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Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand.

—Ephesians 6:13



PROLOGUE

THE UNDERGROUND

Some have called it the CIA’s greatest covert operation of all time.

It involved deep penetration of a hostile regime by planting a network of agents at key crossroads of power, where they could steal secrets and steer policy by planting disinformation, cooking intelligence, provocation, and outright lies.

It involved sophisticated political sabotage operations, aimed at making regime leaders doubt their own judgment and question the support of their subordinates.

It involved the financing, training, and equipping of effective opposition forces, who could challenge the regime openly and through covert operations.

The scope was breathtaking, say insiders who had personal knowledge of the CIA effort. All the skills learned by the U.S. intelligence community during fifty years of Cold War struggle with the Soviet Union were in play, from active measures aimed at planting disinformation through cutouts and an eager media, to maskirovka—strategic deception.

It was war—but an intelligence war, played behind the scenes, aimed at confusing, misleading, and ultimately defeating the enemy. Its goal was nothing less than to topple the regime in power, by discrediting its rulers.

Many Americans believe this was the CIA’s goal during the 1990s, when the Agency had “boots on the ground” in northern Iraq, working with Iraqi opponents to Saddam Hussein. Most patriotic Americans probably hope that the CIA today has such an operation to overthrow the mullahs in Tehran, or North Korean dictator Kim Jong Il.

But the target of this vast, sophisticated CIA operation was none of them.

It was America’s 43rd president, George W. Bush.

         

Many Americans look at the war in Iraq and understandably feel that something has gone dreadfully wrong. Given the way our political system works, the first person they blame is the president of the United States. After all, he is the commander in chief. As Harry Truman famously said of his role in the blame game of American politics, “The Buck Stops Here.” So aren’t Americans right to hold Bush accountable for the failures of his administration? And wasn’t that the main message of the November 2006 elections?

The short answer, of course, is yes. But the truth is far more nuanced, because it is based on information that is not widely available to the public—or when available, information that has been systematically ignored, denied, or purposefully misconstrued by the president’s political opponents and their cheering section in the elite media.

Take the whole question of Saddam Hussein’s efforts to build weapons of mass destruction and his ties to terrorist groups. The fear that Saddam would have handed chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons to a terrorist group for use against the United States drove President Bush and his advisors—and everyone else who saw the intelligence—to conclude that the United States had no option but to remove Saddam’s regime.

After the devastation of the 9/11 attacks, no U.S. president could have failed to act against Saddam once it became clear that the Iraqi dictator would not disarm voluntarily, as required by seventeen United Nations Security Council resolutions. At the time those decisions were made, in the fall of 2002, no one doubted the intelligence, not U.S. allies overseas or even the president’s opponents in Congress.

But as you will learn in this book, some of that intelligence was cooked—not by the Bush administration but by its opponents—in an extraordinary covert operation that has never been revealed until now (see Chapter 5). The goal was to lay the groundwork for a political assault on the president of the United States, and by extension, against America and on American troops serving in harm’s way. Bush lied, people died!

You will learn that from the very start the president’s original war plans were undermined by officials at the State Department and the CIA, who shifted that strategy from liberation to occupation, and in so doing helped to spark the insurgency that caused the deaths of more than 3,000 American servicemen. Four years later, as this book appears, we are stuck with a war that the president never desired and never planned, while those who bear direct, personal responsibility for the train wreck of events have faded back into obscurity.

You will learn of arsenals of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) that Saddam and his allies moved or destroyed shortly before the fighting began, to hide them from the coalition. You will learn, too, that there was extensive evidence that Saddam Hussein was funding and training a variety of terrorist groups on Iraqi soil, giving rise to legitimate fears that he might give WMD to terrorists to use against us. But since the war, this evidence—which has been supplemented by masses of documents and audio recordings seized in the aftermath of the invasion—has been dragged through the mud and its purveyors discredited (see Chapters 9, 14, and 17).

Many of the shadow warriors involved in this extraordinary campaign to impeach the truth have succeeded until now in keeping their role in these events hidden. They are professional bureaucrats, staff directors, intelligence operatives, National Security Council professionals, former ambassadors, and career diplomats. I will name many of them in this book for the first time, so Americans can judge their actions by the light of day.

Others—such as Senator Carl Levin (D-MI), Senator John D. “Jay” Rockefeller (D-WV), Senator Chuck Hagel (R-NE), and General Brent Scowcroft—are public personalities. Until now they have managed to obscure their role in subverting the U.S.-led war against the terrorists who attacked us on September 11 through political subterfuge, outright lies, and a complaisant media.

This book will correct the record and expose their maneuvering.

         

After President Bush was elected to a second term in November 2004, Secretary of State Colin Powell called a town meeting at the State Department in Washington. Faced with a sea of Kerry-Edwards stickers in the parking lot and hearing tales of open insubordination from his aides, Powell decided to confront the problem head-on. “We live in a democracy,” he said. “As Americans, we have to respect the results of elections.” He went on to tell his employees that President Bush had received the most votes of any president in U.S. history, and that they were constitutionally obligated to serve him.

One of Powell’s subordinates, an assistant secretary of state, became increasingly agitated. Once Powell had dismissed everyone, she returned to her office suite, shut the door, and held a mini town meeting of her own. After indignantly recounting Powell’s remarks to her assembled staff, she commented, “Well, Senator Kerry received the second highest number of votes of any presidential candidate in history. If just one state had gone differently, Senator Kerry would be President Kerry today.” Her employees owed no allegiance to the president of the United States, especially not to policies they knew were wrong, she said. If it was legal, and it would slow down the Bush juggernaut, they should do it, she told them.

Here was an open call to insubordination. And she was just one among many mid-level government managers, at State and elsewhere, making similar calls to their employees.

Even under the stewardship of Donald Rumsfeld, the Pentagon was filled with mid-and top-level managers who hated Bush and secretly worked to undermine the policies of his administration. At a time when the president was fighting against sagging opinion polls because of the war, for example, a Democratic Party political hack was chosen to run the critical Coalitions for the War office, even though she openly boasted that she had voted against Bush twice. Her boss, Undersecretary of Defense Eric Edelman—one of the architects of the Iraq War, and a former aide to Vice President Dick Cheney—felt she shouldn’t be judged on her political opinions.

While the overwhelming majority of public servants take pride in serving their president loyally, whatever his party affiliation, a dedicated core of shadow warriors were determined to use their position to destroy him. Edelman wasn’t alone among Bush administration managers in his naïve belief that all public servants would put their nation above politics.

         

Addressing a joint session of Congress on September 20, 2001, just nine days after the September 11 attacks, President George W. Bush warned about the coming war with the terrorists and the regimes that backed them.

