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ONE

Ahmad Chalabi was in Washington, D.C., on Inauguration Day, 2001. He had chosen his favorite double-breasted Ermenegildo Zegna suit and a bright orange tie to celebrate opening day of the George W. Bush presidency. With his mischievous smile and aristocratic bearing, the fifty-six-year-old Iraqi-born Chalabi made his way from one inaugural bash to the next, gliding among the crowds of Bush partygoers. A Muslim who neither smokes nor drinks, he took it all in with the eye of an exile and the soul of a schemer. What would the Bush era mean for him? he wondered. How could he make the most of it?

The day after Bush’s swearing in, Chalabi took a car to Chevy Chase, Maryland, just outside the nation’s capital. He was invited to a meeting at the two-story home of Richard Perle, a leading figure in the neoconservative movement, which advocated using American military power to promote democracy abroad. Among those present, Chalabi said, were Paul Wolfowitz, Douglas J. Feith, Zalmay Khalilzad, and John P. Hannah. Within a few months, they all would hold influential positions in the new administration—with Wolfowitz and Feith landing the number two and number three positions at the Pentagon and Perle becoming a top adviser to Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Khalilzad a special assistant to Bush and ambassador at large for Iraqi exiles, and Hannah a national security adviser to Vice President Dick Cheney. But on this brisk and sunny afternoon, January 21, 2001, they were just a handful of like-minded civilians who saw the charting of U.S. foreign policy as both their dominion and their duty.

Everyone came casually dressed, some in blue jeans, sweaters, and polo shirts—except for Chalabi, who, as always, chose his outfits with care. In this case, a beige sports coat with blue pinstripes, a pale blue shirt, and a wide navy tie. Casual was not his way. They gathered in a small salon near the front of Perle’s house, seated around a glass coffee table atop a red-and-black Turkish rug and beneath a portrait of Arthur Rimbaud, the influential eighteenth-century French poet who was as famous for his scandalous behavior as he was for his groundbreaking and revolutionary writings.

“Well, we have won.” Perle beamed as he opened the meeting. “And now we have to get our policy objective adopted by the administration.”

That policy objective was both simple and audacious: to get Bush to back Chalabi in his long quest to overthrow Saddam Hussein.

“We were sympathetic to what Ahmad was trying to accomplish,” Perle later explained matter-of-factly. But more important, the group believed that Chalabi was the missing piece in their own strategy for engineering a post-Saddam Iraq. To them, Chalabi was a modern-day Charles de Gaulle, someone “who shared our values” and who could be trusted to carry U.S. national interests to the most vital of regions, the Middle East.

“I believed at the time that we didn’t know enough about Iraq to go in there and remake the place,” Perle recounted. “We had to work with somebody, and I thought that he was the right person.”

So, over the next two hours, as they snacked on cold cuts and salad, they sketched out their agenda. Chalabi mostly listened. It was, in his estimation, a crucial meeting.

“Of course, none of these people had jobs in the administration,” Chalabi noted. “But it was important that they would be mobilized early to move the agenda for the liberation of Iraq.” The primary objective was to get “ideas through to the people who would be in a position to do things.” The ideas, he said, included “that Saddam was dangerous to U.S. interests in the Middle East. He was bent on revenge [over losing the 1990–1991 Gulf War].” Another objective was “to brush up and revive the arguments that would make it in the U.S. interest to help us overthrow Saddam.”

By “us” Chalabi meant the Iraqi National Congress (INC), the fractious umbrella group of Iraqi exiles—composed of Shiites, Sunnis, and Kurds—that he led. Chalabi was under no illusion about the enormity of the INC’s challenge, especially given the roster of enemies he had amassed over the years inside the U.S. foreign policy establishment, which preferred to maintain the status quo in Iraq.

“I didn’t know how they were going to outmaneuver the State Department,” Chalabi said of his neoconservative supporters. Or how they might neutralize the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), where senior officials detested Chalabi, viewing him as a charlatan and an opportunist.

Then there was the question of Bush and where he stood on regime change. After a meeting with him in 2000, Perle had come to believe that Bush had “the temperament” to finish the job his father, George H. W. Bush, had begun. But Chalabi and his supporters gathered at Perle’s house that afternoon realized they would have to persuade the new president to make a U-turn on his campaign pronouncements denouncing nation building.

Perle, who had spent a quarter century in government—first on Capitol Hill as a Senate staffer and later as a senior Pentagon official in the Reagan administration—knew from experience that the fate of their agenda would most likely boil down to what he called “the battle of the memos.” He advised the group in his sitting room that while he expected many of them to land senior positions in the new administration through which they could promote their cause, they would still face formidable opposition from the career professionals in the State Department, the Department of Defense, and the intelligence community. He called members of that permanent bureaucracy “mattress mice” because of their skill in quietly and anonymously gnawing away at policy initiatives they opposed. As one of the participants at the meeting described it, “Just when you think your bed is all made up and your policy is securely in place, along come these mattress mice with their nay-saying memos and, before you know it, you’re lying on a bed of shreds.”

To counter the mattress mice, Perle advised that they preassemble their own stack of memos to answer the likely arguments opposing regime change: that the United Nations’ trade sanctions against Iraq, though imperfect, were working well enough; that Saddam was safely contained and posed a minimal threat to the United States; that whatever the upside of removing the dictator might be, it was not worth the inevitable empowerment of neighboring Iran; that because Iraq is so ethnically divided, toppling Saddam could lead to a dangerous and uncontrollable explosion in ethnic and religious violence among its people; that without a strongman the country could break up into separate Shiite, Sunni, and Kurdish enclaves, igniting an ethnic war so chaotic and violent that it would destabilize the region. There was much work to be done.

Even still, an epochal shift in U.S. foreign policy had begun. From day two of the Bush presidency, the push for a new Iraq was on—and Ahmad Chalabi was smack in the middle of it.

Who was this Iraqi exile?

