midst of a tough decision, ‘what else are we going to do?’”

Rodriguez was a handsome man, in the manner of a movie villain, with thick black hair and a macho handlebar moustache. Born in Mayagüez, Puerto Rico, he had been partly raised in Bolivia, where as a boy he took riding lessons from an army captain named Luis García Meza, later the nation’s murderous right-wing dictator. As a young CIA officer, in the 1980s, his missions included supporting El Salvador’s dirty war against the left; in those days, he always carried a 9 mm Browning pistol and kept a sawed-off shotgun in his truck. He had been the station chief in Panama and then the deputy chief of the CIA’s new Crime and Narcotics Center before his promotion to chief of the Latin American division, overseeing operations from the Texas border south to Tierra del Fuego, in October 1995. He had lost that job two years later after an inspector general’s report said he had shown “a remarkable lack of judgment”—not in his conduct of the Airbridge program, but in his personal interventions on behalf of an old friend facing cocaine charges in the Dominican Republic. The rebuke had done little to change his image as a hard-charging officer who protected his people, chafed against higher authority, and let the ends justify the means.

The CIA had been a reluctant conscript in the war on drugs, seeing it as a losing battle. But after the cold war, new missions were a necessity. Peru was the source of 60 percent of the world’s cocaine in the mid-1990s; crack had been devastating American cities for a decade. President Clinton had declared that the CIA’s role in the drug war was a matter of national security, and Congress committed tens of millions of dollars to the mission, creating a CIA Crime and Narcotics Center flush with people, money, and power. Clinton’s orders were clear: “Beat the crap out of the cartels,” said Jack Devine, who had joined the CIA in 1967 and served as chief of the Latin American division from 1992 to 1994. The Airbridge Denial Program was the result.

The Latin American division would take command of the mission, and the Crime and Narcotics Center would supply money and intelligence.* The CIA’s paramilitaries and contractors would provide pilots and crews for a light Citation aircraft, with a video recorder and a Peruvian communicator. They would fly alongside a Peruvian Air Force Cessna A-37, a small fighter plane first designed for counterinsurgency warfare in Vietnam. The CIA officers would give the orders and the Peruvians would shoot. After each mission, senior CIA officers would review the videotapes to ensure the rules had been followed.

But a seemingly unsurmountable problem had arisen in 1994. The Justice Department’s Office of Legal Counsel said that CIA officers who aided or abetted a lethal shootdown of a civilian plane could be charged with murder under American law. “The question then was: Is there a legal way around this?” said Rand Beers, who had run the National Security Council’s counterterrorism and counternarcotics directorates and succeeded Tenet as the NSC’s intelligence director in 1995.

There was. John Rizzo, a charming and cunning lawyer who had been the clandestine service’s in-house counsel since 1979, helped to draft a presidential order for Clinton’s signature. Its strict rules were crafted to keep the CIA out of legal jeopardy. First, identify the suspect plane as a narcotrafficker and reach its pilot via radio. Second, use internationally recognized warning signs: the Peruvian interceptor had to wag its wings, flash its navigational lights, lower its landing gear. Third, fire warning shots. Finally, if all else failed, seek approval from Peruvian commanders on the ground—and then go ahead and shoot. Following these procedures to the letter would indemnify CIA officers from indictment. The directive further commanded CIA chieftains to “regularly monitor compliance with agreed procedures and immediately report irregularities through their chain of command.”

These orders did not prevent an awful premonition among the few who knew both the iron-clad rules and the rule-breaking reputation of the Latin American division. “We all used to say the worst possible outcome is if we were to shoot down a plane full of nuns,” Beers remembered. “That was the exact phrase we used to use.”

The Latin American division long had harbored a contingent of cowboys, officers who undertook risky or reckless operations.* Its leaders had prosecuted President Reagan’s secret wars in Central America, arming the anticommunist contras even after Congress had cut off funds for their guerrilla campaign, slipping them millions in off-the-books money skimmed from illegal arms sales to Iran. The Iran-contra investigation brought indictments raining down on the division, whose standard-bearer was Dewey Clarridge, its leader from 1981 to 1984 and the first chief of the CIA’s counterterrorism center. He was a buccaneer and proud of it. Some of the division’s top officers in the 1990s were his acolytes—among them Jose Rodriguez, who had risen through the ranks under Clarridge’s command.

