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For them all





“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the children of God.”

—MATTHEW 5:9, KING JAMES VERSION

“Beirut is not hell, but you can see it from here.”

—DESCRIPTION COMMON AMONG U.S. SERVICE MEMBERS IN LEBANON

“Lebanon is a harsh teacher.”

—WILLIAM B. QUANDT, MIDDLE EAST EXPERT






Preface

Welcome to Beirut 1983.

A place of turmoil. A place of death.

By the mid-seventies, the “Paris of the Middle East” had become a battleground, with Maronite Christians, Druze Muslims, Shiite Muslims, Sunni Muslims, militias, and terrorist groups all vying for a piece of the rubble. Tensions had already hit their boiling point, but there was more destruction to come.

Bombings, assassinations, and kidnappings were the order of the day on terrain where the CIA, not far removed from the reorganization following the Church Committee and Pike Committee Hearings, would ply their trade in this emerging battleground of the Cold War. But war in Lebanon was anything but cold.

In 1982, the United States Marines entered the arena. They were called “Peacekeepers.” Having spent time on the ground in Afghanistan and Iraq, and now having had the honor of speaking to the Marines who deployed to Lebanon, I can say with utmost certainty that they were most certainly in combat, regardless of the labels placed upon them by the administration.

As a lifelong student of war, for me the 1983 Marine headquarters and barracks bombing has long loomed large in my consciousness. I remember watching news of the event on television with my parents and remember the Time and Newsweek magazine covers on our kitchen table. They used the same powerful photograph of Marines carrying a wounded comrade, devastation evident in the background. The Time magazine cover read “Carnage in Beirut.” Newsweek led with “The Marine Massacre.” I remember our daily newspaper bringing the latest information each morning as my dad had his coffee and read the pages, setting them aside for me when he was finished. What had happened? Why had it happened? Who was responsible? Why were we in Lebanon? What were we going to do about it? Would we hit back? If we did, would we be going to war?

Targeted: Beirut allowed me to answer those questions.

The attack of October 23, 1983, would also cast a shadow over United States foreign policy writ large, one that still influences our initiatives and decisions on the international stage more than forty years later.

As my understanding of world events matured through academic study and the practical application of martial policy, I found myself wondering what our enemies had learned from our misadventure in Lebanon. Did they learn that terrorism works?

The goal of my new Targeted series is to explore history’s most devastating terrorist attacks and examine their enduring global impacts. When I started the process, I wrote down every terrorist attack of the past fifty years and spread them out on a table. I kept coming back to Beirut 1983 as the place to begin. It was clear to me that to understand the “why” behind the intent of many international terrorist attacks today, we need to study the Beirut of yesterday. Beirut 1983 would set the tone for all that was to follow.

I planned to study the attack from the tactical, operational, and strategic perspectives to both humanize the experience of those who served there—who dug their buddies out of the rubble, worked to save lives and identify bodies—and to understand its broader context. It was also extremely important to me to honor and respect the families who lost loved ones in what would prove to be the seminal attack of the era.

To do this story justice, I wanted to partner with an established military historian, and there was one person I wanted to work with: author, military historian, and Pulitzer Prize finalist James Scott. James is the critically acclaimed author of Black Snow: Curtis LeMay, the Firebombing of Tokyo, and the Road to the Atomic Bomb, Rampage: MacArthur, Yamashita, and the Battle of Manila, Target Tokyo: Jimmy Doolittle and the Raid That Avenged Pearl Harbor, The War Below: The Story of Three Submarines That Battled Japan, and The Attack on the Liberty: The Untold Story of Israel’s Deadly 1967 Assault on a U.S. Spy Ship. As an admirer of his work, I set up a call and was delighted to discover that not only was James a brilliant historian, but he was also a genuinely kind and thoughtful man as well. What started as a professional partnership quickly turned into a genuine friendship. Without James Scott this book would not be in your hands today. It was a true honor to work with him on this project.

The 1983 Marine barracks bombing would prove to be the largest single day loss of life for the United States Marine Corps since Iwo Jima in World War II. How do we ensure that those who fought and died in Beirut will not have died in vain? We learn. That is how we honor their memory. We remember them and their stories so that their experience in Lebanon will not fade from public conscious. Targeted: Beirut is for all of us; it is as much for citizens as it is for military flag officers and intelligence officials who advise elected representatives and lawmakers whose duty it is to effectively direct and control our military.

There are lessons and warnings in the pages that follow. It is up to us to heed them and evolve them going forward into wisdom so that those who step up to serve our country in uniform or in our intelligence services will not have to relearn those lessons in blood.

I remain hopeful that the story in these pages will not be forgotten, that the legacy and heroism of those who fought and died in Lebanon will add to our foundational knowledge of warfare.

We can honor the sacrifice of those who died, and of those whose lives were irrevocably altered, by remembering, by learning, and by applying the lessons of the past to problem sets of the present and future.

We owe our fallen, their families, and service members of the future nothing less.

Semper Fi.

Jack Carr



        
            [image: Image]
            Rescuers probe the wreckage of the destroyed Battalion Landing Team headquarters on October 24, 1983. Visible in the background is the control tower of Beirut International Airport. AP Photo

        



PART I

April 1983-September 1983


You are about to embark on a mission of great importance to our nation and the free world.

—PRESIDENT RONALD REAGAN

August 25, 1982
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Captain Richard Zilmer leads his troops ashore from the landing ship Saginaw at the port of Beirut on September 29, 1982. Marine Corps






CHAPTER 1


Beirut has become synonymous with death and destruction.

—PITTSBURGH POST-GAZETTE EDITORIAL

April 20, 1983



    The black GMC pickup truck idled alongside the curb of Beirut’s seashore drive at 12:43 p.m. on April 18, 1983. Secured in the truck bed and hidden under a canvas tarp sat enough pentaerythritol tetranitrate—a high-powered explosive favored by militaries, quarry blasters, and, of course, terrorists—to rival two thousand pounds of TNT. The hefty payload, as one witness would later tell investigators, forced the rear of the late-model pickup to sag.

The driver scanned the midday traffic that crawled through the Lebanese capital, spotting a dated green Mercedes in the oncoming lane. The German car’s headlights flashed three times, signaling the truck driver to shift into gear and ease back into traffic.

The mission was a go.

A mile away, towering over the corniche with a view of the Mediterranean’s cool blue waters, loomed the American Embassy, a rose-colored monolith that had dominated the Beirut skyline since it originally opened its doors as a hotel three decades earlier. The crescent-shaped embassy that fronted the palm-lined Avenue de Paris employed 341 people who helped overseas Americans, processed visas, and advanced diplomatic relations.

It had been a quiet Monday in Beirut, a welcome reprieve in a city battered by eight years of civil war, foreign invaders, and sectarian violence that had torched businesses, leveled apartment blocks, and claimed the lives of 100,000 men, women, and children. The arrival of American Marines six months earlier—based at the airport as part of a multinational peacekeeping force—had helped restore a semblance of calm that reminded war-weary residents of the halcyon days when the city was known as the Paris of the Middle East. Shoppers browsed stores along Hamra Street—dubbed the Fifth Avenue of Lebanon—that once again offered everything from designer jeans and caviar to the latest electronic games. Others queued up outside cinemas where Bill Murray’s comedy Stripes had proven a popular hit. “People,” as New York Times reporter Thomas Friedman observed, “were just starting to relax in Beirut, daring to believe that the presence of American troops meant the war was finally over.”