I first met him a year after the Bush inauguration on behalf of CBS News’ 60 Minutes, where I have been a producer since 1988. At the time, I knew nothing of the meeting at Perle’s house. All I knew was that Chalabi was a leading figure in the Iraqi opposition movement and that he was campaigning hard for the overthrow of Saddam. The prospect of regime change in Baghdad was far from certain then, and the notion that the straight-talking former Texas governor would saddle up with this Iraqi blue blood with a taste for designer suits seemed far-fetched at best—especially to the executives at 60 Minutes in New York. But when I visited Chalabi that first time—at the Iraqi National Congress’s office in London near Hyde Park—I was struck by the nonstop frenzy of backroom meetings and cross-Atlantic cell phone calls I observed between him and the clique of neoconservatives working inside and outside the Bush administration. Chalabi was no mere dandy, I realized. This was a well-connected man of action who should be taken seriously. I called Lesley Stahl, the 60 Minutes correspondent, to propose our doing a story on him and the potential policy change afoot in the Bush administration, and she agreed. The result was the first of several stories she and I did together on Chalabi—and the beginning of a ten-year-long association with him in which I got a glimpse into just how wily he was, and how well positioned to maneuver the United States toward war.

I also knew that there was much more to this man and his story than I could document on a deadline or report in a television news segment. Chalabi had secrets to tell; it was a matter of prying them out of him. So I approached him in 2007 about sitting down with me and filling in the unexplored crevices of recent history—both his and that of the Bush administration’s decision to topple Saddam Hussein. Chalabi took several months to reply but eventually agreed, and since then I’ve traveled back and forth to Baghdad, where he now lives, interviewing him for more than sixty hours about his life and machinations. These include a larger-than-life résumé of triumphs and scandal: a degree in mathematics from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and a doctorate from the University of Chicago, stints as university professor and banker, a conviction for embezzling. And that was all before he became a CIA operative and decided to devote his prodigious intellect full-time to what had always been his true obsession: overthrowing the murderous Ba’athist regime in Baghdad and returning home to Iraq in a blaze of glory.

Often the fate of an exile is to see his dreams dim and then die before ever making it home again. But throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, Chalabi skillfully, fanatically, and sometimes ruthlessly orchestrated a uniquely different course for himself. Depending on whom you ask, he is either the Great Liberator of Iraq or the Great Seducer of America. Either way, there has never been a foreigner more crucially involved in a decision by the United States to go to war than Chalabi. He is one of the titanic figures to emerge from the U.S. adventure in Iraq, and the meeting at Richard Perle’s house that January 21, 2001, proved to be a turning point in his long journey home.


TWO

There was nothing distant or unfamiliar to Ahmad Chalabi about the world in which he was now operating—that of coups d’état and political intrigue conducted at the highest levels of government. It was what he knew. It was the world he had been steeped in as a child growing up in Iraq.

Chalabi was born in Baghdad in 1944, the last of nine children and a scion of one of the country’s most eminent families dating back to the days of the Ottoman Empire. It was during the reign of the sultans in the seventeenth century that his ancestors first achieved financial and social distinction as landowners and administrative rulers for the empire, implementing its decrees in a province located in the northernmost part of then Baghdad. The Ottomans bestowed on the family the rare designation of Chalabi.

“It’s a very honorific title that means, ‘Close to God,’ ” Chalabi told me with pride. “The sons of the sultan were called ‘Chalabi.’ ”

The family converted to Shiism in the eighteenth century, something that a fair number of Sunnis did back then to gain access to the local water supply, which was controlled by the Shia clerics. But since the Shiites shared the same faith as the Sunni Ottomans’ erstwhile enemy, the Persians, the Shiites were generally mistrusted and feared—sometimes persecuted. They were also prevented from participating in the government. The Chalabis, however, continued to thrive and prosper.

With the collapse of the Ottoman Empire at the end of World War I, the British redrew the map of Iraq, giving the country its present-day borders and creating a new political order that once again empowered the Sunnis at the expense of the Shiites, despite the Shiites’ roughly three-to-one preponderance in numbers. The British established a monarchy, handpicking the country’s first Hashemite king, Faisal I, who—along with his fellow Arab Sunnis—ran the new parliament, bureaucracy, police, and army. Shia religious leaders rebelled, urging their followers in 1920 to rise up against their occupiers. When the revolt was suppressed, many Shia religious leaders were forced to flee the country. On their way out, they called on their adherents to boycott the new government, which many of Iraq’s leading Shiites did—and the rift between the country’s Sunni and Shia communities only deepened. Chalabi’s grandfather, Abdul Hussein, however, navigated his own course, maintaining sometimes difficult yet intimate relations with the Shia clergy while also joining the new government’s cabinet, becoming its sole Shia face for much of the next two decades. From 1922 until his death in 1939, he served as minister of education nine times. One of his sons, Chalabi’s uncle, was put in charge of the state bank and, through that position, came to rule what was called Bank Street, old Iraq’s financial hub.

But it was Chalabi’s father, Abdul Hadi Chalabi, who rose to the pinnacle of economic and political standing in the ancien régime. He did so thanks to not only an uncanny acumen for business and management but also a strategic friendship that he forged with the future regent of Iraq, Crown Prince Abd al-Ilah. The regent-to-be, it turned out, had passions for whiskey and—more to the point—the ponies, gambling on races that he lost far more often than he won. Chalabi’s father helped out in 1938 with loans that the crown prince never repaid. The following year, after the king died in an automobile accident, the crown prince assumed power and ruled the country for the next fourteen years. During that time, he showed his gratitude to Abdul Hadi in many ways, for instance, by making him a minister of public works and eventually the president of the Senate.

Abdul Hadi’s fortunes soared as his natural entrepreneurial flair, alongside the growing connections and opportunities his government positions afforded him, helped him expand his business interests throughout the country. He became the principal agent for a British company that dominated the barley trade in Iraq and had a monopoly on date exports. He handled 90 percent of the country’s grain exports and moved much of the cotton that was grown on the land between Iraq’s two great rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrates. He also dived into land speculation, buying up some 160,000 acres of property in old Baghdad and beyond. He owned a flour mill, acquired a majority stake in the country’s largest cement company, and in the spring of 1936 became the first president of the newly created Iraqi stock exchange. In short, Abdul Hadi had mastered the art of transforming economic power into political influence and vice versa. By 1958, the year in which the monarchy was overthrown, Abdul Hadi had become the country’s single wealthiest individual, with a net worth of about 9 million Iraqi dinars (or $36 million). At the time, average Iraqi workers—most of them Shiites—earned roughly 1 to 2 dinars a week, while a comfortable home in Baghdad went for about 500 dinars.