“There was a pattern of not following the rules,” said Devine, who became acting director of the clandestine service in May 1995. “And this was the residue of Dewey, the ghost of Dewey. He created a cult.”

That cult had been the subject of a scathing headquarters report in September 1995 rebuking the Latin American division for a pervasive “lack of candor”—lying by commission or omission—that took place “between the chief of station and the Ambassador, between the station and the directorate of operations’ Latin America division, between the directorate of operations’ Latin America division and the deputy director for operations, and between the CIA and the Congress.” In an attempt to root out this malfeasance, headquarters had taken the rare step of dismissing, demoting, or disciplining a handful of top Latin American division officers. Tenet then chose a new division chief: Jose Rodriguez, who later said the punishments imposed by his superiors had taught him “valuable lessons, which I used in the years following 9/11 to try to protect the people who worked for me.”

The Airbridge program was remarkable for its rule-breaking. CIA officers in Peru consistently defied the president’s edicts. They often carried out random intercepts of planes that looked like righteous targets. They once ordered the strafing of a downed plane and its passengers, a war crime under international law. In ten of the fifteen shootdowns, no more than two minutes elapsed between the moment CIA officers saw a suspect plane and the moment it was attacked. The documented history of one shootdown that took place under Rodriguez showed that CIA officers had no intelligence on the plane. They never identified it by tail number. They never made radio contact. They never made visual contact. They never fired warning shots. They never had authorization to shoot to kill from the Peruvian commander on the ground. The videotape of the shootdown revealed all this—and then the videotape disappeared.

“The mission became more important than the rules”

The cover-up began a few hours after the missionary shootdown. Early on Saturday, April 21, senior CIA officers from the Latin American division, the special activities division, and the Crime and Narcotics Center sketched a report for Vice President Cheney. The CIA’s chief of public affairs, Bill Harlow, used their work to brief reporters on background. Tenet used the briefing as his prepared text when he testified to the congressional intelligence committees on April 23.

“Tenet provided misleading testimony to Congress,” the CIA’s inspector general, John Helgerson, later wrote in a scathing 289-page report on the program. “He did not provide a full, factual, and accurate accounting.” That report eventually led the Justice Department and the FBI to open a criminal investigation of the program and its leaders, including Rodriguez.*

Helgerson’s words carried great weight in the American intelligence community. No ordinary inspector general, he had served as the CIA’s director of intelligence analysis, director of congressional affairs, and chairman of the National Intelligence Council, overseeing the CIA’s deepest reporting. He was appointed by President Bush and confirmed by the Senate. Only the president could fire him. But the seventh floor could restrain him. Three CIA directors successfully suppressed the gist of the report from the public until 2010.

Jack Devine read it twelve years later. “In the aggregate,” he said, “you have a crime”—specifically, lying to Congress. CIA officers overseas have to lie about who they are and what they do. Espionage is illegal everywhere, deception is its essence, and lies are its bodyguard. Lying to your fellow Americans was another matter. If you were caught, tradition held, your career was over. But if you were absolutely determined to run the risk—whether to protect the agency, the secrets you were sworn to keep, or yourself—you had best lie by omission.

The officers of the Airbridge program had been devoted to the mission of shooting down drug planes and their passengers. The credo of the CIA demanded it. “The mission had to come first,” Tenet would write in his memoir. “Country, mission, CIA, family, and self.”

Devine saw it differently. “The mission became more important than the rules,” he concluded. “And that is a dangerous thing.”



“I felt betrayed”

On April 24, Tenet formed a Peru Task Force to conduct an internal investigation. He instructed A. B. “Buzzy” Krongard, the newly appointed executive director of the CIA, and his deputy, John Brennan, a future CIA director, to “provide guidance and support to the Peru Task Force as well as to ensure that the Agency’s corporate interests are addressed in the actions we take.” In this instance, the CIA’s interests and the truth were not one and the same.