“Americans should not expect one battle, but a lengthy campaign, unlike any other we have ever seen,” he said. “It may include dramatic strikes, visible on TV, and covert operations, secret even in success.”

Today, many of those stories are no longer secret—not because the Bush administration has decided to declassify them but because they were leaked by shadow warriors to a hostile media in an effort to undermine the president, embarrass America’s friends overseas, and thwart the ability of the United States to wage the war on terror. Such efforts go way beyond partisan differences or a legitimate debate over policy.

During a previously unreported trip to Turkey, then–CIA director Porter Goss witnessed the damage firsthand. He had gone to seek approval for U.S. overflights of Turkey in the event the United States decided to launch a preemptive attack on Iranian nuclear facilities, but he was summarily rebuffed by his Turkish counterparts. “You Americans can’t keep secrets,” the Turks told him.

Details of virtually every covert U.S. intelligence tool used in the war on terror began winding up on the front pages of the New York Times and the Washington Post. Former Democratic senator Zell Miller called the leaks a “second cousin to treason” and accused CIA dissidents of waging a “sting operation” against the Bush administration at the expense of national security. Until now, however, there has been no public outcry against the shadow warriors who were responsible for these travesties. They have hidden their tracks well.

This book is the story of these extraordinary attempts, carried out in time of war, to undermine a sitting president of the United States as he sought to defend the nation from military and terrorist attack. For the shadow warriors, nothing was sacred beyond this goal. They were willing to expose top-secret U.S. intelligence operations, aid and abet America’s enemies, and work covertly to ensure failure in Iraq, all to achieve their goal of defeating the presidency of George W. Bush.

As I will show in this book, at times the motivation of the shadow warriors was purely personal, the result of some long-ago slight, real or imagined, borne in silence for years. Thus, I will tell the extraordinary story of two titans of the Bush administration who fought for control of the U.S. intelligence community. Unbeknownst to one of them, his rival bore him a grudge from college days that went so deep he was willing to gut a major component of U.S. intelligence in order to exact vengeance some fifty years later (see Chapter 19).

         

The elite media likes to portray itself as above the political fray. They are “investigators,” just out to find “the truth.” Their role is to probe the powerful to expose lies and hidden agendas. After all, most government secrets are not classified because they are vital to national security but because they are embarrassing to our political leaders. Right?

Well, sometimes.

The hidden bias of the elite media has been exposed in a spate of recent books. But how many readers are aware that beyond just bias, many reporters feed from secret troughs, tapping into an underground network of sources and informants whose agenda runs counter to what most of us would consider the national interest?

When the Washington Post runs a story about the CIA’s “secret prisons” by Dana Priest (see Chapter 10), do they publish a disclaimer informing readers that the reporter is married to a left-wing political activist who for thirty years has specialized in generating public opposition to the government of the United States of America and has publicly opposed any form of covert action? Or when they run a story by Walter Pincus that lashes out at some failure by the Pentagon’s Defense Intelligence Agency, do they tell you that Pincus is married to a woman who was a Clinton administration political appointee and a steady donor to Democratic candidates and the Democratic National Committee (DNC), who had burrowed into the State Department Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR), a tiny group of analysts that has no spies and is well known in the intelligence community for second-guessing everybody that does?

Or when the New York Times publishes a story by James Risen exposing a highly classified National Security Agency program to intercept the communications of suspected terrorists, do they ever tell you that Risen once coauthored a book glorifying (and exposing) covert U.S. intelligence operations with Milt Bearden, a former CIA covert operative? As chief of the Soviet/East European Division of the Directorate of Operations, Bearden sent a still infamous cable to CIA chiefs of station worldwide when the Berlin wall collapsed telling them to “stand down” their spy networks against the Soviet Union because the Cold War was over. (“And guess who is still spying on us today?” a retired station chief who had received Bearden’s cable commented to me wryly.)

         

On December 1, 2000, Jesse Jackson brought his troops to Washington for the first day of the Supreme Court hearings on the Florida election recount. “Racist! Fascist!” Jesse’s horde shouted to groups of pro-Bush demonstrators.

Jackson was back ten days later, when the Supreme Court heard oral arguments in Bush v. Gore. “If this court rules against counting our vote, it will simply create a civil rights explosion,” he said. “People will not surrender to this tyranny…. They will not stand by and accept this with surrender.” Jackson’s inflammatory words were dangerously close to a call for insurrection. Over the next several weeks—indeed, even after the inauguration—Jackson repeated them in rallies all across the United States.1

It was no surprise that Democrats were gunning for George W. Bush from the very first day of his presidency. Most pundits chalked it up to payback for the impeachment of “their” president, Bill Clinton.

What they didn’t realize at the time was that Bush’s enemies had no intention of giving up, and called on their supporters to create what amounted to an underground resistance movement within every agency of the United States government. To them, Bush was an illegitimate president whose authority they could not accept.

In small ways and large, Bush’s opponents did their best to thwart his actions as president. During the weeks before they left office, for example, the Clinton team enacted hundreds of “midnight regulations,” ramming through last-minute rules in areas where they had failed to win congressional approval to enact their policies.

Each of the last-minute rules was carefully tailored to help a Clinton friend or harm an enemy. Some regulations were merely silly, covering the type of desk chairs private businesses were required to buy for their employees, or the proper size of the holes manufacturers must put in Swiss cheese. But some had serious implications.

Most notable was Clinton’s one-minute-to-midnight agreement to join the International Criminal Court. Under that treaty, which Clinton signed on December 31, 2000, without the advice and consent of the United States Senate, U.S. servicemen could be brought before an international court at the behest of a foreign enemy of the United States, for actions carried out in wartime under the lawful orders of their commanders. It took nearly eighteen months to walk that one back.*1 

Within hours of the inauguration, White House chief of staff Andrew H. Card Jr. imposed a sixty-day review period for rules that had not yet gone into force. But beyond that, the Bush team shrugged off the Clinton efforts as little more than a nuisance, the cost of power under our political system.

It was a huge mistake, for which they are still paying the price.

George W. Bush never got the first rule of Washington: People are policy. He allowed his political enemies to run roughshod over his administration through a vast underground he never dismantled and never dominated. Shadow Warriors tells this story—the when, the where, the how, and especially the who—for the first time.



CHAPTER ONE

A BATTLE ROYAL

Frank Ricciardone was a career diplomat, but he had no illusions to whom he owed his allegiance. In 1999, he had been appointed as the secretary of state’s special coordinator for the transition of Iraq. It was a new position, with no real precedent in U.S. history. Although Ricciardone owed his title to the Iraq Liberation Act (ILA), an overwhelmingly bipartisan piece of legislation passed by Congress in 1998, he owed his job to President Bill Clinton’s secretary of state, Madeleine Albright. He knew how Washington worked.