In 1950, when Ahmad Chalabi was six years old, the family moved into a suburb of Baghdad called Adhamiyah. Located near the banks of the Tigris River, it was a predominantly Sunni enclave where many of Iraq’s most prominent politicians and intellectuals lived. Even among the homes of these elite, the Chalabi manor, which took two years to build, stood out: an eleven-bedroom residence resplendent with large French windows, crystal chandeliers, tiled walls, and sumptuous teakwood furniture. To get to his room, the young Ahmad walked up a wide flight of stairs made of expensive Italian marble. On hot summer nights, he and his brothers—there was a nine-year gap between him and his next-oldest sibling—used to sleep on the roof under the stars as a breeze rustled through a thicket of palm trees in the distance. Back then, Baghdad was a small and gentle city for those of the upper class—quiet, simple, even graceful. Ahmad often walked down to the river—less than a hundred yards from his house—to swim and play. Every Thursday, a driver and an escort took him and his friends to the movies. He traveled abroad for holidays, dressed in European-made clothes, and was cared for by a kindly and loving woman named Saeeda, a former African slave who had been the nanny to his mother. Saeeda lived in a small but comfortable room in the basement of the house. She catered to his every need, overseeing a team of servants who prepared his meals, helped comb his hair, and even sometimes peeled off his sweaty shirt after a raucous game of basketball. When Ahmad was nine, his father gave him his very own swimming pool, a near Olympic-sized amenity located at one of the family’s other homes, the Sif, a large palm-tree-studded estate on the west side of the Tigris. The singular condition of wealth and privilege in which he was reared was as intrinsic to Ahmad Chalabi’s state of mind as his state of material comfort.

But as much as he pampered his son, Chalabi’s father was an aloof and largely remote figure. He was so consumed with his political and economic designs that he had little time for his children. He did, however, allow young Ahmad to sit in on his dealings and observe the life he led, giving him an education in the ways of old Iraq. In that era, Iraq’s elite conducted business and politics on a highly personalized basis, and Ahmad was enthralled by the give and take of it. A stream of prominent personalities and foreign dignitaries passed through the Chalabi household, among them Harold Macmillan, the future prime minister of England; the president of Turkey; the shah of Iran; and Iraq’s preeminent political figure at the time, Nuri al-Said, Iraq’s prime minister. At dinner parties and over afternoon tea, alliances were cemented, cabinets formed, and opponents co-opted and if necessary crushed with the ruthless use of force. In 1957, the crown prince gave Chalabi’s father $150,000 to squirrel away on behalf of the royal family in a numbered bank account abroad. On another occasion, senior Iraqi officials came to the Chalabi residence to discuss a coup plot that the government was supporting in neighboring Syria. The officials wanted to funnel money to the Syrian conspirators but feared disclosure of Baghdad’s involvement, so they asked Chalabi’s father to help out. He agreed to put up the equivalent of about $25,000 of his own money. He stuffed the cash into small cardboard boxes and then had one of Ahmad’s brothers, Hazem, hand-deliver the boxes to the coup plotters in Beirut.

Nothing ever came of the intrigue, but such was the milieu of Chalabi’s youth. Another twelve- or thirteen-year-old might have been bored by it. But not Chalabi. He was an unusual young man: not just smart but cerebral. When he thought of his grandfather, for example, he tried to think of him not from a personal perspective, but in the context of history: that he was of Winston Churchill’s and Virginia Woolf’s generation, born in 1875 when Victoria was queen of England, Ulysses S. Grant was president of the United States, and Abd al-Aziz was sultan of the Ottoman Empire. He was also deeply perceptive—perspicacious in fact. He soaked up and intuitively grasped the world of his father as much as he did the algebra and Euclidean geometry he studied at Baghdad College, the Jesuit-run preparatory school that he attended along with the other sons of Iraq’s most prominent citizens. As he sat in on his father’s various meetings, he never said a word. He just listened and analyzed, often wondering what he would do if he were in his father’s shoes.

Growing up, Chalabi was acutely aware of his Shia identity. His grandfather was buried inside the shrine of Imam Ali in Najaf, the third holiest site for Shia Muslims, while his father was a respected and generous patron of the Shia clergy. His mother, Bibi Hassan al-Bassam, often spoke of her faith and the vivid drama surrounding the slaying of its saint, Husayn. She abstained from alcohol, she prayed daily, and she fasted during the holy month of Ramadan. But by no means was she a traditional Muslim woman. She also liked to gamble and loathed the abaya, the long, loose overgarment worn by women in public. Her tastes ran more naturally to Parisian haute couture, which she liked to adorn with large ruby rings, diamond brooches, silk scarves, and crocodile handbags. She and the rest of the Chalabis were, in the words of a close family friend, quintessentially secular. They were Shia to the core in the way that secular Jews can be culturally and psychologically Jewish without being observant, and, as such, they were keenly aware of the political and social disenfranchisement of their fellow Shiites, their own success and privilege notwithstanding. The treatment of Shiites as second-class Iraqis was a topic of frequent and bitter conversation in the Chalabi home. Young Ahmad’s oldest brother, Rushdi—twenty-six years his senior and a figure of reverence—was particularly resentful, often complaining of the prejudice suffered by Iraqi Shiites at the hands of the country’s Sunni minority and their British keepers.

Chalabi’s father often remarked that there was a reason for the Shiites’ lack of influence: they weren’t nearly as well educated or worldly as Sunnis were. Chalabi’s father believed that if Shiites were to embrace modernity—in particular, education and an openness to Western ideas and culture—then in time the playing field would even out and their lot in Iraq would improve. And to a limited degree the process was already under way, as the 1950s in Iraq saw a budding of opportunity for Shiites. The younger generation, educated in technical and professional subjects, moved increasingly into the medical and legal fields, while the exodus of 100,000 Jewish Iraqis to Israel left a vacuum in the business world that many enterprising Shiites filled. In addition, Shiites were integrated into the upper echelons of power unlike ever before. Between 1921 and 1947, the first twenty-six years of the monarchy, there was not a single Shiite prime minister and only a sprinkling of Shiite cabinet members. In the last eleven years of the monarchy, however, there were four Shiite prime ministers, and in 1954, when Ahmad was ten years old, the top three government positions below the king were all held by Shiites for the first time: prime minister, speaker of the parliament, and president of the Senate. It was, in many ways, a golden era for Iraq’s Shiites, an awakening of sorts for the perennial stepchildren of Arabia. At least in the Chalabi household there was the hope that the monarchy was developing in a way that would eventually give Shiites a share in the political and economic life of the country commensurate with their numbers. But the Chalabis also were angrily aware of the one place where Shiites still could not make inroads or have an impact: the army. While its lower ranks were largely made up of Shiites, the officer corps was almost solely dominated by Sunnis. So, no matter how influential Shiites might become, real power eluded them. That type of power resided, Chalabi’s father used to say, with those who controlled the guns, and they—the army’s top officers—increasingly resented the growing influence of Shiites and felt threatened by it.