The task force found that the presidential rules of engagement had been violated from the start. Many of the CIA’s officers in Peru had no grasp of the rules. CIA station chiefs in Lima and base chiefs in the jungle town of Pucallpa had either failed to convey them or failed to enforce them. A senior officer who commanded the Pucallpa air base told the inspector general that he’d had plenty of misgivings about the conduct of the program, but “there are always tradeoffs between saluting the flag and personal beliefs, and he had saluted and carried on.” The CIA’s officers in Peru had sworn that they’d followed the rules. Their reporting went up the chain of command to their superiors at headquarters, who repeated those falsehoods to Congress and the White House. No one at the CIA ever came clean with Cheney or with the congressional intelligence committees, whose members and staffs were told a dozen times that the program had always followed the rules.

This put Tenet in a tightening noose. He had a legal duty to correct the record and his testimony. But if he did, he would reveal the CIA’s lack of candor. The facts, if disclosed in full, could have exposed senior officers to prosecution for making false statements to the executive and legislative branches of government. His counsel, John Rizzo, protected those officers by making sure the task force report was buried. He had it stamped DRAFT—and a draft report was not subject to discovery, in both the legal and literal sense. (“The mere mention of the word ‘discovery’ sends shivers through intelligence officers,” noted Fred F. Manget, a former CIA deputy general counsel.) Rizzo advised all concerned that “we need to be careful about what is committed to paper.” He instructed that all internal reporting on the program should be delivered in oral briefings, not written ones.

All this ensured that no outsiders saw the work of the task force—or knew that it existed. Not the members of the Senate intelligence committee, which wrote an anodyne report hewing to the cover story. Not the Justice Department and the FBI as they opened their fruitless criminal investigation. And not the White House, where the national security adviser, Condi Rice, asked Rand Beers, now the assistant secretary of state for international narcotics and law enforcement, to lead an independent outside review of what had happened in Peru.

Beers had overseen America’s international counternarcotics programs since the 1980s. He had counted Tenet as a friend from their days at the National Security Council. He was deeply familiar with how the CIA worked from his years running intelligence policy at the NSC. He knew some of the key players, including Rodriguez, who had impressed Beers as a rule-breaker when they met while he served as chief of station in Panama. He asked the right questions. He just didn’t get truthful answers. His fact-gathering largely depended on the cooperation of Rizzo and the clandestine service officer assigned as his liaison, Regis Matlock, who had been desk-bound at headquarters since helping to oversee blown operations to undermine Saddam Hussein in 1996. They hewed to the cover story. They never told Beers that the Peru Task Force existed. They never told him that the presidential rules and reporting requirements had been ignored. They never told him there were any problems whatsoever with any shootdowns other than the missionary plane, and they shifted the blame for that tragedy onto the Peruvians.

Beers learned only that the CIA had abridged the rules for reasons of air safety in 1999, rather than broken all of them from the beginning. But this alone was enough to infuriate Rice after Beers briefed her. She immediately fired off a furious email asking Tenet to tell her precisely “who gave the approval for CIA to ‘change the procedures’ that were so clearly required by the President” and who oversaw the program at headquarters and in the field. Rice kept asking, but neither Tenet nor anyone else ever answered her questions. This defiance had no real precedent in the recent history of the CIA. The agency was usually exquisitely sensitive to inquiries from the White House. Stonewalling the national security adviser was a dangerous risk for Tenet to take. So was deceiving his friend and colleague Rand Beers. Twenty-one years later, Beers first saw the inspector general’s report, detailing the subterfuges that had shielded the CIA. “How bitter it was to read this,” he said. “I felt betrayed.”

Tenet never corrected the record or held anyone to account. He had his reasons. Neither he nor the CIA could easily withstand another blow to their credibility. He was still on probation with the president. He didn’t need the White House, Congress, or the FBI peering over his shoulder. He urgently wanted to look ahead, not back. He had a far bigger crisis than two dead Americans on his hands.