Now, in January 2001, he began to ingratiate himself with his new political masters at the Bush White House and the State Department over long lunches and private meetings. An Arabist by training (I first met Ricciardone in Jordan, where he was posted in the early 1990s), he overwhelmed them with his detailed knowledge of Iraq and the Iraqi opposition. “I was sitting at the Turkish border counting refugees,” he said, referring to a period the Republicans called “the debacle.” This was August 1996, when Clinton abandoned the Iraqi opposition and allowed Saddam Hussein to smash their safe haven in northern Iraq, murdering hundreds of fighters and forcing tens of thousands more to flee across the border.

Because he had seen the sufferings of Iraqis up close, he told Bush administration officials, “this is a mission I believe in.”

But in fact, Ricciardone’s mission from the very start had been something quite different. He ensured that no viable Iraqi opposition would emerge to lay claim on U.S. government support, because that is what Albright, Clinton, and Democrats in Congress secretly wanted.

In other words, his job was to make sure the Clinton administration could break the law, with no one the wiser.

Clinton and Albright believed they could keep Saddam Hussein “in his box” through United Nations sanctions, which they saw as a cost-free policy. As long as U.S. forces in the region encircled Iraq, and the U.S. Air Force enforced “no-fly zones” in the north and the south of Iraq, Saddam Hussein posed no strategic threat to the United States, they argued. He might massacre his own people, send $25,000 checks to encourage suicide bombings by Palestinians, and dabble with al Qaeda operatives, but those were mere “nuisances” the U.S. could handle.

The real threat to the United States, they felt, was Ahmad Chalabi, an Iraqi political genius who chaired the Iraqi National Congress (INC), a coalition of opposition groups based in northern Iraq. Chalabi and the INC were seeking to enlist U.S. help in overthrowing Saddam Hussein.

Dr. Chalabi was many things. He came from a family of prominent Iraqi politicians who had held office in democratically elected governments before the takeover by Saddam Hussein’s Baath Party in 1958. He had a Ph.D. in mathematics from the University of Chicago, but early on went into business and made a fortune introducing Visa card services to the Middle East in the 1970s.

Yet Chalabi was also a master lobbyist, who understood the American political system better than most American politicians. Almost single-handedly, he convinced an overwhelming majority of the House and Senate to approve the Iraq Liberation Act of 1998, which authorized the U.S. government to spend $97 million per year to train and equip an Iraqi Liberation Army, and to spend additional funds to support the INC and other opponents of Saddam.

Frank Ricciardone’s mission was to stop Ahmad Chalabi at all costs, because he could drag the United States into a war.

With the change of administrations, Ricciardone knew that his new political masters were divided. Some, such as Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz and Undersecretary of State John Bolton, were strong Chalabi supporters. They believed that the military plan Chalabi had developed with the help of the former commander of U.S. Special Forces, Lieutenant General Wayne Downing, was sound. (The Downing Plan called for training and equipping two heavy brigades of Iraqi fighters—10,000 men—and helping them to establish beachheads in the Kurdish-controlled north and the Shia-dominated southern parts of Iraq, backed by U.S. airpower, then gradually moving on Baghdad as Iraqi units loyal to Saddam began to defect.)

But Ricciardone knew that the Joint Chiefs of Staff hated the plan (they favored a more robust use of American forces that would head directly for Baghdad, the “center of gravity” of Saddam’s regime), and that both the State Department and the CIA hated Chalabi—with a passion. Differences over how to deal with Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein and what role the U.S. should give Chalabi and the Iraqi National Congress became a battle royal within the national security establishment well before President Bush took office in 2001. Positions had been staked out, allies gathered, and elaborate strategies mapped out by both sides. The new administration never fully grasped the deep, visceral opposition to their plans within the entrenched bureaucracy.

Ricciardone could be beguiling. He told his new political masters, “I really want to see these programs go forward. But the INC has got to be business-like.”

It was a ploy that Ricciardone and a small group of career State Department officers—Rebecca J. King, Kathy Allegrone, and Filo Dibble—already had used with success to make sure that no significant amount of the $97 million initially authorized by the Iraq Liberation Act ever got spent.

In 1999, for example, Congress appropriated $8 million in Economic Support Funds to help the INC expand its operations in Iraq, Europe, and the United States. But the INC only received $267,000 of that money—and it was used not to recruit fighters for the Iraq Liberation Army but to hire American consultants imposed on the INC by Ricciardone and his staff to rewrite INC grant proposals. In 2000, an additional $8 million was left unspent, with only $850,000 going to the INC. By the time the Bush administration came in, $3.2 million had been paid to a Landover, Maryland, company called Quality Support, Inc., for the sole purpose of organizing conferences, setting up a luxurious office the consultants could use in London (the INC already an office there), and so-called “administrative services.”1

In one boondoggle organized at Ricciardone’s behest, Quality Support brought 300 Iraqi exiles to New York for a “national assembly” in October 1999 that cost U.S. taxpayers $2.1 million, or $7,000 per head.

Why did it cost so much? For one thing, in a move reminiscent of Hillary Clinton’s Travelgate fiasco, Quality Support insisted on buying all the tickets through their own travel agent at well above the going rates.

One INC member offered to buy his own ticket from Los Angeles to New York for the conference for $344. Quality Support refused, and insisted on overnighting him a full-fare ticket that cost U.S. taxpayers $1,800. INC members in London offered to buy tickets for under $500, but Quality Support turned them down, giving the business to their own travel agent, who charged an average of $2,000 per ticket. “Those payments went through the State Department audit without a hitch,” INC executive board member Sherif Ali bin Hussein al Hashimi told me. “But when it came to our budget, Kathy Allegrone,” the State Department officer who was managing the INC account, “argued day and night with us over an eight-dollar rounding error,” he said.

That was how the shadow warriors worked. They knew all the ins and outs of the bureaucratic process. Like the lawyers in Charles Dickens’s Bleak House, they knew that if they could delay things long enough their opponents would probably forget what the fight was all about.

“The INC had problems with their bookkeeping,” another Ricciar-done deputy told me in February 2001, in response to my question about why the congressionally appropriated funds were never spent on their intended purpose against Saddam. “Until just recently, they had no legal standing. We had to get them incorporated before they could receive funds under the program. That’s why the money had to be paid out through consultants.”

Put simply, it was a crock.

“Quality Support’s mandate was to pile up money on the street and burn it,” INC advisor Francis Brooke told me. But if you only read the version of these events that has appeared in the Washington Post or the New York Times, you would be convinced that the INC was wasting vast amounts of U.S. taxpayer money.

Ricciardone was unhappy when I called him to inquire about Quality Support and why more money was not getting to the Iraqi opposition.

“Rather than looking at Quality Support, I’d like to see someone investigate all that money that’s been going to John Rendon,” he said. Wink wink, nod nod. “And you know where that’s coming from!”