The Chalabis came to believe that this fear lay at the heart of the 1958 coup that overthrew Iraq’s monarchy. Historians hold that more critical forces were at play, as powerful social and political currents were roiling not only inside Iraq but also across the Middle East as a whole. One of those currents was the surging popularity of Arab nationalism, with its followers demanding faster movement on Arab unity and greater independence from Great Britain. Another was the call from social reformers for more rapid change to address the gaping disparities between Iraq’s landed aristocracy and its vast majority of people. For example, about 3 percent of the country’s largest landholders, among them Chalabi’s father, controlled roughly 70 percent of the land, while running water was available in less than half of the country’s municipalities and most people had no electricity or sewage control. But to the Chalabis it was fundamentally the Sunni army’s fear and resentment of the Shiites’ growing influence that triggered the unrest. So when street demonstrations led by students and workers erupted, the Chalabis saw them primarily through the prism of their Shia identity rather than as a product of Iraq’s internal inequities or epochal movements convulsing the Middle East as a whole.

Throughout the mid to late 1950s, public protests in Iraq became an almost daily occurrence. They often turned violent, and young Ahmad Chalabi grew increasingly apprehensive. Sometimes the demonstrators seized control of the local radio station and shut it down. Whenever the radio in his house stopped broadcasting, Ahmad immediately took notice, worried that a coup was under way.

That day was not long in coming. On July 14, 1958, a battalion of soldiers commanded by the Free Officers of Iraq rolled into the capital and executed a classic coup d’état. They seized all the strategic buildings in Baghdad, including the radio station, where one of the leaders, General Abd al-Salam Arif, announced the overthrow of the monarchy. From there, the insurrection quickly turned into a bloodbath. King Faisal II and a number of other members of the royal family—all well known and beloved by the Chalabis—were rounded up and shot dead in front of the palace fountain. The crown prince, who had once borrowed money from Chalabi’s father to pay off his gambling debts, was also killed. His body was taken from the palace and dragged through the streets by a frenzied mob of protesters who swarmed over his corpse, hacking at it with knives and tearing off his hands, feet, and head. His body—or what remained of it—was strung up at the gate of the Ministry of Defense. Another close friend of the family, Nuri al-Said, the prime minister, met a similar fate. Initially, he fled to the home of Chalabi’s sister Thamina. The next day, however, he was brought to the hometown of Chalabi’s mother, where he was spotted trying to escape while cloaked in a black abaya. He was shot on the spot. After he was buried, another angry crowd dug up his body, dragged it through the streets, and then tore into it with knives and their bare hands as though they were trying to kill him all over again.

News of the carnage quickly reached the Chalabi household in Adhamiyah, where the family had gathered and was now reeling from a profound sense of both sorrow and panic—even terror.

“I was aware of the danger, very acutely aware of it,” Chalabi recalled. “We expected to be butchered next.”

Chalabi’s father, who was president of the Senate at the time, was out of the country on state business when the coup occurred—which is why he survived the events of that day. But it meant his wife and children were trapped in Baghdad without their patriarch. The family decided it was too dangerous to stay in their main residence in Adhamiyah, so they fled to one of their farmhouses, located north of Baghdad. But within minutes of arriving, young Ahmad heard the rumble of armored trucks rolling up to the house and, as he looked out the front door, saw a platoon of some sixty soldiers jumping out of their trucks and surrounding the house. The soldiers were all wearing helmets and carrying rifles with fixed bayonets. Some set up heavy machine guns mounted on tripods. The commander, an army lieutenant, promptly marched into the house and walked up to one of Chalabi’s brothers, Talal, and pointed his Webley revolver directly at him, demanding, “Are you Rushdi?” He was referring to Chalabi’s oldest brother, who was a prominent member of the newly deposed government.

“No,” Talal said.

Then the lieutenant turned to Chalabi’s mother, Bibi, and pointed the revolver at her head. “Where is your son Rushdi?” he barked.

“I don’t know,” Bibi said.

“Then we will look for him,” the lieutenant said. He took Talal by the arm and walked up to another of Chalabi’s brothers, Hassan, and shouted, “Stand up.” Realizing just then that Hassan was blind, the army officer huffed, “You’re no good to me,” and pushed Hassan away.

“At that point,” Chalabi remembered, “I was so angry I said, ‘I will go with you.’ ”

But Chalabi’s mother became frightened, beseeching the soldiers to leave her thirteen-year-old son alone. “He’s young,” she implored. “Don’t take him.”

Upon hearing his mother’s cries, Chalabi said, “I immediately became very scared. But I said, ‘I will go.’ ”

The lieutenant then marched Talal and Ahmad outside and threw them into the family’s green 1954 Chrysler sedan and, along with a carful of armed soldiers, drove down to where the farm’s five large irrigation pumps were housed. Rushdi was not at the farm at all. But, no less dangerous for the Chalabis, the foreign minister of Iraq was—and he was holed up in one of the very irrigation sheds the soldiers now wanted to inspect.

“This officer stopped at the first shed, the third, and the fifth,” Chalabi recalled. “The foreign minister was hiding in the second. So the lieutenant didn’t find him. He would have killed him, and us, right then and there if he had.”

Immediately after abandoning the search, the soldiers returned to the Chalabi farm, where, remarkably, they were all served lunch. While they were eating, Rushdi, even more remarkably, appeared out of the blue, unaware of the soldiers’ presence. He was promptly arrested and taken to jail.

When Ahmad attempted to visit his big brother at the Abu Ghraib prison a few days later, the sergeant on duty told him, “If you move beyond that door, I’ll make your back like a sieve with my machine gun.”

Ahmad didn’t blink. He wasn’t afraid so much as he was furious. He felt that his family was being punished because the army hated what they stood for. To many in Iraq, the Chalabis symbolized the injustices of Iraq’s old order. But in young Ahmad’s mind, his family embodied what he believed the Sunni army feared and resented most: the empowered Shiites.