But America’s flatlining efforts to pressure Israeli and Syrian forces to withdraw from Lebanon had sparked an uptick in violence, one that reminded residents of the potential savagery that lurked beneath the veneer of peace. In the previous month, gunmen had attacked patrols of the Italian, French, and American peacekeepers, wounding fourteen, including five Marines. Only four days earlier on April 14, an assailant fired a rocket-propelled grenade at the American Embassy, which hit an empty office. The time for peace was running out.

A dusting of snow still capped Mount Lebanon, climbing nearly two miles above the capital, even as the last of the season’s cool weather threatened to give way to the oppressive heat of summer. The morning drizzle had subsided, replaced by the midday sun, which burned off the haze. Locals in search of visas lined up outside the first-floor consular offices, which assisted an average of 150 people per day. Others strolled down the scenic seaside promenade. Up on the embassy’s sixth floor, workers rolled out and installed new carpets.

The day before, many of the embassy staff had participated in the Beirut marathon, including general services officer Robert Essington, who had charged across the finish line in four hours and two minutes. The race coupled with the after-party had exhausted many, prompting Ambassador Robert Dillon to offer participants a day off to recover.

But few took him up on the deal.

Lance Corporal Robert “Bobby” McMaugh wished he could have stayed in bed rather than man Guard Post One at the embassy’s main entrance. The twenty-one-year-old Marine, who nursed a hangover, had been a star running back and kicker at Osbourn High School in Manassas, Virginia. Off the field, he proved equally as popular, a humble and warm personality who had insisted on taking his younger sister to her first high school dance because no one else was good enough. That same kindness motivated Bobby on the mornings he stood guard to present female employees with a flower. Much to his father’s frustration, Bobby had postponed college to enlist in the Marines, where he volunteered for duty in Beirut, hoping that a posting to one of the world’s hot spots might catapult his career. During his recent downtime, however, he had survived a car bombing on the streets of the capital, which, he later confided in a call to his mother, marked the first time in his life he had ever been scared.

Bobby had pushed those fears out of his mind the night before when he and a few fellow Marines feasted on spaghetti and champagne at the home of Letitia “Tish” Butler, a staffer with the U.S. Agency of International Development. He had returned to the embassy at 1 a.m. for a final beer before collapsing atop his bunk fully clothed. “I’ll give you three hundred Lebanese lira,” he pleaded with one fellow Marine, “if you stand my duty today.”

But no one would accept his offer.

Despite his hangover, Bobby stood armed with a rose when embassy secretary Dorothy Pech appeared in front of his bulletproof-glass booth Monday morning.

“How are you doing, Bob?” she asked.

“I don’t feel too good,” he confessed.

“You guys are going out too much,” she chided him.

The young Marine would have no doubt agreed.

“Well,” Pech added, “maybe today will be a short day.”

The pickup truck closed the distance.

Elsewhere in the embassy, Robert Ames of the Central Intelligence Agency huddled on the fifth floor with the embassy’s spooks. The bespectacled father of six served as the clandestine agency’s top Middle East expert, often tasked to personally brief President Ronald Reagan. At first glance, Ames appeared an unlikely intelligence officer. The forty-nine-year-old Philadelphian, who stood six feet three inches tall, had grown up the son of a Pennsylvania steelworker. A basketball scholarship had earned him an education at La Salle University, while a stint in the Army had introduced him to the world of signals intelligence. Over the years, as he pinballed between Yemen and Iran, Kuwait and Lebanon, he not only mastered Arabic but developed an unrivaled insight into the volatile region. Ames accomplished this while balancing time with his family in the Washington suburb of Reston, Virginia. He imitated Donald Duck’s voice for his children, coached youth basketball, and liked to relax in his favorite rocking chair to the tunes of the Beach Boys. “He was,” as his wife Yvonne later said, “the cornerstone of the family.”

Frustration in Washington over the president’s apparent stillborn peace initiative for the region had landed Ames back in Beirut, where he had touched down the day before. The veteran operative had attended a dinner that night with his colleagues where the intractable reality cast a shadow over the evening. Those tensions had turned contentious Monday morning as Ames met with the agency’s entire team. Station Chief Ken Haas, whose wife, Alison, brought him lunch most days, emerged from the session upset. He phoned her to pop by early, where the couple ate a sandwich. She started to peel an apple, but her husband was too distressed to eat more.

“I’ve got one more cable to write,” he said. “I don’t know how I’m going to do it; you go ahead and go home and take a nap and I’ll be home when I finish.”

Alison Haas rose and approached her husband, who grabbed her face with both of his hands and delivered a dramatic kiss, one she would remember for decades.

“See you later,” she said.

Up on the eighth floor, Ambassador Dillon seized on the break in the rain to swap his business suit for workout clothes. One of his bodyguards waited for him to change while others prepared his convoy for the trip over to the American University of Beirut. His security detail would then close the field, allowing him to jog three miles around the track. The United States took the ambassador’s safety seriously—and with good reason. During the Lebanese Civil War in 1976, assailants kidnapped and shot then ambassador Francis Meloy. Four years later, gunmen in a speeding Mercedes ambushed Ambassador John Dean, though an armored limousine saved his life. But protecting the ambassador was far easier than securing the embassy, which operated out of a leased location with no setbacks in the heart of the congested capital. America had begun construction in 1973 of a more secure compound, but Lebanon’s civil war had put that project on hold. In the meantime, the United States had invested $1.5 million to improve security, but only so much could be done to retrofit a decades-old hotel. In addition, much of the focus was on preventing a potential mob attack, similar to the 1979 seizure of the American Embassy in Iran. Workers had added tear gas ports in the walls of the lobby, installed fortified doors, and covered windows with protective Mylar to prevent shattering.

The fifty-four-year-old Dillon, who boasted a head full of silver hair, was mindful of the dangers. He had started his career in the CIA before migrating over to the foreign service. In his nearly three-decades-long career Dillon had served around the world, including posts in Venezuela, Turkey, and Egypt. That afternoon the ambassador had brushed off a call with a German banker. Dillon felt guilty as he slipped out of his clothes. His run could wait. He picked up the phone to call him back at the same time as he struggled to pull on a Marine T-shirt, which he had been given in his role as the honorary manager of the leathernecks’ softball team.

Down in the first-floor cafeteria, Anne Dammarell ate a chef’s salad in the back at a table with her colleague Bob Pearson. The forty-five-year-old Dammarell, who worked with the U.S. Agency for International Development, had served for the past two and a half years in war-torn Beirut. The experience had proven tiresome, prompting her to request a new post. She was scheduled to leave the following Monday for an assignment in Sri Lanka. Dammarell had spent that morning at her apartment meeting with two contractors to obtain quotes to ship her belongings by sea and air. An unfinished report lured her back to the embassy around noon, where she bumped into Pearson, who was planning her farewell party.

“Let’s go down to the cafeteria and get something to eat,” he suggested.

Over lunch the conversation drifted, as so many did, to the stalled efforts to secure peace. “This is either the end of the world,” Pearson said, “or the Second Coming.”