* The Airbridge program was run in partnership with Peru’s intelligence czar, Vladimiro Montesinos, who had power over the military. He was arrested in June 2001 and later convicted of murder, drug trafficking, bribery, and embezzlement, among other crimes. The CIA station in Lima had paid him $1 million a year during the 1990s, one of many such secret liaisons with foreign leaders and intelligence chiefs. It had to keep paying him if it wanted to operate the Airbridge program with a free hand. The chief of the CIA’s Crime and Narcotics Center overseeing the Airbridge program in 2001 told the author she was both unaware of the payments to Montesinos and unfamiliar with exactly who he was. This strongly suggested, among other things, that the CIA did not know its own history. Montesinos had been recruited as an agent in the 1970s, served a year in prison in Peru for espionage, and remained on the CIA’s payroll thereafter.
* Rodriguez disputed this reputation. He told the author that he and his fellow Latin American division officers were not rule-breakers or renegades, but professional intelligence officers who were “comfortable working with issues that are neither black or white but rather shades of grey.”
* Rodriguez called his dealings with the inspector general one of the lowest points in his long career. “I rarely ever read an IG report that I believed was fair and completely impartial, to include an investigation against me when I was chief of the Latin America division,” he told the author. As for the Airbridge report, “I was appalled by how flawed it was,” he said. “The officers involved in the matter spent years in limbo waiting for resolution of the case. For most it meant the end of their careers, dipping into their savings to pay for lawyers and dealing with the agony and uncertainty of not knowing what was going to happen to you.” The FBI dropped its investigation without bringing charges in 2005.





Chapter Three


“IT WAS ALL SADLY ABSURD”


The threat from terrorism is real, it is immediate, and it is evolving,” Tenet had told the Senate Armed Services Committee on March 7, 2001. That same week, he had drafted a finding—a presidential covert-action order—for the National Security Council. Rizzo had crafted it to be “as direct and unambiguous as I could make it: We would be given authority to either capture or kill bin Laden, period. In other words, dead or alive.”

Rice told Tenet to take it off her desk. She was unwilling to consider it, much less show it to the president. She didn’t see the urgency. Nor did Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, who had been Bush’s first choice to replace Tenet before he and his advisers thought better of it. Rumsfeld spoke for many in the Bush administration when he told the Joint Chiefs of Staff a few days later: “For the first time in decades, the country faces no strategic challenge. . . . We don’t have to wake up every morning thinking something terrible is going to happen.”

Tenet had failed to convince Bush, Cheney, Rumsfeld, and Rice that something terrible was going to happen. They refused to help him take action against al Qaeda. And the man Tenet had named chief of the clandestine service wasn’t leading the charge.

Jim Pavitt was an espiocrat, an elegant man with sky-blue eyes, a thousand-dollar suit, a silk pocket square, a full head of well-coiffed white hair, and a mastery of office politics, polished by three years at the White House as the National Security Council’s intelligence director under the first President Bush, preceding Tenet in that post. Pavitt had worked to rebuild the clandestine service, now more agile if not much larger than it had been three years before, and he had founded the CIA’s counterproliferation division, whose mission was to disrupt the nuclear-weapons programs of rogue nations. He had little rough-and-tumble experience in dangerous places, though he’d once been arrested and expelled from East Germany. During his quarter century at the CIA, his only stint as chief of station had been in a small, rich, strategically insignificant European country; behind his back, some officers referred to him not by name but as “COS Luxembourg.” His seventh-floor office featured opera posters from Europe and stylish Art Deco furniture. Some days he would check his watch after the director’s five o’clock all-hands conference and go home to mix a martini and put a steak on the fire, while his underlings labored deep into the night.

The rap against him among some of the CIA’s operations officers was his reluctance to approve daring covert action. He had cancelled two missions aimed at capturing bin Laden, to the great frustration of the CIA’s counterterrorism chieftains, and he wanted to cut back on paramilitary training, seeing little need for it on the horizon. This outraged the growing number of gung-ho operators who fervently wanted to bring the fight to al Qaeda in Afghanistan. Their leader was the counterterrorism division chief, Cofer Black, whom Tenet had charged with developing a plan of attack against bin Laden.

Black was a big, bull-headed man whose officers had nicknamed the Hulk. Born and raised in the wealthy and lily-white town of Ridgefield, Connecticut, he had cut his teeth in the Reagan years, backing anticommunist guerillas in Angola supported by apartheid South Africa. He had been station chief in Sudan from 1993 to 1995, when America deemed it a terrorist state. Bin Laden had lived there, too, in those years, and the CIA had placed him under surveillance; by Black’s account, bin Laden once had tried to kill him.*

Three years had passed since the Saudi terrorist had proclaimed it a religious duty to murder Americans anywhere on earth. Everyone on the seventh floor sensed the clock was ticking.