Ahmad’s fury persisted and intensified over the next several months. It led him to defy the teachers and local government officials who extolled the new order and got him into fistfights with fellow students who were now calling him the son of traitors.

It took several months and what remained of the family’s residual influence, but by the end of the year the Chalabis were finally able to get Rushdi released from jail and to have their travel ban lifted. In October, Ahmad left for London, where he met up with his father and began his life in exile. Three months later, in January 1959, Ahmad’s mother joined them, as did eventually most of his brothers and sisters. The Chalabis were now together again. But they were unhinged, as one family member described it, by the abruptness with which the coup had turned their lives upside down—financially, socially, politically, and personally. Everything was different, their deep roots in the country of their ancestors severed. Immediately, the Chalabi men gathered together and began to plot their return home to Iraq.


THREE

In London, a defining paradox—advantage and anxiety—took hold for the now fourteen-year-old Ahmad. His father had managed to sock away some money outside Iraq before the revolution, so the family remained financially comfortable. But they had lost much—houses, businesses, and real estate totaling about $1 billion in today’s currency, according to family estimates. Whereas in Iraq he had presided over a vast empire that included 160,000 acres of property, in England Abdul Hadi was the lord of a two-bedroom London flat whose walls were adorned with only a handful of black-and-white photographs of his children and his beloved homeland. He once had considered purchasing all of London’s Dolphin Square, a block of 1,250 private apartments near the river Thames; now he was a mere tenant there. Gone were the tea boys, manservants, cooks, and bodyguards who had hovered over him as though he were the king himself. Abdul Hadi now had to prepare and serve his own meals. The fall from prominence, along with the loss of prestige, was as stark as it was profound.

So was the pain of exile. It was a pain in Abdul Hadi’s heart for which there was no medicine—an emptiness he could not fill or put straight. From the time he woke each morning, Abdul Hadi spoke of little else except the politics of Iraq and how to restore the Hashemite monarchy the usurpers had overthrown. He ate and drank to Iraqi politics and the notion of returning to his lost paradise. And he spent many afternoons and late evenings plotting with his sons and fellow exiles their triumphant return. But it didn’t take long for him to realize there was no constituency inside Iraq for a countercoup—at least not anytime soon—as Arab nationalism and other currents of history sweeping the region held more sway for Iraqis than a return to prerevolutionary Iraq. Abdul Hadi’s dreams quickly gave way to reality and then to melancholy.

Ahmad Chalabi has rarely spoken about the toll of exile on his father. One of the few times he has mentioned it was to a fellow exile, Entifadh Qanbar, who has been one of his close political lieutenants for more than a decade. “Ahmad told me that his father in London cried every day,” Qanbar recalled. “They were still wealthy, but Ahmad’s father could not adjust to the change.… He was depressed.” Seeing his father like this, Qanbar believes, was psychologically searing for Ahmad: “It’s not easy on a boy to see this great man—charismatic, very successful, wealthy, you admire him—it’s devastating to see him brought so low.”

Another longtime friend of Chalabi’s, Tamara Daghistani, agrees. She saw the effect of Abdul Hadi’s humiliation from the vantage point of Arab culture. “To Middle Easterners, the family name and honor is more important than life itself,” she said. “So losing face in the Arab world—you do anything to avoid it. And if you think you’ve lost honor, you are duty-bound to avenge your family honor. Otherwise, it will remain a black mark on your life and your family name.”

Daghistani, now sixty-five, has known Chalabi longer and perhaps better than almost anybody else. Two years apart in age, they grew up together—down the street from each other—in old Baghdad, and have remained close friends ever since. The fact that he so rarely talks about the trauma of 1958 and its aftermath suggests to her how deeply and strongly this great assault on the family honor must still affect him.

Chalabi himself is not inclined to self-analysis. But he acknowledges the shock of seeing his father in diminished circumstances. “When I got to London,” Chalabi said, “I realized how much things had changed. My father always had a lot of people around—guards, servants, and so forth. He was now living in a small apartment in London with none of that. I actually saw him cooking rice. It was a strange experience, my father cooking rice. I thought to myself, ‘What’s this? What’s happening?’ ” The sight struck Chalabi with the force of revelation. “I said to myself,” Chalabi recalled, “ ‘That’s it. I have to bear everything. I must not be a burden on anyone, and I must do the best I can on my own.’ ”

And, indeed, within days Chalabi was on his own, for his parents enrolled him in an upper-crust boarding school for boys, Seaford College. Founded in 1884, the school was located in West Sussex, some sixty miles south of London, amid four hundred acres of green rolling hills. The fall and winter days there were filled with gray, foggy skies—a far cry from the palm trees and desert sun of Iraq. Chalabi had never lived away from home before, and he didn’t want to now, especially not in a place where he would be just one of a handful of Arab boys among the fair-skinned children of England’s upper middle class. But he swallowed his apprehension and decided to make the best of it. As it turned out, he had both the brains and the moxie to quickly master his new environment—much in the way that he had learned at his father’s side.

First, there was the matter of his placement. When Chalabi arrived on campus, he was assigned to the least-demanding academic track possible, the one in which students destined for trade school were placed. To Chalabi, it seemed that Seaford reserved that track for Arabs—and he took note of the slight, real or otherwise. However, it took all of two days for the headmaster to figure out that Chalabi was exceptionally bright; he was quickly bumped up to the “A” track for college-bound students, then to the fast track, and finally to what was called the transitional level, where the cleverest of students were placed.

Chalabi knew he was smart and took great pride in that fact. But he also was something of an intellectual exhibitionist, wanting everyone else to know it. If rugby players liked to flex their muscles, he liked to flaunt his intelligence. In a geometry class, for example, he presented a proof for Pythagoras’s theorem that was so unconventional that his professor was skeptical of it. Chalabi was not only right, but he took an unseemly self-satisfaction in proving the professor wrong—and doing so in front of the whole class. The teacher didn’t appreciate it, but Chalabi didn’t care. There was now no doubting just how smart this young Arab was.