At 1:04 p.m., the driver of the GMC slowed to a crawl as he approached the intersection in front of the embassy, waiting for a lull in the oncoming traffic to cross.

Horns blared.

A brief break in the midday gridlock offered a window. The driver, who witnesses later reported wore a black leather jacket, punched the accelerator and shot across the busy avenue. He did not bother to brake, but wheeled right, pulling into the east exit of the horseshoe-shaped drive. The ambassador’s limousine was parked in front of the embassy’s main entrance, wedged between two security vans, where guards patiently waited for Dillon to finish his call with the banker. Just inside the building, Bobby McMaugh nursed his hangover, Anne Dammarell picked at her salad, and Ken Haas typed his cable, his last assignment for the day before he could head home and into the arms of his wife.

The truck blew past the Lebanese security checkpoint. Only ten yards stood between the GMC and the embassy’s front portico, a distance it covered in less than two seconds.

There was no time to raise a rifle, pick up a phone, or even run.

The vehicle rammed the embassy in front of the lead security van at 1:05 p.m. and detonated its explosive payload, sending a bright orange fireball hundreds of feet into the heavens. The explosion blew out windows as far as a mile away. American sailors aboard the amphibious assault ship Guadalcanal five miles offshore felt the shudder. The blast scorched visa applicants in the consular office, flipped cars upside down and set them ablaze, and shattered the Mylar-covered windows throughout the eight-story building. The front of the embassy’s center wing collapsed like a house of cards, burying the lobby under an avalanche of broken concrete, rebar, and splintered desks and file cabinets. The attack would prove to be not only the bloodiest assault on an American Embassy but the opening salvo in the nation’s four-decade war on terrorism. “Everything,” as one survivor recalled, “went black.”




CHAPTER 2


I don’t know how the hell I survived.

—JOHN REID, PUBLIC AFFAIRS OFFICER

April 23, 1983



Sirens wailed.

Black smoke curled skyward, blocking the midday sun and hiding the gouged front of the American Embassy. In an instant, the cascade of concrete had buried the lobby, including Guard Post One, where Bobby McMaugh enjoyed passing out roses.

Gone, too, was the embassy’s cafeteria, Information Service Library, personnel and consular sections, as well as all the individual offices stacked above them.

The explosion had knocked out power and severed phone lines. Water gushed from broken pipes. Pulverized concrete dust clouded the air, choking the survivors who crawled out from under toppled desks, bookshelves, and file cabinets. Into the noxious mix wafted tear gas from ruptured canisters in the armory. “I thought what might kill me,” recalled consular officer Dundas McCullough, “aside from the explosion, was suffocation.”

Many never heard the blast but felt only the sudden and violent shake of the building, reminiscent of an earthquake, followed by a rush of searing heat that hurled them to the floor, through walls, or in the case of Chief Warrant Officer Rayford Byers, out of a fifth-floor window. Byers miraculously survived the fall, though he lost his left eye, broke both collarbones and arms, and suffered fourteen broken ribs and a crushed skull.

Others remembered what sounded like a clap of thunder, as walls, floors, and ceilings suddenly split apart. The explosion blew doors off hinges, tossed air conditioners across offices, and wrenched open safe doors, spewing classified documents into the air. Vaporized windows sliced up survivors and riddled them with shards of glass, including Robert Essington, who would later count more than five hundred pieces embedded in his body.

But that was only one of his problems.

“Mr. Essington, Mr. Essington,” he heard his secretary holler at him in the immediate aftermath of the bomb. “Here’s your ear!”

Survivors struggled to orient themselves in the dark and rubble-strewn landscape, one now filled with dangerous pitfalls, as communications officer Faith Lee discovered up on the sixth floor. “When I came out of the office, there was nothing there. You could see the sea,” she recalled. “It had just been all blown away. I mean it was just nothing.”

“My god,” she thought. “How are we going to get out of here?”

Lee wasn’t the only one.

Corporal Ronnie Tumolo had just sat down to enjoy a lunch of rice with chili in the Marine mess hall when the terrorist’s bomb exploded, showering him with glass. Seconds later Tumolo’s radio crackled with the voice of fellow Marine security guard Charles Pearson. “Holy shit, we’ve been hit big-time,” Pearson exclaimed. “React! React!”

That was the code word for the Marines to grab their rifles and form up. Tumolo raced up the stairs to retrieve his gear from his room. When he arrived, he tried the door, only to find it wouldn’t budge, no doubt a result of the blast. Tumolo took a few steps back and charged, ramming his shoulder into it, but again the door held. In a final effort, he kicked the handle. “My bedroom door flung open,” Tumolo said. “All I could see was the Mediterranean.” The Marine stood in awe. “Everything,” he recalled, “from my room down was gone.”

Down on the first floor, Staff Sergeant Charles Light woke up after being thrown through a wall only to discover that the blast had robbed him of his boots. His solid oak desk, which had taken seven men to install, was little more than splinters. The embassy’s commissary and armory had erupted in flames. Rounds cooked off from the heat while smoke and tear gas permeated the air. “Even though I’d been in that building for nine months, I didn’t know where I was,” Light recalled. “I couldn’t orientate myself.” The explosion had toppled walls and reduced the concrete support piers to rebar skeletons. The Marine stumbled through the rubble. “My hearing came back,” he said. “I started hearing screams and moans and pleas for help.”

Light encountered a woman stumbling down the stairs from the second floor. The blast had left her face barely attached to her skull. Light comforted her amid the smoke and confusion, promising he could get her out of the embassy, even though he had no idea how.

Through the smoke, the sergeant spotted an opening amid the debris. He crawled through, pulling her out behind him. In the crescent-shaped driveway, Light spotted a severed leg from the ambassador’s driver, Cesar Bathiard, who roasted just steps away inside one of the burning security vans. Bathiard’s friend and fellow guard, Mohammed, used a rebar rod that resembled a crook to try to yank him from the vehicle, but he succeeded only in stripping away Bathiard’s flesh. “Just as I looked at him,” the sergeant recalled, “his eyes popped out of his head.”

The guard’s efforts were hopeless. “Mohammed took out his pistol and shot Cesar between the eyes and killed him,” Light testified. “Put him out of his misery.”

Light grabbed the wounded woman and pulled her toward the corniche, a once-peaceful coastal promenade. Bodies smoldered on the ground around them while others floated in the sea. The sergeant waved down a cab, whose driver sized up the battered duo and tried to escape, no doubt wanting to avoid a bloody mess. Light flashed his handgun. The Marine helped the woman into the back seat and fished a wad of Lebanese cash from his pocket, which he tossed inside.

“Mostashfa,” he demanded. “Hospital.”

Up on the eighth floor, Ambassador Dillon’s T-shirt, which he pulled over his head the moment the bomb detonated, saved his face when the window imploded in front of him. “Everything,” Dillon said, “seemed to happen in slow motion.” The wall behind his desk collapsed, burying his legs beneath a masonry slab that measured five feet long by two wide. Smoke, dust, and tear gas filled his office, convincing him initially that another rocket-propelled grenade had hit the embassy. Deputy Chief of Mission Bob Pugh, secretary Dorothy Pascoe, and administrative counselor Thomas Barron charged in covered with dust. Unable to lift the slab, the trio used a flag staff to pry up the wall, allowing the ambassador to wriggle free. “We all started to cough and retch from the tear gas,” Dillon said. “Someone vomited.”