Of course I did. The Rendon Group’s contract with the CIA was one of Washington’s worst-kept secrets. But because it was still secret, people could characterize it any way they wanted.

And they did.

CHALABI

But wait a minute, I can hear Bill O’Reilly saying. This Chalabi character is a crook!

Wasn’t he arrested by U.S. agents in Baghdad in 2004 and accused of selling intelligence to Iran?

Wasn’t he the one who fabricated the evidence on Saddam’s WMD to suck us into a war we didn’t need?

Jane Mayer called him “The Manipulator,” in a feature story that appeared in The New Yorker. Newsweek even put him on the cover, calling him a “convicted felon,” “one of the great con men of history,” and “Bush’s Mr. Wrong.”2

Left-wing blogger Steven Clemons of the New America Foundation suggested a “citizen’s arrest…for this duplicitous intel swindler who has undermined America’s interests and helped cause thousands of deaths among Iraqis as well as among American, British and other forces.”3

And that’s just for starters. If you Google “Ahmad Chalabi” and “crook,” you’ll get over 33,000 hits. If you Google his name and the word “fraud,” you’ll get over 70,000. But the media has steadfastly refused to tell Chalabi’s side of the story. Instead, they have taken a series of elaborate CIA smears to the bank.

So before we get any further let me tell you about the other side of Ahmad Chalabi, as well as my fifteen-year relationship with him, so readers can evaluate Chalabi, the CIA, and my own biases as we proceed with this part of my story.

I spent much of the 1980s as a reporter in Iraq, discreetly interviewing Western arms dealers and the chiefs of Iraq’s WMD programs. I came away from that experience with a healthy respect for the ability of a seemingly Third World country such as Iraq to take technology from wherever it was available and cobble together deadly new weapons. In the West, our weapons look like highly polished jewels. In Iraq, you could cut your hand open by rubbing it against the rough-edged welds of locally made rockets and missiles. The extended-range SCUDs Saddam Hussein sent crashing into Israel in early 1991 might have looked like flying garbage cans, but they still wrought havoc on Israeli civilian populations, which was precisely their purpose.

During the Gulf War in 1991, I became a vocal critic of the first Bush administration, admonishing it in the Wall Street Journal for failing to finish the war by marching on to Baghdad. I also criticized it for failing to punish foreign companies selling weapons production technology to Saddam Hussein.

My 1991 book, The Death Lobby: How the West Armed Iraq, detailed the involvement of more than 450 mainly Western firms in helping Iraq to build an indigenous weapons industry capable of producing long-range ballistic missiles, chemical and biological weapons, and nuclear warheads. The Death Lobby received extensive coverage in the United States when it was released—in part, I recognize now in hindsight, because it was critical of a Republican president, George H.W. Bush.

The Death Lobby also attracted the attention of Rolf Ekéus, the chief UN arms inspector in Iraq, who called it “our bible” and gave it to team leaders looking for undeclared WMD sites in Iraq; and of Jules Kroll, a former New York prosecutor who invented a whole new industry now known as business intelligence. Kroll had won a multimillion-dollar contract from the government of Kuwait to track down Saddam Hussein’s secret fortune, estimated by some sources to be somewhere between $5 billion and $10 billion. And he wanted my help.

I flew to London to meet with Kroll’s team of investigators in April 1992, and one of the first people they wanted me to talk with was Ahmad Chalabi. Why? Because outside of Saddam’s inner circle, Chalabi knew more about Saddam Hussein’s murky financial dealings than anyone else then alive.

I had briefly met Chalabi a few months earlier in Paris at a conference organized by the Rendon Group (yes, with CIA money) that exposed Saddam Hussein’s brutal human rights record. We heard firsthand testimony from family members of victims of Saddam’s intelligence services; tales of opponents of the regime dipped into vats of nitric acid, who were told with a laugh that if they cooperated they would be tossed in quickly, but if they refused they would be kept alive as long as possible so they could feel the acid eating up their flesh.

For years, Chalabi had been working against Saddam while operating one of the Middle East’s largest private financial institutions, Petra Bank. He developed close ties to Jordan’s King Hussein, Crown Prince Hassan, and King Fahd of Saudi Arabia, while using his banking credentials to track Saddam’s money. Now he was coming out into the open.

“I knew that since 1985, Iraq was in dire financial straights,” he told me as we sat together for hours in his tiny Card Tech Services office on Cromwell Road in a somewhat seedy section of southwest London. “I knew the extent of the debt, and the massive cash requirements of Saddam to buy new weaponry,” he said. “I was aware that a big credit squeeze on Iraq was coming. I could see large overdrafts in U.S. banks—Irving Trust, Chase—and large politically motivated loans from Arab banks such as UBAF and the Gulf International Bank, GIB. This was the Achilles’ heel of Iraq.”

Later, when I learned of the fabulous stories told about Chalabi and the hundreds of millions of dollars he allegedly extorted from Petra Bank, I thought back to this first meeting—and to others subsequently—and wondered why I had never seen the trappings of his supposed “vast” wealth? Where were those Savile Row suits the New York Times always mentions whenever it spits out Chalabi’s name? Where were the $2,000 Gucci loafers? The gilt bathroom fixtures? The crystal chandeliers? In truth, his tiny office was shabby, sweaty, and busy. As for Chalabi himself, he picked up the thread of his tale in between hurried phone calls in English and Arabic, barking orders, signing papers brought in by an assistant, always affable, never losing his train of thought. From time to time, his eyes twinkled as he recounted some particularly spicy exploit from his double life—as a banker dealing with Saddam’s billions and as an opposition spy.

Already in 1985, he told me, he had become aware that Saddam Hussein had turned in a massive way to the Atlanta, Georgia, branch of the Banca Nazionale del Lavorro (BNL), which was borrowing half a billion dollars a day just to keep its Iraq loans afloat. “I helped to expose this and felt very good when BNL was shut down on August 4, 1989,” he told me, even though his own Petra Bank had been raided by the Jordanian military at the request of Saddam Hussein just two days earlier. With Jordanian tanks and Iraqi intelligence officers surrounding his offices in Amman, Chalabi was forced to flee Jordan, hiding in the trunk of Crown Prince Hassan’s personal car. “The Jordanian military had orders to deliver me to Saddam,” he said.

For becoming a target of Saddam Hussein’s goon squads, the CIA labeled Chalabi a “con man” and a “convicted felon.” In support of that charge, they dragged out a trumped-up 1992 “indictment” of Chalabi, handed down in absentia by a kangaroo court in Jordan at a time the Jordanian prime minister was known to be working hand-in-glove with Iraqi intelligence. Chalabi has always disputed the charges against him, and pointed out that Jordan never filed extradition papers against him with any other country, allowing him to travel freely in the years to come.