Or how crafty. Chalabi would arrange elaborate schemes to get what he wanted at Seaford. For example, he hated the cafeteria cuisine, so he got his parents to send him a fresh parcel of delicacies every week, a special shipment that included six boiled eggs, two tins of corned beef, several slices of cheese, two loaves of bread, six fresh oranges, two containers of mandarin oranges, and three packets of Cadbury biscuits with orange filling. There was just one problem: the school required that students eat together. Three times a day, the boys from his house were loaded onto a bus and driven across the school’s sprawling campus to the cafeteria, where they ate breakfast, lunch, and dinner together as a group; there was no way Chalabi would have been permitted to bring his own spread. The prefects, or upperclassmen, of each house were charged with ensuring that the younger students obeyed the rules, and they were allowed to flog those who didn’t. Chalabi had to figure out how to get the prefects to agree to look the other way while he stayed back at the dormitory and ate his smuggled-in smorgasbord. So he engaged them and charmed them and got them to like him—and, finally, he bribed them with cigarettes. But that cost money, requiring Chalabi to get around another rule, the one limiting how much money students were allowed to keep on them. The school permitted a weekly allowance of 5 shillings, or about 40 cents. That wasn’t nearly enough money, however, to purchase all of the cigarettes Chalabi needed to buy off the prefects, so Chalabi got his parents to pitch in again. They sent him an envelope every week containing an extra £2—nearly $6. They gave him another £20 cash to keep stashed in his room and deposited £100 in a safe-deposit box at the local post office. Chalabi then befriended the proprietor who ran the campus concession stand and got him to agree to give free cigarettes to the designated prefects, with Chalabi later reimbursing the proprietor. In the end, the proprietor made money, the prefects got cigarettes, and Chalabi got to eat his own food on his own schedule back at the dormitory without any of the noise or commotion of the cafeteria. The scheme worked so well that Chalabi decided to sidestep some of the other aspects of campus life he didn’t like, such as the Seaford tradition that allowed prefects to order lowerclassmen like Chalabi to iron their pants and polish their boots. Chalabi thought that such acts were undignified and refused to do them. He hired other students to press and polish not only the prefects’ uniforms but also his own. He paid 2 shillings for the pants, and another 2 shillings for the boots if their tips were properly shined. By the end of his first year, Chalabi had settled nicely into the ways of Seaford, a pasha in the making.

The following year, 1959, his family moved back to the Middle East while Ahmad remained in West Sussex. His father, Abdul Hadi, bought a house in Beirut, Lebanon, where he was able to resurrect much of his old life, surrounding himself with a retinue of servants and drivers, and holding court with those of his fellow exiles who had also migrated to Lebanon. From Beirut, it was also easier for Abdul Hadi to extract more of the wealth he had still tied up in Iraq. He plunged back into business—most notably, banking—and quickly arranged to have two of Ahmad’s older brothers marry into the Lebanese Shia aristocracy, bolstering the family’s economic and political status in their new homeland. Ahmad spent his summer breaks in Lebanon, swimming at the beach, going to the movies, and learning how to drive. He liked the country very much, but he never abandoned the idea of returning to Iraq. To the contrary, that idea gnawed at him throughout his years at Seaford, and even while still a teenager he presumed a role for himself in what he regarded as the righting of Iraq.

“I must prepare myself,” he thought. “I must work to get home.” But how? What could he do? He decided that at that stage of his life the only answer was to develop himself intellectually. He vowed to do what his father once told him the Shiites must do to level the playing field with the Sunnis: embrace modernity, seize education—inside the classroom and out—and take advantage of Western ideas and culture. Chalabi therefore came to devote himself to learning. He made that decision in a conscious and deliberate way. The restlessness of his mind was such that arguably he would have immersed himself in the world of ideas anyway, but now he went about it with a passion.

Initially, he delved into books. At age fifteen, Chalabi became enthralled with Dostoyevsky. Every night, when the lights in his dormitory went out, he crawled under his blanket and switched on a flashlight to read Crime and Punishment. He found it so compelling that he decided to read another one of Dostoyevsky’s tomes, The Possessed. In his spare time he taught himself calculus. And with the Soviets’ launching of Sputnik in the late 1950s, he decided to look into satellites, which led him to read up on Newton and Kepler and their observations on gravity and planetary motion. He also studied English history, taking special note of the Tudor dynasty and the story of its first monarch, Henry VII, who enlisted the aid of France in an intricate web of co-conspirators to usurp the crown despite a tenuous claim to the English throne. And this was all before the end of high school. In 1961, when he moved to the United States to attend college, it was more of the same. While obtaining his undergraduate degree in mathematics at MIT, for example, he traced the intellectual genesis of Marxism, which had become an important ideological force in Iraq. While immersing himself in the subject, he was struck by how Lenin had managed to overthrow the government of Russia while sitting in Switzerland. Lenin did so, Chalabi noted, with the help of the German government, exploiting history to his own advantage—in this case, Germany’s desire to defeat Russia on its eastern front during World War I.

While at MIT, he also kept a close eye on events inside Iraq, reading a wide range of American newspapers and subscribing to BBC Monitoring, the news service that reported (and still reports) on mass media worldwide, including government propaganda. During World War II, it provided the British government with valuable information about military, security, and economic developments globally, particularly in countries where foreign journalists were banned. Chalabi figured what was good enough for Winston Churchill was good enough for him. And so once a week a package from BBC Monitoring in London arrived at his doorstep in Boston full of news reports that Chalabi scoured for information about Iraq.

What he found was a country in constant turmoil, with countless changes of government and failed coups. The first leader of postrevolutionary Iraq, General Abd al-Karim Qasim, ended the political order Chalabi’s father had long dominated, the one in which the urban wealthy and the landed class called the shots. At the same time, Qasim rejected the Arab nationalist ideology, with its pro-Sunni sentiments, that was so dominant throughout much of the Middle East and, under his rule, Iraq’s Shiites continued to participate in governmental and economic affairs much as they had before. Encouraged by that development, Chalabi’s father in 1962 decided to travel to Baghdad to explore the possibility of ending his exile. Had Adbul Hadi been permitted to return to Iraq, Ahmad would have joined him after finishing his studies in the States, he believes, and lived out his life there as a mathematics professor. But the Qasim regime sent Chalabi’s father packing back to Lebanon.