The explosion had destroyed the embassy’s central staircase, forcing them to climb down an alternative stairwell crowded with debris. On the descent, the group picked up other bloodied survivors. This was far worse, the ambassador realized, than a rocket-propelled grenade attack. “We were astounded to see the damage below us,” Dillon recalled. “With each second, the magnitude of the explosion became clear.”

In the back of the cafeteria, Anne Dammarell felt heat like an oven the second the bomb exploded. She opened her eyes moments later to see blue sky. The ground-floor cantina had absorbed some of the worst of the terrorist’s blast. Dammarell and her lunch partner Bob Pearson were the only two to survive. The blast had left Dammarell with nineteen broken bones, including one foot, both arms, multiple ribs, and her pelvis and scapula.

“Relax,” she told herself, “just remain calm.”

Her wait was fortunately short. Within minutes, several rescuers found her, removing the debris that pinned her legs before lifting her up. Ambassador Dillon watched as the men carried her out to an ambulance. “She looked,” he recalled, “like a piece of hamburger.”

“She’s not going to make it,” he thought.

Students from the neighboring American University of Beirut were some of the first to arrive along with several taxi drivers along the corniche, who offered to transport wounded to the hospital. French peacekeepers pulled up within minutes, cordoning off the area. The senior officer asked who was in charge. A staffer directed him to Bob Pugh, who had just escaped along with the ambassador. The officer saluted the deputy chief of mission.

“May we enter your embassy?” he asked.

Pugh welcomed them.

Red Cross and Lebanese civil defense volunteers followed. Medical teams rushed inside to help free trapped employees and provide first aid. Lack of familiarity with the building handicapped rescuers. Those who were mobile attempted to exit what was left of the embassy, a challenge given the destroyed stairs and darkness coupled with the rubble and smoke. In addition, many embassy staffers suffered from cuts, broken bones, and shock. Some coughed and stumbled. Others cried. Marine security guards in gas masks assisted. “People were walking like they were in a trance, like they were zombies,” recalled Faith Lee. “Everybody was traumatized.” Public affairs officer John Reid echoed her. “It was chaos,” he said. “Glass and blood were everywhere.”

The scene proved equally as frenetic outside. “From the top floors,” wrote Herbert Denton of the Washington Post, “the screams and cries of trapped employees could be heard.” Acrid black smoke from the embassy and at least eight burning cars filled the air. Concrete chunks along with license plates and hubcaps littered the ground. Flying debris had sliced one of the trees in half while the searing heat melted a nearby traffic light. A Lebanese personnel carrier lay upside down in the surf where bodies and body parts bobbed in the water. An American security guard, who suffered from shock, paced out front.

“It’s gonna blow,” he repeatedly hollered. “It’s gonna blow.”

Ambulances and fire trucks converged on the diplomatic mission along with journalists, many of whom worked nearby. “Rescue workers and passersby began pulling limp and charred bodies out of the debris. Some carried out pieces of bodies on stretchers or wrapped in blankets,” observed David Zucchino of the Philadelphia Inquirer. “A man’s torso was brought out on one stretcher and a man’s leg on another. Blood and body parts smeared the ground; some rescuers accidentally stepped on them.” British journalist Robert Fisk with the Times watched a Red Cross worker use a bucket to scoop up remains. “We tripped over corpses,” he wrote. “The roadway was slippery with water, glass and blood and other, more terrible objects which a team of Lebanese Red Cross men and women were shoveling onto stretchers.”

American Marines, based four miles south at the airport, rolled up in jeeps twenty minutes after the blast. Colonel James Mead, commander of American peacekeeping forces, immediately sized up the damage. “It was,” he noted, “a catastrophic event.”

“One platoon is not enough,” the colonel radioed. “Send two.”

French troops turned over control to the Americans, who guarded the perimeter and began a sweep of the building. One Marine outside watched rescuers bring out bodies.

“Damn, damn, damn,” he muttered.

Another paced the ruins.

“My buddy was in there,” he said. “I can’t find him.”

Moments after the blast, an anonymous caller phoned the Beirut office of Agence France-Presse, the French wire service, claiming responsibility on behalf of the Islamic Jihad Organization. A similar call was made to the Beirut newspaper Al Liwa. Authorities assessed the Islamic Jihad Organization to be a pro-Iranian Shiite Muslim group. The terror organization had previously taken credit for the recent grenade attack that wounded five Marines. “This is part of the Iranian revolution’s campaign against imperial targets throughout the world,” the caller said. “We shall keep striking at any imperialist presence in Lebanon, including the multinational force.”

Throughout the afternoon, rescuers dug out the wounded and the dead. Over them all dangled the body of a man in a tan suit coat, whose legs were pinned between the concrete slabs of the fourth and fifth floors. The employee’s head and arms hung down, dripping blood on the slabs below. Around 5 p.m., rescuers pulled out what would prove to be the last survivor, who had spent four hours buried under the rubble and rebar. “He was,” as one Red Cross worker told reporters, “very glad to see us.” Hundreds of onlookers crowded around the perimeter to watch, including families of local employees. The Lebanese military struggled to hold back distraught relatives. “The more hysterical among them stood about screaming the names of their missing family members,” noted Thomas Friedman of the New York Times, “while others leaned against a wall, gripping handkerchiefs or a purse and weeping silently.”

Crews with Oger Liban, Lebanon’s largest construction contractor, brought in portable lights, generators, and bulldozers, which would allow rescuers to work throughout the night. Jackhammers rattled as darkness settled over the capital. “With the giant floodlights,” Time magazine observed, “it looked like a scene from an apocalyptic disaster movie.”

Back in Washington, President Ronald Reagan was outraged by the attack, which he viewed as both “vicious” and “cowardly.” At 11:50 a.m. in Washington—or 6:50 p.m. in Beirut—Reagan stepped out into the White House Rose Garden to address reporters, flanked by Vice President George H. W. Bush. “This criminal attack on a diplomatic establishment will not deter us from our goals of peace in the region. We will do what we know to be right,” the president said. “The people of Lebanon must be given the chance to resume their efforts to lead a normal life free from violence without the presence of unauthorized foreign forces on their soil. And to this noble end, I rededicate the efforts of the United States.”

At the American University of Beirut, the flood of injured and dead threatened to overwhelm the doctors, nurses, and attendants. Chaos enveloped the emergency room. An American diplomat, her head bandaged, surveyed the scene and turned to leave. “The ones who did this,” she remarked, “I hope they die a slow death.”

More than a hundred Lebanese men and women—relatives of those missing—swarmed the hospital entrance, desperate for information. The task of tabulating the dead and wounded fell to consular officer Diane Dillard, who had gone home to walk her dog over lunch when the bomb exploded. “I tried to get a fix,” she recalled, “on who was there and who wasn’t and where we stood.” One of the doctors asked her to help identify the dead, whose crushed and burned bodies overflowed from the morgue drawers to the floor. Adding to the challenge, Dillard discovered, was the gray concrete dust that coated the remains. Another time a Red Cross volunteer asked her to examine a row of teeth detached from the skull.

“Now,” the volunteer said, “I think this could be an American filling, don’t you?”