“This country needs to go on a war footing right away”

Black’s new strategy against al Qaeda had no code name. He simply called it The Plan. He had sent Gary Schroen, deputy chief of the Near East division of the clandestine service, to Afghanistan to rally the warlords whom the CIA had armed with billions of dollars of weapons in their jihad against the Soviets during the 1980s. After the Red Army withdrew in 1989, President Bush the elder had washed America’s hands of Afghanistan. Seven years of chaos followed as the warlords battled for power, until the Taliban rose up to impose their cruel regime of medieval law and order in 1996.

“I initially had a positive view of the Taliban, personally,” said Zalmay Khalilzad, the only Afghan in the American national-security establishment, and the key negotiator for an American surrender to them under President Donald Trump. “I felt bad about the anarchy and civil war in Afghanistan after the Soviets had left. The Taliban, at least, had stabilized most of the country. However, once in power, they became tyrannical and allied themselves with al-Qaeda.” Their Islamic republic had created a safe haven for bin Laden, who moved from Sudan to Afghanistan in 1996, paying the mullahs and commanders of the Taliban handsome sums to protect him. The core group of al Qaeda who had sworn allegiance to bin Laden in Afghanistan wasn’t huge, but the men and women of the CIA’s counterterrorism center—a smaller group, roughly two hundred strong—estimated that al Qaeda had thousands of adherents in some sixty nations.

Gary Schroen had delivered money and encouragement to the Northern Alliance, a loose-knit confederation commanded by Ahmed Shah Masood, and supported by Iran, Russia, and India. From 1992 to 1996, Masood and a rival commander whom the CIA had supported went to war and leveled much of Kabul with surface-to-surface missiles, many supplied by the CIA during the Soviet jihad. Their indiscriminate shelling killed tens of thousands of men, women, and children. Their forces had committed murders, kidnappings, and rapes. The CIA thought Massoud incorruptible. It knew his lieutenants were not. But they were among America’s few friends in Afghanistan. Schroen had worked with them to create a network of spies who could track bin Laden as he moved furtively among his training camps and safe houses. The well-paid Afghan agents had built a base of operations on a farm with a working vineyard, but they never got close to bin Laden. The few outsiders whom the CIA had briefed on The Plan had grown deeply frustrated, among them the American ambassador in Pakistan, Bill Milam. “What are they waiting for—the wine to ferment?” he asked the station chief, Robert Grenier.

Black saw that the bounty-hunting operation would never come to fruition. He revised The Plan, and now called for a contingent of senior CIA officers to lead the warlords’ forces, with support from the Pentagon’s Joint Special Operations Command. The CIA’s deputy counterterrorism chief, Hank Crumpton, envisioned creating a base next to Masood’s redoubt in the Panjshir Valley, north of Kabul, so that his officers could carry out the hunt for bin Laden themselves. He saw it as a calculated risk with a great reward.

Pavitt had rejected the idea—too dangerous.* Crumpton then asked Rich Blee, the son of a prominent Soviet division officer and the chief of the headquarters cell devoted to tracking bin Laden, to work on using a Predator drone to seek out their prey. The Predator’s field of vision was a soda straw; it would require a fusion of human intelligence, signals intelligence, technical expertise, and blind luck to find bin Laden. Tenet and Pavitt had been reluctant to use it, but after a bloody internal battle, they agreed to a trial run. The drones had flown over Afghanistan sixteen times in the fall of 2000. And then the Predator had looked down upon a tall Saudi in white robes walking into an al Qaeda compound called Tarnak Farms, outside Kandahar, and transmitted the video feed to CIA headquarters. A flash message went to the White House and the Pentagon—we found him. And the response was: do you know for a fact that he will be there for six more hours? That was how long it would take for Navy ships in the Indian Ocean to arm, aim, and fire cruise missiles against him.

“We had Bin Laden in our electrical-optical sights, but we had no realistic policy, no clear authority, and no meaningful resources to engage the target with lethal speed and precision,” Crumpton lamented. “It was all sadly absurd.” He and Black were half-crazy with frustration; they felt they were staked to the ground like junkyard dogs. They had pushed as hard as they could for the inauguration of drone warfare in Afghanistan—arming the Predator with Hellfire missiles, turning it from a tool of espionage into a killing machine. Pavitt had been adamantly opposed, but he lost that argument. The question of who would pull the trigger remained unresolved. No one foresaw that drones would transform the art of war.