But when Jordan’s King Abdullah II continued to smear Chalabi in public and in closed-door meetings with President Bush, Chalabi filed a civil suit in U.S. District Court against the Kingdom of Jordan in August 2004 to get the indictment annulled and hundreds of millions of dollars of the bank’s assets returned. He alleged that the Jordanian government, the former prime minister, and the former governor of the Central Bank “schemed to falsely claim that Petra Bank…was in financial trouble” as part of a conspiracy to have him “kidnapped…tortured and killed” by Iraqi intelligence. In addition, he said that recently discovered information would establish that the Jordanian government and its accomplices “had taken the missing money from Petra Bank and still hold it today, concealed in a disguised bank account.” He also alleged that the defendants were conspiring with “certain employees and agents working for the CIA” to spread false information that Chalabi was working on behalf of the government of Iran, and had “attempted to induce the United States itself to bring criminal charges against Chalabi on false information.” Those were hefty charges against a sovereign state that Chalabi’s lawyer, John Markham, told me were backed up by hard documentary evidence.4

The origins of this dispute go back to the mid-1980s, but it is still being played out today. The Jordanians were furious that Chalabi had exposed Jordan’s back-door deals with Saddam Hussein, including a scheme to provide falsified end-use certificates to the United States for Iraqi arms purchases during the 1980s. Out of revenge they sought to destroy him, and convinced powerful allies in the CIA and the White House to help. The Jordanian government continued to feed the U.S. media with lies about Chalabi even as the lawsuit crawled through the U.S. judicial system. The case was still pending as this book went to print.

During our first face-to-face meeting in London, Chalabi displayed an authentic insider’s knowledge of the secret workings of Saddam’s international finances. Details it had taken me months, and sometimes years, to learn about the BNL banking scheme, for example, Chalabi knew like the back of his hand. He said that he believed Saddam invaded Kuwait in August 1990 because he was unable to make payments on his latest arms purchases from France, a tip I was able to confirm later from French defense industry sources. “In March 1990, I gave a paper at a conference at Chatham House in London on the Iraqi debt,” he told me, with that distinctive twinkle in his eye. “I said—only partly in jest—that the only way for Saddam to resolve the debt crisis was to invade Kuwait.”

Many times over the next fifteen years, I spent several days virtually camped out in Chalabi’s London offices, talking to him, to his intelligence chief, Aras Habib, and to his top aides, Francis Brooke, Zaab Sethna, and Entifad Qanbar. When Chalabi obtained new information from defectors the INC managed to spirit out of Iraq, I would fly over from Paris or from Washington to get in-depth briefings and whatever documents he could release. Not once, in all the years we knew each other, did he make a false claim for these defectors. From the start, he made it clear they had only partial knowledge, and that their information was only the starting point for additional investigation that I should perform on my own.*2 But you’d never know that by reading the attacks on Chalabi that regularly appear in the press.

HIS FATHER’S FARM

To understand the real Ahmad Chalabi and the ongoing war in Iraq, you need to understand the past. You need to understand that Iraq once had a representative government that provided political and personal freedoms to its people. And you need to understand how that experience was burned into Chalabi’s soul as a young man.

Chalabi vividly remembers the day in July 1958 when Iraqi army officers, allied to the Baath Party of future dictator Saddam Hussein, stormed his father’s farm along the Tigris River north of Baghdad. They were looking for his older brother, who was a cabinet minister in the government of Nuri Said, the last prime minister of a free Iraq.

“One of the officers put a pistol to my mother’s head, asking her where she was hiding my brother,” Chalabi recalls. “When she refused, I volunteered to go with them in my brother’s place. I soon regretted it. I was only thirteen.”

That type of spontaneous bravura has marked Chalabi’s life ever since. Although his portly figure and Ph.D. in math might make him appear more at home in a corporate boardroom, he showed that same type of extraordinary courage on the battlefields of northern Iraq in the mid-1990s, at times physically separating troops of warring Kurdish factions as he attempted to work out a truce between their leaders. (Since the liberation of Iraq, Chalabi has gone repeatedly, unarmed, into Najaf and other cities where U.S. officials feared to tread, to jawbone warlords and Shiite religious leaders into cooperating with the coalition authorities. Chalabi supporters claim that the CIA has repeatedly tried to assassinate him during these trips, including a near-miss in August 2005, when one of his bodyguards was killed. On November 18, 2006, he survived yet another assassination attempt, when his convoy was attacked on the road from Baghdad to Salahuddin in the north. Although three of Chalabi’s aides were killed, he emerged unscathed.)

In Chalabi’s Iraq, Saddam Hussein was an aberration, not the inevitable consequence of some mythical incompatibility of Arabs and democracy, as the CIA and the State Department still believe to this day. Freedom was part of Chalabi’s genes.

Soon after the 1958 revolution, Chalabi’s parents sent him to Britain to finish high school. He went on to MIT, where he met the sons of Shiite Muslim leader Ayatollah Mohsen Hakim, the top religious authority in Iraq. In 1965, he was invited, along with his father, by King Faisal of Saudi Arabia for the pilgrimage to Mecca, where he first met Faisal’s younger brother, who later became King Fahd.

When Saddam Hussein engineered a second military coup in 1968, Chalabi was already active in the democratic opposition. In the summer of 1969, right after taking his Ph.D. from the University of Chicago, he flew to Tehran to meet with the shah of Iran’s top intelligence advisor, General Nematollah Nassiri, and with Mullah Mustafa Barzani, an opposition leader of the Kurds in northern Iraq. “Nassiri told us he had a secret agent in Baghdad who was going to lead a coup, but it turned out their group had been infiltrated by Saddam,” Chalabi said. “The CIA fell into the same trap twenty-five years later.”

The coup plotters were hanged in Baghdad’s Revolution Square in 1970. But the shah didn’t give up. For many years, Iran continued to supply money and arms to Mullah Barzani, whose Kurdish peshmergas fought bloody hit-and-run battles with the Iraqi army. Years later Barzani’s son, Massoud, took over his father’s group and joined Chalabi’s Iraqi National Congress to fight Saddam. It’s just one more example of the stunning depth and breadth of Chalabi’s connections. And yet the CIA and the State Department persisted in calling him “an exile” with “no roots in Iraq,” who was “out of touch” with ordinary Iraqis.

In the early 1990s, when the United States was still providing military protection from Saddam to a Kurdish “safe haven” in northern Iraq, Chalabi convened a meeting there of Iraqi tribal leaders, hoping to win their support in the fight against Saddam. “As we sat down to eat, they gave me a petition with their demands,” Chalabi recalled. “I went to the bookshelf, and found an album on Iraqi history that contained an almost identical letter sent to the government in 1934. I pointed out to them that it had been signed by their grandfathers.” Chalabi’s own grandfather was a member of Parliament at the time, and went on to become a cabinet minister in 1944. “In a way, I told them, we were picking up where our grandfathers left off.”