“Well,” Dillard stuttered, “it could be any filling.”

That moment, though horrific, proved a revelation, one that ultimately allowed her to perform her difficult task. “I realized,” Dillard later said, “that we weren’t talking about people; we were talking about empty vessels. The people were no longer there.”

The staff worked under tremendous pressure from the families and State Department, all anxious for information. “The attendant, a quiet man in white hospital robes, wrote his list of the dead Americans in Arabic on a brown washroom paper towel,” one wire service reported. “Eventually, a nurse posted a list of 105 victims, those who were alive, on the window of the emergency ward. It heartened some relatives and distressed others.”

Work continued at the embassy as Monday night rolled into Tuesday morning. Hours had passed since rescuers probing the rubble had pulled the previous body out at 6 p.m. In the meantime, bulldozers had worked to clear debris while laborers armed with jackhammers broke up large concrete slabs for easier removal. CIA economic analyst Susan Morgan, who was on temporary duty assignment to Beirut, hovered around the ruins. She had been at a lunch in the southern port city of Sidon when the bomb exploded. Morgan had rushed back to the capital, anxious to check on her office director and friend Robert Ames, who so far had not been located, either on the lists of wounded at the hospital or among the dead. The dropping temperatures prompted a Marine to wrap her in a blanket. Another offered her coffee.

At 2:30 a.m., Morgan sensed a change atop the debris pile, as rescuers suddenly converged around one spot. “A body has been found,” she wrote in her diary. “My heart skips and I know.” One of the officials waved her over and asked if she could identify the remains. “I look briefly. Yes,” she wrote. “I am handed his passport and wallet.”

An embassy officer reminded Morgan that she must retrieve all his papers, but she chose instead to accompany his body to the morgue. “The only thing that seems to matter,” she wrote, “is that Bob not be left without the presence of someone who knows him.”

When she reached the hospital at 3:30 a.m., Lebanese civil defense authorities guarding the entrance tried to dissuade her, arguing that it was too grisly.

But Morgan refused.

She climbed the rail and pushed inside the hospital. In the morgue, she counted five other victims on the floor alongside her friend Bob Ames. Before her lay the remains not only of America’s top Middle East intelligence expert, but also a husband and a father. “I retrieve Bob’s wedding ring,” she wrote, “pray for his soul, and tell him goodbye.”




CHAPTER 3


Lebanon, if it ever was a viable political entity, exists today in name only.

—LOREN JENKINS, WASHINGTON POST

October 10, 1982



Lebanon was a mess.

And the world knew it.

The attack on the American Embassy was only the latest blood spilled in an epic saga of violence that had dominated the recent history of this multifaith nation on the shores of the eastern Mediterranean. The seed of strife was planted in 1943, when Lebanon gained its independence from France. At that time, an unwritten agreement called the National Pact divided power between the three dominant faiths. According to a 1932 census—the only one then available—Christians comprised 51 percent of the population. As such, the pact mandated that Maronite Christians would hold both the presidency as well as a six-to-five ratio over Muslims in parliament. The prime minister would, in turn, be a Sunni Muslim, the second-largest group, while the role of speaker of the parliament would go to a Shiite. This arrangement, best described by a longtime Beirut reporter, amounted to a “social time bomb.”

The intervening decades saw a reversal of Lebanon’s demographics, leading Muslims to demand a larger share of control. An outbreak of hostilities in 1958 prompted President Dwight Eisenhower to briefly send in Marines to restore peace. To cling to power, the Christians formed militias, a move that triggered Muslims to do the same. Into this volatile mix landed the Palestine Liberation Organization, which was driven out of Jordan by the military in 1970 after igniting domestic violence and chaos. Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat set up operations in West Beirut—home to most of the capital’s Muslims—effectively creating a state within a state. Lebanon’s Muslims welcomed the new arrivals, hoping to incorporate Palestinian fighters into their own struggle. Over time Palestinian power grew to the point that guerrillas would stop local Lebanese and demand to see government identification cards. Such bullying behavior by foreign interlopers infuriated Christians. That, coupled with Arafat’s attacks on Israel, which only invited retaliatory bombings and raids that wreaked havoc in the capital, led Christians to demand that the army follow Jordan’s example and expel the Palestinians.

Those tensions climaxed on April 13, 1975.

On that spring morning in Beirut, unidentified gunmen killed four men outside a church in a drive-by shooting. Later that morning, Christian militiamen ambushed a busload of Palestinians, shooting and killing twenty-seven. Nineteen others were wounded. Those events sparked escalatory violence that led the Lebanese army to splinter along religious lines as the nation soon spiraled into civil war. The nineteen-month bloodletting would ultimately claim the lives of 60,000 men, women, and children, a staggering figure in a nation the size of Connecticut and home to just three million people. The fighting likewise ravaged Beirut, a once-beautiful coastal city hailed as the Paris of the Middle East. Neither side won. The conflict ended only after 30,000 Syrian troops, backed by Saudi Arabian cash, stepped in as a peacekeeping force. The war not only devastated block after block of apartments, hotels, and businesses, but wrecked the economy and eradicated government services, from law enforcement to the postal system.

The country fragmented along religious lines. The Christian-led government and supporting militias, weakened by the civil war, controlled only East Beirut and a few Christian pockets in the nearby mountains. Muslim militias and the Palestinians held West Beirut and areas south of the capital toward Israel. Syrian forces supported by the Shiites dominated the coastal city of Tripoli as well the eastern Bekaa Valley. Druze Muslims camped out in the Chouf Mountains, which peered down on the capital. “The sheer scope of the catastrophe which has hit Lebanon,” the Wall Street Journal opined, “must be seen to be appreciated.”

Over the next several years, the nation struggled, its tenuous peace interrupted by periodic artillery barrages, bombings, and gunfire. “Lebanon,” as Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger noted, “had become a killing ground where the conflicting interests of Syria, Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization combined with local Lebanese antagonisms to produce a nightmare of epic proportions.” Such fights were not always interfaith. Some of the worst violence involved rival Christian militias, who battled for power, money, and territory. These militiamen, New York Times reporter Thomas Friedman colorfully observed, shunned religious vestments, preferring instead cologne, gold chains, and armored Mercedes-Benzes. “They were Christians,” the reporter quipped, “like the Godfather was a Christian.”

By the summer of 1980, the Phalange emerged as the dominant Christian militia, run by thirty-two-year-old Bashir Gemayel, who had wiped out most of his rivals, including some who were tossed out of the upper-floor windows of a hotel. “Gemayel was something of an expert,” Friedman added, “in gangland murders.” In the struggle for Lebanon, Israel supported the Christians with money, weapons, and training since both sides shared the mutual goal of destroying the Palestine Liberation Organization. “The Israelis are terribly vulnerable to anyone who winks at them,” Friedman wrote. “But Gemayel didn’t just wink; he whispered the idea that the two of them could reshape Lebanon and forge a peace treaty.”

Israel swooned.

But the Palestinians were not the only ones who threatened Christian dominance. Syria’s role in Lebanon was not purely altruistic, but part of President Hafez Assad’s hegemonic dream to bolster his nation’s regional dominance. In addition to land, Syria wanted to install a puppet government in Beirut, one that would diffuse Israel’s growing influence.