The following year, Saddam Hussein’s Ba’ath Party staged a coup and executed Qasim. The 1963 Ba’athist reign, which lasted for only nine months before being brought down itself in a coup, was characterized by a fervent embrace of Arab nationalism. It was also noteworthy for its singular brutality. While few of its opponents were spared, it was the hundreds of Shiites who were hanged in the public square that caught the Chalabi family’s attention, prompting two of Ahmad’s older brothers to join a brewing conspiracy to overthrow the Ba’athists. Working with disaffected members of the military, they hoped to midwife a new sort of government, one neither communist nor Ba’athist. When Ahmad, then eighteen, finished his second year at MIT and visited Lebanon that summer, they approached him about joining their cause, which he readily embraced. Ahmad facilitated contact among some of the officers, helping them move around safely inside Iraq and organizing clandestine meetings. He also did some press work in Lebanon, talking to reporters and editors working for Al Hayat, a leading and widely respected daily regarded as the newspaper of record for the Arab diaspora. The coup, however, ultimately collapsed, and many of the military officers involved were arrested and executed. As for Ahmad Chalabi, though his role was limited, he had his first taste of conspiracy—and it suited him.

Over the next several years, he continued to straddle the two worlds of America and Arabia. In February 1965, he graduated from MIT—a semester early. With his mathematics degree in hand, the twenty-year-old Chalabi then traveled to Mecca, fulfilling his religious obligation of making hajj—the holy pilgrimage. He went with his father and, like all pilgrims to Mecca, shaved his head and dressed in sandals and the ihram, a garment of unhemmed white cloth that is draped over the torso and secured at the bottom by a white sash. He observed all of the rituals, from animal sacrifices to walking counterclockwise seven times around the Kaaba, the holiest site in Islam, in whose direction all Muslims face when they pray. It was a spiritually fulfilling time for young Chalabi. In Mecca, he met King Faisal of Saudi Arabia and the grand mufti of Jerusalem, the cleric in charge of Jerusalem’s Islamic holy sites. He met leaders of Morocco’s resistance movement and Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir al-Hakim, one of Iraq’s foremost Shia Muslim leaders, who cofounded the country’s modern Islamic political movement. He met Yemenis, Turks, Chinese Muslims, and a distinguished-looking Nigerian who first caught Chalabi’s eye from afar.

“In the shrine, I saw a very impressive man, a black man, sitting,” Chalabi recalled. “He was big, and he had white flowing robes and a white turban with a lot of people sitting around him. He was speaking English. Curious, I went and introduced myself to him. It turns out, the man was a prince from northern Nigeria. And he, actually, was one of the last people to do conquests for Islam in Nigeria.”

The encounter made a lasting impression on him, he says, as he came to understand the extent of the Islamic movement and appreciate the wisdom of the hajj experience—how it brought Muslims together from diverse parts of the world and different cultures, all unified by Islam and the geographic location of the religion’s origin. It deeply affected him, Chalabi told me in a rare discussion of his faith. “It cemented my identity as a Muslim and an Arab, and made me very proud of being part of this historical and religious continuum.”

Hardly skipping a beat, Chalabi departed the birthplace of Islam for the University of Chicago, where he would obtain his doctorate in mathematics. His advisers there regarded his dissertation, “On the Jacobson Radical of a Group Algebra,” as both original and insightful. But as hard as he worked on his dissertation, he was not immune from what was going on around him—in Chicago, in the late sixties. He took up with a girlfriend, bought himself a brand-new 1966 Ford Thunderbird with black leather interior, and went on a twenty-day road trip across the American South, retracing the route of General William Tecumseh Sherman’s Atlanta campaign during the Civil War. Chalabi even tried drugs, popping Dexedrine, a stimulant, to help him cram for a test in Galois theory. He failed the exam, however, and never experimented with that aspect of sixties counterculture again.

Chalabi also continued his practice of roaming the library stacks in search of new books and ideas that he hoped would prepare him for his eventual return to Iraq. But it’s what he saw unfold on the front pages of the New York Times that was the most instructive to him—in particular, the impact of the newspaper’s increasingly critical coverage of the U.S. war in Vietnam. When Lyndon Baines Johnson was forced to withdraw his bid for reelection in the 1968 presidential race because of Americans’ growing opposition to the war, Chalabi first grasped the power of the press.

“I was there when the press knocked out Johnson,” Chalabi told me. “I saw what the New York Times could do to a sitting president of the United States on foreign policy.” It was a lesson that he would remember and later employ not to end a war, but to help start one.

In July 1968, the Ba’ath Party and one of its rising forces, Saddam Hussein, returned to power in Iraq. The following summer, within days of donning a Renaissance scholar’s cap for the University of Chicago’s graduation ceremonies, Ahmad Chalabi was back in Lebanon arguing with his mother over his intention to participate in yet another attempted coup against the Ba’athists. She thought it was too dangerous for him to get involved. But Chalabi would hear none of it, handing her his newly minted diploma as he and his blind brother, Hassan, set off for Iran. Another brother, Jawad, also pitched in, but Abdul Hadi Chalabi was completely uninvolved; the zeal for rebellion had deserted him.

Once in Iran, Chalabi joined up with a small group of Kurdish rebels and their hosts from SAVAK, the Iranian intelligence service under the shah. Together, they crossed through the mountains into Iraq and proceeded directly to the guesthouse of Mustafa Barzani, the legendary Kurdish rebel leader, where they all bedded down for the night. The next morning, the diminutive but charismatic Barzani met with them and discussed his alliance with a group of mutinous, anti-Ba’athist military officers in Baghdad—most of them Shiites (who were now permitted to hold officer rank, albeit in nonessential commands).

Over the next several months, Chalabi acted as both a courier and a mediator, traveling to London, Spain, Jordan, and elsewhere to deliver messages and negotiate on behalf of the conspirators. He also attended a series of secret meetings in Tehran, where he plotted with SAVAK’s top official, Nematollah Nassiri, as well as two former prime ministers of Iraq, a former Iraqi general, and leading figures from Iraq’s Shia community. The plot ultimately failed, but the experience was a seminal one for Chalabi. At age twenty-four, he was already operating at the highest levels—and with the mind-set that his background and intellect entitled him to be there and that the spoils of war would be divided from the top down. Chalabi was also introduced to Iran’s intelligence service, a relationship that would continue—indeed thrive—after the shah of Iran was deposed in 1979. But, most important, Chalabi met the Kurds. They were central to a way forward that he began to think about while he was still a student at MIT.