LIBERATED ZONE

After Saddam’s forces brutally crushed the spring 1991 uprising, driving more than a million Iraqis into forced exile in neighboring Iran and Turkey, the Bush 41 administration convinced the United Nations to establish a “safe haven” for the Kurds in northern Iraq and a no-fly zone to protect the Shias in the south. Meanwhile, Iraqi opposition groups began to coalesce, and in 1992 formed the INC as a leadership coalition comprising the seven main Iraqi opposition parties. With U.S. backing, the INC twice conducted elections in northern Iraq that the State Department termed “reasonably fair and free,” and established a government under Chalabi’s leadership.

Problems with the INC coalition began almost immediately. The leaders of two rival Kurdish factions, Massoud Barzani and Jalal Talabani, traveled to Washington in 1993 seeking the appointment of a high-level State Department emissary who could help them overcome age-old clan rivalries and cement their fragile experiment in democracy. (In addition to the power-sharing arrangement, they were squabbling over how to divide lucrative customs tariffs on the borders with Turkey and Iran.)

But the Clinton administration had other fish to fry. As one State Department official who met with the Kurdish leaders told me at the time, “we’re not going to hold their hands.”

Fighting between the two Kurdish factions began in March 1994, and continued intermittently for more than a year. Chalabi did his best to keep the coalition together, at one point personally standing in front of an armored column sent to capture Barzani at his headquarters in Salahuddin. “You’ll have to capture me first,” Chalabi told the rival militia leader.

Undersecretary of State Peter Tarnoff and his deputy, David Litt, promised Chalabi the United States would help finance an INC peace-keeping force to stand between the Kurdish militias, but that aid never came. After the summer of 1994, Barzani began receiving arms from Iran, helping him to stave off collapse against his better-armed rival.

WHY THE CIA HATES CHALABI

Through patient negotiations, Chalabi managed to get the two rival Kurdish groups to cease fighting each other, and in early 1995 they began planning the INC’s first military operations against Iraqi government forces.

But on March 3, the day before the attack was planned to start, CIA officer Bob Baer rushed to Chalabi’s headquarters in Salahuddin with a cable from National Security Advisor Tony Lake.


“THE ACTION YOU HAVE PLANNED FOR THIS WEEKEND HAS BEEN TOTALLY COMPROMISED. WE BELIEVE THERE IS A HIGH RISK OF FAILURE. ANY DECISION TO PROCEED WILL BE ON YOUR OWN.”5


“The U.S. had promised air support,” Chalabi recalled, when he first told me this story in 1998. “And now Lake is accusing us of trying to embroil the U.S. in a protracted war against Saddam, and told us we were on our own.”

Despite the last-minute betrayal by the Clinton White House, the INC and Talabani’s forces defeated two Iraqi army divisions in a series of brief encounters to the west of Irbil, with many top Iraqi officers defecting to the INC. “The operation was a stunning success,” former CIA officer Warren Marik told me. “I personally interrogated two Iraqi brigade commanders. We felt we had the Iraqi army on the run.”

The telex from Tony Lake was only the tip of the iceberg. Back in Washington, intrigues were brewing. Unbeknownst to Chalabi, the CIA had decided to throw its weight behind the Wifaq, a group of former Baathists, deserters from Saddam’s cause, who claimed to have a significant following within the Iraqi army and Saddam’s inner circle.

Known in English as the Iraqi National Accord, or INA, the Wifaq promised the Americans they could topple Saddam from within, while placating skittish neighbors such as Turkey and Saudi Arabia who feared the opposition would split the country along ethnic lines, with a Kurdish state in the north and a Shiite Muslim state in the south.

The INA offered a “silver bullet” solution, replacing Saddam with a Sunni-led military junta while maintaining Iraq’s central government structure. When the Wifaq learned of the INC military plans for early March 1995, it hurriedly dispatched General Adnan Nuri to Washington, where he met with the head of the CIA’s Near East Division, Steven Richter. General Nuri told Richter that the Wifaq’s chances of pulling off a coup would be ruined if the United States allowed the INC offensive in the north to go forward. He warned the Americans that Chalabi and the INC were trying to suck the United States into a full-blown military confrontation with Saddam. It was this warning that prompted the frantic telex from Tony Lake to Bob Baer and Ahmad Chalabi on the eve of the INC offensive. After their initial success on the battlefield, the INC stood down. Yet Wifaq’s promised coup never materialized.

One year later, in March 1996, Chalabi received alarming news from an agent the INC had recruited within Saddam’s Special Security Organization. Iraqi intelligence had captured sensitive communications equipment, including jammers and a “burst” radio, from agents working for the INA. The equipment had been supplied by the CIA, and was to have been used to jam Saddam Hussein’s ability to communicate with his security forces during yet another Wifaq coup under preparation. The “burst” radio was to communicate between the coup plotters in Baghdad and their control officers in Amman, Jordan.

To Chalabi it was clear that Saddam intended to let the plot bubble on so he could round up as many of his enemies as possible, while embarrassing the Americans in the bargain. Chalabi decided to warn the U.S. government, and immediately set out on the long and perilous journey out of northern Iraq.

When he reached London several days later, he called his old friend Richard Perle, a top Pentagon official during the Reagan administration and now a key neo-conservative strategist.

“Richard, I need to see you urgently,” he said. “Something terrible is about to happen.”

“Can you tell me what this is about?” Perle asked.

“I can’t speak over the phone,” Chalabi said. “I’m flying to Washington tomorrow. Can you meet me?”

“Of course,” Perle said.

Chalabi arrived the following evening and immediately went to see Perle. He laid out what he knew, and the terrible danger awaiting America and its agents. “You’ve absolutely got to warn them, Richard,” he said.

“You’re right,” Perle said. “Let me see if I can get to Deutch.”

The next morning, Perle phoned CIA Director John Deutch, who was a personal friend, and said he had critical information to convey but that it was too sensitive to discuss over the phone. Deutch suggested Perle come to the exclusive Cosmos Club in downtown Washington, D.C., where he was scheduled to give a luncheon speech that day. “Meet me there a half hour ahead of my speech,” he said.

In a dark-paneled parlor off the elegant dining room, Perle briefed the CIA director on what Chalabi had told him the night before. The CIA plot against Saddam Hussein had been compromised. Key members of the secret organization had been captured and were now under the control of Iraqi intelligence. The Iraqis were maintaining communications with the CIA team in Amman as if nothing had happened. Deutch needed to understand that whatever they were telling the CIA team on the ground was false.

Deutch understood what Perle was saying, but he was preoccupied. “I’m going to send Tenet to talk to you,” he said. “You should give him all the details.”