In the spring of 1981, Gemayel’s Phalangist forces attempted to expand control to Zahle, a largely Christian city and the capital of the Syrian-controlled Bekaa Valley. In response, Syria besieged the city, lobbing artillery and torching crops. Anxious to undercut Syria, Israel threatened to jump into the fray in support of the Christians. “We won’t let them perpetrate genocide in Lebanon,” declared Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin.

On April 28, 1981, Israel shot down two Syrian helicopters. Assad responded by parking Soviet-made mobile surface-to-air missiles in Lebanon, which Israel threatened to destroy. Adding to this tension, Israeli jets pounded Palestinian positions in Beirut and southern Lebanon, triggering retaliatory rocket and artillery fire that paralyzed the economy of northern Israel. This mounting violence set off alarm bells in Washington, where officials feared a larger war. “Lebanon was a powder keg,” Weinberger wrote, “a place where yet another Arab-Israeli conflict could ignite, placing in jeopardy Western interests throughout the region.”

Reagan dispatched retired American diplomat Philip Habib, who famously helped then-president Richard Nixon negotiate the Vietnam peace talks that led to the 1973 Paris Peace Accords. The son of Lebanese immigrants, the bespectacled Habib flew to the Middle East, where he successfully brokered a cease-fire on July 24, 1981.

But that peace would prove short-lived.

Onto this stage waltzed Ariel Sharon. Israel’s burly new defense minister hungered to destroy the Palestine Liberation Organization, whose mere existence he viewed as a threat to the Jewish state’s survival. Sharon spent months secretly planning for war. All he needed was a provocation to break the cease-fire. That came on June 3, 1982, when an Arab terrorist shot and wounded Shlomo Argov, Israel’s ambassador to the United Kingdom. Israel launched air strikes the next day before learning that the assailant was, in fact, not a member of Arafat’s organization. Two days later, on June 6, Israeli troops invaded in Operation Peace for the Galilee. This ostensibly limited mission, Sharon assured his fellow cabinet members, was designed to capture twenty-five miles of southern Lebanon, so as to prevent future rocket attacks on Israeli settlements.

“Beirut,” he promised, “is outside of the picture.”

Prime Minister Begin told Reagan the same.

But Sharon had no intention of stopping in southern Lebanon. He instead ordered his troops to press all the way to Beirut, where his forces had numbered all 25,000 buildings on a large map to improve targeting. Syria objected, prompting Israel to destroy more than two dozen of Assad’s surface-to-air missiles and shoot down scores of Arab warplanes—so many, in fact, that journalists labeled it the “Bekaa Valley Turkey Shoot.”

Israel then sealed the capital and cut off power and water to the half-million residents, setting the stage for an urban siege designed to squeeze out the Palestinian guerrillas. Israel mercilessly bombed and shelled the city, hitting apartment buildings, hospitals, and public parks crowded with refugees who had poured in from devastated southern suburbs. “Even in Lebanon, a land inured to catastrophe, the bombardment of West Beirut was a horror beyond endurance,” wrote syndicated columnist Jack Anderson. American military observers reported that some days Israel fired as many as 8,000 artillery rounds into the western half of the capital. “The siege,” as Ambassador Dillon recounted, “was savage.” Conditions in Beirut deteriorated. Feces littered the streets while the stench of burning garbage created a haze that hung over the city. “Walking the streets,” observed Guardian reporter Colin Smith, “is like making a tour of a well-used ashtray.” Hungry and shell-shocked residents picked through the rubble. “The entire fabric of life,” added the New York Times, “is slowly unraveling in west Beirut.”

As July rolled into August—and the intensity of the campaign increased—American nightly news programs broadcast images of flattened apartments and maimed civilians, which eroded public support for Israel, including among members of Congress. Republican senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina said Begin had done the impossible and made Arafat look sympathetic. Reagan’s aides feared the blowback might hurt him politically, particularly after it emerged Israel had used American-made cluster bombs. “The United States was caught in the middle,” Secretary of State George Shultz recalled. “The Arab world blamed us, as Israel’s great ally and financial supporter, for all of Israel’s deeds and looked to us to end the fighting in a responsible way. The Lebanese government particularly relied on us to save them from outside predators and to help them restore Lebanese central authority over their country.”

The president’s personal diary shows that he, too, grew increasingly incensed by the violence. “The slaughter,” Reagan wrote on August 1, “must stop.”

Yet it continued.

After Israel bombed Beirut for eleven hours on August 12, Deputy Chief of Staff Michael Deaver stormed into Reagan’s office. “Mr. President,” he began, “I have to leave.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t be a part of this anymore, the bombings, the killing of children. It’s wrong,” Deaver continued. “And you’re the one person on the face of the earth right now who can stop it. All you have to do is tell Begin you want it stopped.”

At 11:15 a.m., Reagan phoned the Israeli prime minister. If Begin didn’t stop, the president warned, he risked the symbol of the war becoming the image of a seven-month-old infant with its arms blown off, a reference to a photograph that had appeared days earlier in the Washington Post. “Menachem,” he continued, “this is a holocaust.”

“Mr. President,” the prime minister bristled, “I know all about a holocaust.”

“It has gone too far,” Reagan insisted. “You must stop it.”

The president told him that the war now threatened Israel’s relationship with the United States. “Twenty mins. later,” Reagan wrote in his diary, “he called to tell me he’d ordered an end to the barrage and plead for our continued friendship.”

“I didn’t know I had that kind of power,” the president confessed to Deaver.

The combination of Israel’s attacks coupled with the failure of any Arab nations to intervene on his behalf convinced Arafat that at long last he needed to decamp from Lebanon. He refused to do so under the threat of Israeli guns, but agreed to leave with protection from a multinational force, which would include 800 leathernecks with the 32nd Marine Amphibious Unit plus another 800 troops from France and 400 from Italy.

The departure of some 15,000 guerrillas, who would soon scatter among a half dozen countries including Jordan, Syria, and Iraq, was predicated upon the assurance that Palestinian civilians left behind in refugee camps would be unmolested. Weinberger and the Joint Chiefs of Staff opposed the involvement of American troops. Lebanon was a distraction that risked creating a new front in the Cold War between America and the Soviet Union. Joint Chiefs Chairman General John Vessey, a World War II infantryman who fought in North Africa and Italy, argued that peacekeeping should be left to a lesser power. “Sticking Americans between Israel and Arab countries,” the general warned, “was a bad idea.”

But the commander in chief overruled the Pentagon.

With that decision, the United States, which had sat on the sidelines of the war for seven years, entered the arena. “The American debacle in Lebanon had begun,” reporters David Martin and John Walcott observed, “dressed in good intentions and humanitarian motives.”

On August 25, 1982, the Marines came ashore.

Over the coming days, the multinational force stood guard as Palestinian fighters—often firing celebratory guns skyward—flowed through the capital’s port or departed overland. Arafat’s exit on August 30 was like a scene from a rock concert, as a mob of admirers swarmed his entourage at the port. “Part of my heart,” he told his supporters, “stays here.”

The mission was a stunning success.