The CIA’s threat reporting on al Qaeda had escalated throughout the spring of 2001. Though the most ominous intelligence was often maddeningly vague, the CIA and its foreign partners had detected and disrupted al Qaeda plots to blow up the American embassies in Paris and Sana’a, the capital of Yemen, among other targets. By the start of the summer, the threat had become all-consuming. On July 10, Tenet heard Cofer Black lay out seven specific pieces of intelligence, all gathered within the past twenty-four hours, predicting a spectacular al Qaeda attack against American targets abroad.

“The briefing he gave me literally made my hair stand on end,” Tenet remembered. “When he was through, I picked up the big white secure phone on the left side of my desk—the one with a direct line to Condi Rice—and I told her I needed to see her immediately.” Tenet, Black, and Rich Blee were in the national security adviser’s office within the hour. Blee said the attack would come within a few weeks or months. Bin Laden’s ultimate goal, he said, was the destruction of the United States.

What should we do? Rice said plaintively.

Black responded with great force: “This country needs to go on a war footing right away.”

How? Rice asked.

“He didn’t know why he was President”

Tenet wanted the president’s approval to let his officers kill Osama bin Laden now. The National Security Council had to have a full-dress meeting now, so Bush could sign the finding now. Rice did not make that happen. She put the issue on the National Security Council’s agenda for September 4.

Rice did not have much faith in Tenet. She still didn’t grasp his sense of emergency, and he couldn’t make her see it. She wouldn’t act on his request because the president didn’t have a policy on al Qaeda, and she wasn’t prepared to consider one for his approval. Bush didn’t have a policy on al Qaeda because he didn’t have a policy on Afghanistan. He didn’t have a policy on Afghanistan because he didn’t have a policy on Pakistan, whose military dictator pretended to support America, whose army possessed nuclear weapons, and whose all-powerful intelligence service backed the Taliban to the hilt. Rice’s job was to make the president focus on all these issues, which would soon be matters of life and death. But she could not forge consensus among the National Security Council’s principals: the president, the vice president, Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, and Secretary of State Colin Powell. The result was a state of strategic incoherence at the White House. America had no plan to defend itself against al Qaeda except The Plan.

Bush remained unfocused on his role as the leader of the free world. “He didn’t know why he was President” until America was attacked, as his deputy secretary of state, Richard Armitage, put it bluntly. Rumsfeld disdained Powell and Powell distrusted Rumsfeld, whose neoconservative deputies were sharpening their knives for him, a four-star general they deemed a closet liberal. “This marriage was not made in heaven,” Powell reflected. “The State Department is always the enemy for these people—and CIA. They don’t like CIA either.”

Tenet’s star had been fading in the national security firmament all summer. “There was no way Cheney wanted Tenet to continue,” his deputy executive director, John Brennan, had been hearing. “They would even talk of Rumsfeld running the agency for a while.” Both men harbored a deep skepticism about the CIA’s capabilities. Their mistrust stretched back for thirty years. They had risen to power under President Nixon, who had savaged the work of the CIA, seeing it as a cabal of closet liberals dead-set on subverting him.

They thought the al Qaeda threat might be a grand deception designed to mislead the White House and the Pentagon, to distract them from more urgent matters. They had another battle plan on their minds.



* The CIA station and the American embassy in Sudan shut down shortly after Black’s departure on the basis of threat reporting he had sent to Washington. The CIA was compelled to withdraw those reports in 1996 after concluding that the source was a fabricator who had been crying wolf in exchange for cash.
* Later, in August 2000, Black, Crumpton, Rich Blee, and Greg Vogle, a paramilitary chief, had organized an armed eight-man team to travel overland to Masood’s headquarters on a route traversed by aid groups like Doctors Without Borders. Crumpton and Vogle would lead the mission. Once again, at the last minute, Pavitt scrubbed it. As Crumpton wrote: “Cofer, Rich, Greg, and I wondered how unarmed aid workers grew bigger balls than the CIA.” Seven weeks later, Crumpton led a CIA team investigating the October 12, 2000, suicide attack by al Qaeda on the USS Cole, which killed seventeen sailors as the guided missile destroyer refueled in the harbor of Aden in Yemen. He wrote directly to Pavitt from Aden, urging him to plan an attack against al Qaeda in Afghanistan: “This time would be different, I thought. The United States would counterattack. . . . It was war. The government had no choice but to pursue the enemy.” But, he lamented, “I could not have been more wrong.” Henry A. Crumpton, The Art of Intelligence: Lessons from a Life in the CIA’s Clandestine Service (New York: Penguin, 2012), pp. 163–66.