George Tenet, an affable former Democratic staffer on Capitol Hill, had just come over to CIA as the number two man, after running intelligence programs for Clinton at the National Security Council. He was a political operator, not an intelligence officer. His main skill was a keen sense of how Washington worked. Tenet came to Perle’s tiny office at the American Enterprise Institute in Washington later that afternoon. In the meantime, Perle managed to get more details from Chalabi of exactly how the coup plot had been compromised. Tenet listened carefully for well over an hour, as Perle told him just how bad it was.

We’ve got to get Chalabi to brief John and our top guys who are handling this whole thing, Tenet said. He needs to lay this out in person.

Tenet knew that John Deutch had no intention of giving Chalabi a fair hearing, but he wasn’t going to tell Perle that. The offer to meet the Iraqi face-to-face was intended to keep Perle from going off the reservation. The last thing Deutch wanted was to have Richard Perle and his American Enterprise Institute friends pissing all over the Agency in Congress or in the media. Tenet made clear that because they would be discussing operational details Perle was not cleared for, Chalabi should come alone.

“I fully understand,” Perle said.

To make the meeting more discreet, Deutch summoned Chalabi to his hideaway office in the Executive Office Building next to the White House. Deutch brought Steve Richter, the head of Middle East Operations, as well as “Ron,” the operations officer assigned to work with Chalabi and the INC. When Chalabi began to go into details of the INA coup plot, Richter stopped him and asked “Ron” to leave the room. He wasn’t cleared for the INA operation—nor was Chalabi, for that matter.

Richter was furious. He had never liked Chalabi or his operation in northern Iraq, and now here he was blundering into Richter’s highly classified operation to overthrow Saddam Hussein like a mad dog with rabies. The meeting did not go well. “They scoffed at the information, and said everything was under control,” Chalabi told me later. Richter’s reaction was indicative of what the CIA had become: rather than thanking Chalabi for giving him a timely warning about an operation gone sour, he chose to shoot the messenger.

The Clinton White House and the CIA favored a coup in Iraq because they saw it as another cost-free solution, like the UN sanctions. If it failed, America could pretend not to have been involved. If it succeeded, the United States would recognize the new government in a heartbeat. Run by Baathist military officers, the new government would show no more tolerance toward domestic dissent than Saddam Hussein had shown. But it would cooperate with the United States to find and destroy Saddam’s hidden WMDs, which was all that counted. “The CIA always liked toadies,” Perle commented when he related this story to me later.

The decision to go with the generals was a political one, not based on U.S. strategic interests. It was all about Bill Clinton’s 1996 reelection campaign. Deutch and Tenet had recently come back from a White House meeting with Clinton, who was eager to find a way to insulate himself from Republican attacks that he was weak on national security. Bring me the head of Saddam, Clinton told Deutch. I want to hold up his f—king head at the convention, he shouted, meaning the Democratic National Convention that would renominate him for the office of president of the United States.

To CIA officer Warren Marik, who was on the ground in northern Iraq when the White House pulled the plug on the INC later that year, the story was sadly familiar. “Clinton’s National Security Council got this idea of an officer on a white horse capable of pulling off a coup,” he told me.

Three months later, the ax fell, just as Chalabi had predicted. Saddam arrested the three sons of General Muhammad Abdullah Shahwani, a recently retired senior officer, who were serving as couriers between the coup plotters in Baghdad and the Wifaq and their CIA control officers in Amman. Just to rub salt in the wound, the Iraqis used the CIA encrypted “burst” radio to send Koranic taunts to the father in Amman, mocking him for having trusted “infidels.”*3 

Buoyed by his success in besting the Americans, Saddam executed the three sons and many others involved in the plot, then turned to the INC-controlled enclave in the north, which still was considered a UN-protected safe haven. Forging a secret alliance with Kurdish Democratic Party leader Massoud Barzani, Saddam moved his troops and tanks northward on August 30, 1996, in direct violation of UN Security Council resolutions. Barzani personally escorted the commander of Iraq’s 10th Army division into Irbil, where INC headquarters was located. When asked to justify his actions two years later, Barzani called his pact with Saddam a matter of survival. “Regimes have always been killing our people,” he told me. “We are still here because we have defended our people as best we could.”

Chalabi’s intelligence chief, Aras Karim Habib, was speaking to Chalabi on a satellite telephone as the Iraqi troops advanced on a private residence they had leased as a safe house from a widow in Irbil. “I was broadcasting live reports of the Iraqi advance when all of a sudden an Iraqi patrol burst into the house,” he told me. “I hid behind the kitchen door, a loaded pistol in my hand, ready to kill them and then myself.” An Iraqi soldier peered into the kitchen, but was called back at the last minute by his commanding officer. It’s just a widow’s house, he said. Let her be.

The next day Aras and other INC officials fled in a convoy to the Turkish border, but had to turn back because Iraqi troops had chased the UN monitors out and were now in control of the area. That same day, the Iraqis took ninety-six captured INC fighters to the small town of Qushtapa, a dozen miles south of Irbil. As the villagers gathered round, the Iraqis lined their prisoners up against a wall and executed them in cold blood. It was a gruesome message to Barzani, who was Saddam’s ally of the day. Some fourteen years earlier, Saddam’s half brothers had rounded up several thousand male members of the Barzani clan in the same town and carted them away in military trucks. They have never been seen since. Qushtapa was full of memories for Barzani. This was Saddam reveling in his Godfather role.

The fall of Irbil was a bitter defeat for Chalabi and the INC.

But for John Deutch and George Tenet and Steve Richter at the CIA, allowing Saddam to smash the free Iraq enclave led by the INC was all about payback. Chalabi had shown the CIA to be like the Emperor with No Clothes. He had exposed their failed operation—not to the public, but to the CIA director and his deputy in person—and they would never forgive him for it. “The CIA hated Ahmad Chalabi because he was always coming out with information they didn’t have and that is later confirmed,” a former Bush administration official told me.

From that point on, the CIA adopted an “ABC” policy: Anybody-But-Chalabi.

A few years later, during a chance encounter in a Fairfax restaurant in December 1998, Tenet admitted to Chalabi and an aide that he was behind the smears then making the rounds in the press. (These were essentially the same stories one still hears today: Chalabi was a crook, a convicted felon, an agent of Iran. The most absurd and most persistent rumor of all was that Chalabi was responsible for compromising the failed 1996 coup.)

Let’s bury the hatchet, Tenet said. We’ve got work to do. We need your guys on the ground.