Rather than remain for a full month as initially planned, an anxious Weinberger ordered the Marines back aboard ship. Seventeen days after landing, American troops left without a single shot fired. Reagan celebrated by unveiling a proposed new peace plan for the Middle East, which called for a freeze on Israeli settlements in the occupied territories and for Palestinians to have full autonomy in the West Bank and Gaza with help from Jordan. The president hoped his ambitious plan would jump-start stalled peace negotiations between Israel and its Arab neighbors. “The time has come,” Reagan declared in a televised address to the nation on September 1, “for a new realism on the part of all the peoples of the Middle East.”

But the president’s honeymoon proved short-lived.

Israel hated his plan. “Begin,” as one Israeli official later said, “looked at Reagan like a traitor.” The outraged prime minister blasted Weinberger for almost four hours during a visit to Israel. He proved equally as hostile with Reagan. “A friend does not weaken his friend,” he excoriated the president, “an ally does not put his ally in jeopardy.”

Reagan’s challenges, however, soon magnified.

On September 14 at 4 p.m., Bashir Gemayel’s motorcade pulled up outside the Phalangist Party headquarters in Beirut, where he planned to deliver his weekly address to his followers. Over the years, the Christian warlord, who at times was on the CIA payroll, had grown more sophisticated as he shifted from guerrilla to politician, developing a close friendship with Ambassador Dillon. “I saw in Bashir,” the ambassador said, “a potential leader for all of Lebanon.” Gemayel had come to realize that it was wise to embrace the Shiites, who had become the largest of Lebanon’s two dominant Muslim sects, but also the poorer and more marginalized. “All of us,” Dillon said, “were guilty of underestimating the importance of the Shiites.”

A few weeks earlier, Lebanon’s parliament—with the help of generous bribes from Israel—had elected Gemayel president. His inauguration would take place in nine days. In exchange, Gemayel had promised to evict any remaining Palestinians and bring peace at last to the border. Israel’s exuberance over his election prompted a rebuke from Shultz.

“You could crush him with your embrace,” he warned.

But it was not the Israelis who crushed him.

Gemayel, who had survived two previous assassination attempts and had even lost his eighteen-month-old daughter in a remotely detonated car bomb attack, should have known to vary his routine. The day before Gemayel arrived for his weekly talk, twenty-six-year-old Habib Tanious Shartouni of the National Syrian Socialist Party—and operating on orders from a Syrian intelligence operative out of Rome—had left a suitcase bomb on the floor of his sister’s third-floor apartment, directly over where Bashir held his weekly meeting.

“Let me tell you a story,” Gemayel began that afternoon.

On an adjacent rooftop, Shartouni watched and waited.

“When the statue of the late president Bishara el-Kouri was sculpted,” Gemayel continued, “his sons protested that its face bore no resemblance to their father’s portrait. In time, though, they grew accustomed to the statue and forgot that it actually looked nothing like the photographs in their homes. The same thing will happen now. The opposition will grow accustomed to the portrait of the new president, even though it didn’t want him.”

At 4:10 p.m., Shartouni pressed the remote detonator, triggering a massive explosion that shook the city. The three-story building imploded, each floor pancaking upon the next while littering the streets with the arms and legs of the more than two dozen killed.

Rumors swirled that Gemayel had survived, but as the hours slipped past, efforts to find him in local hospitals diminished. At 9:45 p.m., a Mossad agent, checking corpses in the morgue at the Hotel Dieu Hospital, spotted a familiar wristwatch on a victim, whose battered face was unrecognizable. “The final proof of identification,” Israeli historians Ze’ev Schiff and Ehud Ya’ari wrote, “was found in the pocket of the blue suit: Bashir’s white-gold wedding ring.”

Gemayel’s assassination outraged Israel, who saw his death as a grievous blow to their efforts to shape Lebanon. His assassination likewise left unfinished Sharon’s plan to eradicate the Palestine Liberation Organization’s remaining political infrastructure in Lebanon. Within hours of Gemayel’s death, Israeli troops again rolled into Beirut, this time as part of Operation Iron Mind. The public rationale was to prevent the capital from descending into chaos, but Sharon had ulterior motives. Israeli forces surrounded the Palestinian refugee camps at Sabra and Shatila. Sharon was convinced that the camps, despite the evacuation of the Palestinian guerrillas, still held as many as 3,000 fighters, a fact Dillon later refuted. “There were almost no adult males,” the ambassador testified. “There were elderly men, women, and children.” Sharon met with leaders of the Phalange militia, who were outraged over the assassination of Gemayel. He instructed them to go into the camps and root out terrorists.

“I don’t want a single one of them left!” Sharon instructed.

On the night of September 16, Phalange militiamen crept into the camps. To assist in the operation, Israel fired 81mm illumination flares and later dropped others by plane. The militiamen then went door-to-door, massacring the inhabitants, a slaughter that would carry on for thirty-six hours. Word of the violence soon trickled out. On September 17, British reporter Robert Fisk ran into his Washington Post colleague Loren Jenkins, who was on the phone in the lobby of the Commodore Hotel, home to many foreign journalists.

“Fisky,” he said, “something’s going on in the camps.”

Reporters arrived the next day only to be greeted by millions of flies. With handkerchiefs pressed over their mouths, the journalists navigated through the carnage. “When we had seen a hundred bodies, we stopped counting,” Fisk recalled. “Down every alleyway, there were corpses—women, young men, babies, and grandparents—lying together in lazy and terrible profusion where they had been knifed or machinegunned to death.”

Many of the dead had been shot, including men found lined up alongside walls with their hands and feet bound. Others bore signs of torture and trauma. Reporters observed women with their skirts hiked up and legs spread apart. One man had been castrated. Children populated the dead, including one infant still cradled in the arms of its deceased mother. “The bullet that had passed through her breast had killed the baby too,” Fisk wrote. “Someone had slit open the woman’s stomach, cutting sideways and then upwards, perhaps trying to kill her unborn child. Her eyes were wide open, her dark face frozen in horror.”

“Jesus Christ!” Associated Press photojournalist Bill Foley repeated.

Friedman of the New York Times was horrified by the violence, which he observed had spared no creature, including horses so riddled by gunfire that their bellies had burst open. Friedman poured his anguish out into a four-page spread in the New York Times that would later earn him the Pulitzer Prize in international reporting. “Sabra and Shatila was something of a personal crisis for me,” the Jewish reporter wrote. “This Israel I met on the outskirts of Beirut was not the heroic Israel I had been taught to identify with.”

The murderers had made a hasty effort to bury some of the dead with bulldozers, but failed to finish the job, which Fisk discovered when he ascended what he thought was an earthen berm. “I could see a man’s head, a woman’s naked breast, the feet of a child,” he recalled. “I was walking on dozens of corpses which were moving beneath my feet.” Those efforts only complicated the challenge of tallying the dead, which Red Cross officials estimated ran between 800 and 1,000 people. “All of us wanted to vomit,” Fisk concluded of his visit. “We were breathing death, inhaling the putrescence of the bloated corpses around us.”

News of the massacre, which landed on the cover of Time magazine, horrified American leaders. Morris Draper, who served with Habib as special envoy to the Middle East, dictated a message to Sharon. “I have a representative in the camp counting the bodies. You should be ashamed,” he said. “The situation is absolutely appalling. They’re killing children! You have the field completely under your control and are therefore responsible for that area.” Secretary of State Shultz agreed. “I was shaken and appalled,” he said. So, too, was Reagan, who channeled his anger into a statement he released about the atrocities. “All people of decency must share our outrage and revulsion over the murders, which included women and children.”