Chapter Four


THE BAY OF GOATS


On August 4, 2001, Luis Rueda began creating a detailed plan of covert action to help overthrow Saddam Hussein.

He had gotten a glimpse of the big picture of the Bush administration’s thinking by reading summaries of National Security Council staff meetings in his role as right-hand man to the CIA’s deputy director, John McLaughlin. He had been struck by the fact that “Gulf Affairs” had been on the agenda two or three times a week since Bush’s inauguration. The president himself had chaired two NSC meetings devoted to the topic. What’s that about? he asked his boss. Oh, McLaughlin said, that’s Iraq. They’re talking about regime change.* This riveted Rueda, whose job gave him the ability to choose his next assignment. He became the new chief of the CIA’s Iraq Operations Group.

The Bay of Pigs had made him an American. He was born in Havana and named after his father, who had worked to overthrow Fidel Castro until the CIA’s invasion of Cuba ended in catastrophe. Rueda’s mother brought him to the United States, where he decided to take up the battle his father had lost. He had joined the CIA’s Latin American division early in the Reagan administration’s war on communism. He ran paramilitary and propaganda operations in Central America, heard Reagan give a speech at headquarters praising the agency as “the tripwire of democracy” that could take down totalitarians, watched as his superiors were indicted in the Iran-contra debacle, rose to serve as a chief of station, righted a number of ships that had run aground, and emerged with a stellar reputation. He had a wicked sense of humor, a finely tuned bullshit detector, and a facility for imposing order on chaos. These qualities would stand him in good stead.

And a bold plan to topple Saddam was just what Tenet needed to make the White House happy.

Rueda went to work in his new sixth-floor office. He called for the in-house clandestine service histories of the CIA’s missions in Iraq, to review the hard lessons learned. They could not be found and no one knew where to find them. Nonetheless, he knew full well that they had failed spectacularly, undermined by bad tradecraft and wishful thinking. After the 1991 Gulf War led by General Powell and Defense Secretary Cheney ended with swift victory but left Saddam in power, President Bush had openly encouraged the people of Iraq to rise up, and he ordered the CIA to support them. Saddam had slaughtered them by the thousands. In the years that followed, the CIA had backed Kurdish dissidents in the north of Iraq, Shiites in the south, Iraqi exiles in London, and military defectors in Jordan, all with the intent of building enough internal opposition to the regime to mount a coup. These efforts added up to roughly $100 million worth of blown operations. The CIA had established a base in Kurdish territory, trying to build a resistance force and recruit members of Saddam’s inner circle. Saddam overran the base and wiped out the CIA’s allies in July 1996. Over the next two years, prominent Iraqi exiles had sweet-talked CIA officers into half-baked attempts at espionage; Saddam’s secret police had penetrated their ranks and arrested, tortured, and killed their recruited agents. The essential elements of these deadly fiascoes had been published by the handful of newspaper reporters on the intelligence beat in Washington.

Regime change in Iraq had been the official foreign policy of the United States ever since Congress had passed and Clinton had signed a highly unusual law proclaiming that goal in October 1998. This act of political theater had not spurred the Iraq Operations Group to new heights. It had conducted no new covert action since then. Rueda’s predecessor told him that his mission was to make sure that the words CIA, Iraq, and debacle did not appear together on the front page of the Washington Post. The Iraq Operations Group consisted of eighteen people in the summer of 2001, two of whom were experienced case officers. One of them was about to retire, and the other one was Rueda. No system at the CIA beyond a quick training course served to indoctrinate new officers in the intricate realities of covert action, political warfare, propaganda, and paramilitary missions. On-the-job training was the only training they had.

“We left the job undone last time. I’m going to finish it.”