Basically, his approach to overthrowing the Ba’athists ignored the ideological trend of the day—whether it was communism, Arab nationalism, or Nasserism—and instead focused on the age-old Sunni/Shia split among Muslims. In his view, it was Iraq’s army—not its politicians—that was responsible for perpetuating Sunni dominance over Iraq’s majority Shiites. If change was to occur in Iraq, if the Shia awakening his father and brothers used to talk about in Baghdad was to flourish, he believed, then Iraq’s army would first have to be dealt with. That’s where the Kurds came in. Chalabi envisioned establishing a provisional government in northern Iraq where the Kurds controlled a large swath of territory, an arsenal of artillery and antiaircraft weapons, and an army of battle-tested fighters who had more than held their own against Iraq’s army during their periodic revolts against Baghdad for Kurdish independence. Under the umbrella of the Kurds’ Mustafa Barzani and his Peshmerga, Chalabi hoped to establish an alternative Iraqi government that would be ready to take over should Baghdad fall. It was essentially the same plan Chalabi would get Richard Perle and the neoconservatives to embrace many years later.

Following the failed 1969 coup, for which scores of Iraqi officers were executed, Chalabi joined his family in Beirut. It was the first time since the 1958 revolution that he had lived in an Arab country full-time. He was twenty-six years old. He taught advanced mathematics at the American University of Beirut, where he was regarded as a mathematical wizard. But politics were his passion. Lebanon in the early seventies was rife with exiles—Iraqis, Syrians, and Palestinians—all dreaming and plotting to get back home. But something else took hold of Chalabi. As in Iraq, the Shiites of Lebanon were the most numerous yet least powerful. But, unlike in Iraq, the Lebanese Shiites were beginning to organize and lay down the roots of what would become in the space of thirty years the most significant political community in the country. Lebanon was a place where the Shiites would shed their political timidity and attain power at the highest levels of government. Chalabi saw it happening—and it captivated him.

In early 1972, Chalabi married Leila Osseiran, the daughter of Adel Osseiran, a founding father of modern Lebanon and one of the Lebanese Shiites’ most distinguished politicians. It was a highly strategic arranged marriage, one that immediately catapulted Chalabi to the apex of the Lebanese Shiite world. Over the years, Adel Osseiran had been speaker of the parliament, the highest office in the land open to Shiites, and had been minister in numerous other cabinets. He was wealthy, well educated, and, something of a rarity for a Lebanese Shiite: powerful. And he happily extended to his new son-in-law unfettered access to the political life of the country, showing him how a Shiite politician in Beirut could have entrée to the great powers of the world—the French, the Russians, even the Americans.

Chalabi’s wedding was officiated by Musa al-Sadr, the great spiritual leader of Lebanon and a close friend of the Chalabi family. Al-Sadr was the flip side of the power coin from Adel Osseiran—a turban-clad but worldly wise activist cleric who led the Shia faithful of Lebanon until his disappearance in 1978. The Iranian-born mullah represented a new kind of leader in Arab politics, one as conversant with Western thought and culture as with Shia theology. He embraced modern technology and understood both the power of public opinion and the tools of popular mobilization in the modern world. He fought tirelessly for the downtrodden and disenfranchised of his community—and, most significantly, he succeeded, becoming a seminal figure in the Shiites’ rise from the fringes of power in Lebanon. Chalabi spent time with al-Sadr, observing his formidable skills in organizing the men and political institutions that in later years would come to play a central role in Lebanon’s Shia awakening.

To Chalabi, these men—Osseiran and al-Sadr—and this place—Lebanon—all spoke to the possibility of a new order in his own homeland, an Iraq free of the so-called Sunni Pact, which had prevailed in the Middle East for centuries. They gave sustenance and direction to his growing ambition for family redemption.

Chalabi’s yearning for restoration came into slightly sharper focus in the spring of 1974. At the time, Thomas J. Carolan Jr. was the acting political officer at the U.S. embassy in Beirut. While sitting at his desk one afternoon, he received a call from the receptionist downstairs at the main entrance.

“Mr. Carolan,” the receptionist said, “there’s a gentleman down here who insists on seeing somebody in the political section. He won’t take no for an answer.”

“What’s his name?” Carolan asked.

“Ahmad Chalabi.”

Carolan decided to see what was on the mind of this pushy walk-in. As he descended the flight of stairs from his second-floor office past the U.S. Marine guard post, Carolan saw a dapper, anxious-looking young man. He greeted Chalabi, who got right to the point. Chalabi said he had come to the embassy in desperation on behalf of Mustafa Barzani, the Kurdish leader. War had broken out between Barzani’s fighters and the Ba’athist regime in Baghdad, and Chalabi urgently wanted the United States to step up its support of Barzani. The shah of Iran was already helping arm the Kurds, while the U.S. government was funneling millions to them through Tehran. But Chalabi complained that the shah was untrustworthy; he wanted the Americans to cut out the shah as the middleman and deal directly with Barzani instead. Carolan invited Chalabi up to his office to discuss the issue and for the next two hours listened to one story after another about the Kurds’ longtime struggle for independence and the heroism of its leader, Mustafa Barzani. Carolan was mesmerized. “I found him not only very, very interesting, but inspiring,” Carolan recalled.

Immediately following the meeting, he cabled Washington, laying out Chalabi’s argument on behalf of the Kurds. Carolan also walked across the hall from his office and spoke to the CIA station chief. In both instances, Carolan was told to mind his own business. Normally, he would have done just that—dropped the matter—but he had taken an immediate liking to the young Iraqi and found himself wanting to help him, wanting to press his case again and again with Washington. It was as if he had been seduced, intellectually speaking.

Chalabi pursued a friendship with Carolan, often inviting him to lunch or to his upscale home near the Mediterranean Sea. Over dinner, Chalabi introduced the American diplomat to Kurdish rebels who happened to be passing through Beirut. Other times, Chalabi would simply transfix him with his storytelling. If he had perfected the art of listening as a child, Chalabi had become a raconteur par excellence as a young man. It was as if Carolan had walked into a real-life version of One Thousand and One Nights. He was almost helpless.

“When Ahmad really wants to turn it on—the persuasion, the charisma, the flattery—it’s amazing,” Carolan recalled. “But it’s not just charm. It is a personality that is at once complex and attractive because of his knowledge of the world, his knowledge of history, his knowledge of science, his curiosity and thoughtfulness. It’s all there. He used to hold me spellbound sometimes in the things he knew about that I didn’t know anything about.”

For all Chalabi’s passion on behalf of the Kurds, however, it was clear to Carolan that Chalabi’s support of the rebels
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