The massacre made a mockery of the United States—and led critics to blast Defense Secretary Weinberger for ordering the Marines out too soon. “We had promised to protect the Palestinian civilians,” recalled National Security Council staffer Geoffrey Kemp. “It was our allies, the Israelis, who permitted the massacre to happen, and it was our boy Bashir Gemayel’s troops that did the killing.” Reagan was adamant that Israel immediately exit Beirut and all foreign forces subsequently leave Lebanon. To accomplish this, the president wanted to send the Marines back in as part of a reconstituted multinational force. Shultz supported the plan, but Weinberger and the Joint Chiefs of Staff once again objected.

“We shouldn’t be the Beirut police department,” Weinberger cautioned.

Reagan disagreed.

“I recognize your concerns,” the president told those who opposed the mission, “but we have no choice now but to go back in and restore order.”

In an address to the American people on September 20, the president declared that the time for talk had passed. The world now needed action. “The participation of American forces in Beirut will again be for a limited period,” he said. “But I’ve concluded there is no alternative to their returning to Lebanon if that country is to have a chance to stand on its own feet.”

The first mission of American military forces had been to oversee the withdrawal of the Palestine Liberation Organization, an operation that had a clear objective. But now, what precisely was the new mission? And without a defined goal, what would define success?

No one knew.

“We didn’t have a solution to the problem,” Ambassador Dillon admitted, “and we turned to the Marines.”




CHAPTER 4


The American public should not be surprised if this time, there are some Marines who don’t come back.

—HAROLD SAUNDERS, FORMER ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF STATE FOR THE MIDDLE EAST

September 22, 1982



The mission’s ambiguous nature frustrated General Vessey. “American military forces are reared in the doctrine that says that if you are going to use the forces, you need to give them a task to perform. What is it that you want them to do?” Vessey said. “We never got a sufficiently defined task that either we or the forces on the ground really understood.”

Weinberger echoed the general. “The multinational force had no mission, no rules of engagement. They weren’t even allowed to protect themselves,” the defense secretary recalled. “It was, I thought, a very wrong enterprise, from start to finish.”

The only consolation was that most thought the mission would be of limited scope and duration. “We figured that once we got over our feeling of guilt and a little bit of law and order was established the Marines would be withdrawn,” Vessey added. “That was the fundamental wrong assumption in Lebanon—that things were going to get better.”

On September 29, 1982, the Marines returned.

The role of the leathernecks, officials spelled out in orders, would be one of “presence.” The Marines would provide a stabilizing force, a buffer between warring factions.

“What is presence?” Colonel James Mead, commander of the Marine force, asked at the time. “They don’t teach that at the War College.” The colonel confided his confusion in Lieutenant General John Miller, commander of the Fleet Marine Force, Atlantic.

“Jim,” the general replied, “the reason they didn’t tell you what to do is because they didn’t know what the hell to tell you to do.”

Lebanon’s instability and history of violence alarmed some members of Congress. “A lot of us are holding our breath,” said Republican senator Ted Stevens of Alaska.

“We’re going right into the fire on this one, where revenge, revenge, revenge is the order of the day,” added Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson, a Washington Democrat.

The same day Marines landed, Reagan fired off a letter to Congress, a requirement under the War Powers Resolution any time American troops deploy. In his vague two-page report, the president wrote that the Lebanese government had requested the presence of the Marines. Troops would serve as an “interposition force,” so as to support the Lebanese government and military in restoring peace. Reagan could not specify how long the Marines would remain in Beirut, but he promised that it would be a limited operation. “In carrying out this mission, the American force will not engage in combat,” the president assured lawmakers. “There is no intention or expectation that U.S. armed forces will become involved in hostilities.”

On October 28, 1982—a month after the Marines returned—Reagan defined his twin objectives in National Security Decision Directive No. 64, a secret document titled “Next Steps in Lebanon.” The president’s primary goal was the withdrawal of Israeli, Syrian, and Palestinian forces. The second was to strengthen the Lebanese government, under the leadership of newly elected president Amin Gemayel, the older brother of the slain warlord. That would require rebuilding Lebanon’s military so it could maintain peace and defend its borders. “I recognize that there are substantial risks in these undertakings which will confront our forces and those of our friends,” Reagan wrote. “However, mindful of the recent tragic history of this traditionally friendly country and the opportunity which now clearly exists to further the cause of peace between Israel and all its neighbors, we cannot let this historic moment pass.”

The president’s new goals went far beyond providing just a “presence.” America now planned to resurrect a country wrecked by years of war. “It was a wonder,” Draper recalled, “that we had established for ourselves such an ambitious aim, which was nothing less than the removal of all foreign forces from Lebanon and the establishment of a stable country.” It was a road filled with potential land mines, particularly since the central government controlled at best barely a third of the country, with the rest carved up between Israel, Syria, as well as various militias. Furthermore, in supporting the Christian-led government, America was, in essence, picking sides, a potentially dangerous proposition in a nation torn by religious strife.

The safety of the Marines depended upon American neutrality.

And how they fared would hinge on Amin Gemayel.

America had handcuffed its fate to the newly elected president, a forty-year-old political lightweight and playboy with perfect hair who was also a “corrupt” and “notorious womanizer.” “He had all of Bashir’s weaknesses,” Friedman wrote, “and none of his strengths.”

But American leaders looked past Gemayel to the Lebanese military, which was one of the few national institutions to have survived years of war and could serve as a vehicle for peace. “We saw the possibility of using the Army as a unifying force,” Dillon said. “It was one of the places where all factions met and indeed in many cases worked together.”

Though the idea of rebuilding the Paris of the Middle East that once graced postcards enraptured policymakers thousands of miles away in staid Washington offices, such lofty ambitions struck those in the rubble-strewn streets of Beirut as naive. Lebanon may have boasted a president and parliament, but it was a democracy in name only. “It is a tribal war,” Friedman said, “on which a layer of Western diplomacy and constitutional language had been overlaid.” Ancient hatreds and danger lurked beneath that veneer. “Lebanon was a kaleidoscope of different factions and groups,” warned Draper, “not one of which could be trusted.” Friedman agreed. “There are no good guys here,” he added, “there are only bad guys and civilians.” This was the perilous reality American troops would soon face. “If President Reagan really intends to keep the Marines in Lebanon until a stable government emerges here, he might consider building permanent housing for them,” Washington Post reporter Loren Jenkins wryly observed. “Lebanese stability, like Lebanese unity, is mere wishful thinking.”

This reconstituted multinational force would eventually triple the size of the original, totaling 6,000 troops from the United States, Italy, France, and later England. America’s commitment would grow to 1,800 Marines, who staged out of the Beirut International Airport on the Mediterranean coast on the capital’s southern end. The Italians would cover the zone just north of the Marines, including the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps, where the massacres had taken place, while the French would patrol the heart of Muslim West Beirut.

The Marines dug in at the airport, refurbishing war-scarred buildings, erecting large tents, and filling hundreds of thousands of sandbags. Jeep and foot patrols fanned out through the capital in November, and the following month Marines began training the Lebanese military.

“There is a feeling of rebirth and hope,” Colonel Mead told reporters.

That feeling would not last long.
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