The first man Rueda consulted was one of the only people still in the agency who actually had helped change a regime—Frank Archibald, a bespectacled bear of a man who would become the chief of the clandestine service a decade later.

Archibald had enlisted in the Marines upon graduating from a small-town South Carolina high school and joined the CIA’s special activities division as a paramilitary officer in 1983. He was forty-seven but looked older, with a fringe of white hair and a medicine-ball belly. He had just returned from running the CIA’s operations in the Balkans, leading a cadre of officers working with the Pentagon’s special forces and British commandos, hunting down war criminals, and undermining the murderous president, Slobodan Milošević. Their targets had committed countless atrocities after Yugoslavia imploded into warring factions of Serbs, Bosnians, and Croatians at the end of the cold war. Among the Serbs charged by the International Criminal Court with slaughtering thousands of Bosnian Muslims was President Milošević, who in 1999 had become the first sitting head of state ever indicted for war crimes. The United States and NATO had gone to war to topple him. When that failed, Archibald oversaw a well-financed covert propaganda campaign, in concert with an overt State Department political effort, backing a patriotic and profoundly democratic get-out-the-vote operation that defeated Milošević in a September 2000 election. Milošević would die in a prison cell in the Hague. A case where the interests of the CIA and human rights were one and the same.

Archibald was a master of the intricate mechanics of espionage. His manhunts flowed from an alchemical fusion of intelligence, covert operations, and military force. CIA officers recruited Serb agents, including Milošević’s spy chief, paid them for legally actionable intelligence, and worked with the Pentagon’s Joint Special Operations Command to capture their targets. “This was the only war we had at the time, and the CIA’s intel was driving it,” said Gen. David Petraeus, who made his name as a one-star commander working with Archibald in the Balkans and became a star-crossed CIA director ten years thereafter. Armed with sealed indictments, guided by the National Security Agency’s electronic eavesdroppers and Predator surveillance drones, the joint force of Archibald’s spies, Petraeus’s soldiers, and British commandos knocked down doors, grabbed the war criminals, bound their wrists and ankles, stuffed them into vans, unloaded them into helicopters, and shipped them to the Hague. And as they hunted, they discovered that the Balkans had become a hub for Islamic jihadists—among them, Afghan veterans of the CIA-backed jihad against the Soviets who had turned against America and sided with al Qaeda. The CIA kidnapped a dozen of these men, stole their documents and hard drives, drugged and hog-tied them, and flew them to prisons in Cairo or Amman. The Balkans, Petraeus said, was “a really interesting training ground” for the manhunts he would lead in Iraq five years later.

Archibald had some wisdom to impart to Rueda. He knew what had gone wrong for the CIA in Iraq, and




“And what will we have? A Bay of Goats.”











“There was so much we did not know”






* “What we really want to think about is going after Saddam,” Rumsfeld had told the NSC on February 1, 2001, Bush’s eleventh day in office. “It would change everything in the region and beyond it. It would demonstrate what U.S. policy is all about.”
* Rueda also met with Zalmay Khalilzad, newly installed as the NSC’s point man for the Islamic world, who was about to receive orders from Bush to prepare for an Iraq without Saddam. Khalilzad later served as Bush’s ambassador to Iraq, Afghanistan, and the United Nations, and ultimately as the diplomatic architect of America’s disastrous withdrawal from Kabul in 2021. He impressed Rueda as a man who was in thrall to Chalabi, profoundly disorganized, and potentially a danger to himself and others. For his part, Khalilzad evidently wasn’t listening to what Rueda was saying. “I think the question of a coup was a possibility. The CIA folks thought that this could be a way to address war as an issue,” he said. That was the exact opposite of Rueda’s briefing. (Khalilzad oral history, Miller Center.)
* The president gave Rumsfeld a formal order to prepare for war against Iraq on November 21, 2001. Ten days later, Rumsfeld told Gen. Tommy Franks, the leader of Central Command, to draw up battle plans to remove Saddam from power. Franks briefed Bush, Cheney, Powell, Rice, and Tenet on his plans, which incorporated Rueda’s, on December 28. Bush signed the covert-action finding launching ANABASIS on February 16, 2002. The choice of the code name had overlooked the fact that Cyrus had been killed and his forces routed twenty-five centuries before.
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