Tenet’s immediate problem was highly embarrassing. The United States and Britain had just completed a four-day campaign of air strikes against Iraqi WMD sites, known as “Desert Fox,” but because Saddam had kicked the UN arms inspectors out, the United States had no one on the ground to judge the effectiveness of the bombing. After the Gulf War, the United States realized that many of the targets they had bombed in Iraq had been plywood fakes—fake tanks, fake missile launchers, fake radar units. Chalabi had been showing reporters, including me, a detailed bomb-damage assessment pulled together by his men in Baghdad and on the ground at bombed-out weapons sites in northern Iraq. George Tenet needed Chalabi and his men to rescue the wounded reputation of his boss, Bill Clinton, who was being accused of a “wag the dog” operation in Iraq to deflect public attention from his impending impeachment trial.

Like so many things with George Tenet, his offer to “bury the hatchet” was all talk. He took Chalabi’s bomb-damage assessment and distributed it around Washington as the CIA’s own. Now his boss could turn to the media with a straight face and say that his December 1998 bombing campaign in Iraq had been both necessary and effective, not just a publicity stunt.

Despite Chalabi’s continued willingness to cooperate, the CIA spread slime about him for years to come. As left-wing blogger Steven Clemons would write in 2005, “the word from many I know in the CIA is that Chalabi was the person who tipped off Saddam Hussein before a [1996] coup attempt against the Iraqi leader. The CIA had cut Chalabi out of the action—because of misinformation that Chalabi had allegedly passed on and irresponsible management of sensitive information. For that, Chalabi tipped off Hussein.”6 It was a scurrilous lie, of course, but it went unchallenged, because few people knew the real story of what actually happened, which I have related here for the first time.

The CIA also continued to support groups such as the Wifaq that claimed they could pull off a palace coup against Saddam, despite repeated failures, while undermining Chalabi’s INC, despite its record of success in northern Iraq.

The battle royal over Iraq went far beyond the reputation or the actions of one man. It involved two different concepts of America’s role in the world, two different value systems, two different views of the Middle East. One believed in stability; the other believed in freedom. One propped up Arab dictators who subjugated their people, as long as they maintained America’s access to oil; the other believed that Arabs, like Americans, aspired to live in freedom, and that long-term stability could only result from relationships of mutual interest entered into by free and sovereign peoples. For many years—well before 9/11 or the invasion of Iraq—Ahmad Chalabi was the touchstsone of this battle.

Former national security advisor Brent Scowcroft typified the foreign policy establishment and its rejection of the Bush agenda. So did his former boss, the president’s father. In a bitter exchange with Condoleezza Rice in 2003, Scowcroft berated her and the president for promoting freedom.

“Condi, you’re not going to democratize Iraq,” he said. Rice replied that he was “just stuck in the old days,” and said that the president was determined to change fifty years of U.S. policy that tolerated an autocratic Middle East. “But we’ve had fifty years of peace,” Scowcroft moaned.7

Fifty years of peace, imagine that. During that time, we’ve had five major Arab-Israeli wars, two Palestinian intifadas, the introduction of the suicide bomber as a preferred weapon of terrorist regimes, the 1979 revolution in Iran, the seizure of the U.S. embassy in Tehran, a 444-day hostage crisis, the U.S. embassy bombing in Beirut in 1983, the murder of 241 U.S. Marines later that year, the taking of U.S. hostages in Lebanon in the 1980s, Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990, the Gulf War, the first World Trade Center bombing in 1993, the bombing of two U.S. embassies in Africa in 1998, the USS Cole, and 9/11—and the list is by no means exhaustive.

But for the shadow warriors, these were but skirmishes—a small price to pay, apparently, for maintaining the status quo of big business, big interests, and Arab oil.



CHAPTER TWO

THE SPOOKS’ WAR

Two and a half months after the 9/11 attacks, a tiny CIA unit commanded by decorated operations officer Gary Berntsen had tracked Osama bin Laden and the top al Qaeda leadership to a cave complex at Tora Bora, in the White Mountains on Afghanistan’s rugged eastern border with Pakistan. Although Pakistani president Pervez Musharraf had pledged to deploy Pakistan ground troops to prevent bin Laden from escaping, they were slow to arrive.

Camped at the base of the forbidding snow-covered mountain range with an Afghan tribal force led by a Pashtun warlord named Nuruddin, Berntsen realized that at the rate they were advancing, bin Laden was going to escape. “We need U.S. soldiers on the ground! We need them to do the fighting! We need them to block a possible al Qaeda escape into Pakistan!” Berntsen thought frantically as he watched the al Qaeda men slip away. But when he called for reinforcements to CENTCOM commander General Tommy Franks, who was in charge of the Afghan campaign, he got a resounding no. Franks was willing to send B-52s with 15,000 pound “daisy cutter” bombs to pound the al Qaeda caves, but he refused to send troops. The 1,200 troops he had on the ground by that point in Kandahar already had their hands full. “Let the tribals do it,” he told Berntsen.1

Berntsen’s account of the battle of Tora Bora is devastating. The opportunity to get bin Laden and the top al Qaeda leadership when they were all assembled in one place would never come again. Or so it appeared.

Franks continued to play the good soldier, taking blame for that failure upon himself. That was not the case with Berntsen’s superiors at CIA. They leaked the whole story to the Washington Post on April 17, 2002, well before Berntsen came home to publish his eyewitness account.

“We had a good piece of SIGINT,” or signals intelligence, an unnamed official told the Post.2 The leakers told the story of bin Laden addressing an apology by radio to his troops for having led them into a trap, before splitting them into two groups and leading half of them to safety to the north. Some reports said a group of them then fled to Iran.3

The disclosure was clearly aimed at embarrassing President Bush and Defense Secretary Rumsfeld, who were constantly being asked what had happened to bin Laden. At a Pentagon briefing the day the leak appeared, Rumsfeld repeated what Franks’s spokesman, Rear Admiral Craig Quigley, had told the Post. “We have never seen anything that was convincing to us at all that Osama bin Laden was present at any stage of Tora Bora—before, during or after,” Quigley said. “I know you’ve got voices in the intelligence community that are taking a different view, but I just wanted you to know our view as well. Truth is hard to come by in Afghanistan.”

That was too much for Deputy CIA Director John McLaughlin, who had seen the bin Laden intercept and read all of Gary Berntsen’s angry reports from the field. “We knew they’d scatter to Pakistan, or Iran, or Somalia, or Sudan, or Syria, or Yemen. They might go to Indonesia,” he said. “Once they dispersed, that was really the start of the ‘war on terror’ as we know it. A war that we were just then learning how to fight—and the one we’re still fighting.”4

The theme McLaughlin sounded would become a familiar routine from top CIA officials over the next two and a half years. Don’t blame us. Blame Bush.

THE FIRST “SECRET” PRISONER

One of the first terrorists to scatter was Ibn al-Sheikh al-Libi, a Libyan-born al Qaeda member who reportedly ran the al-Khaldan training camp, one of bin Laden’s largest facilities in Afghanistan. Captured in Pakistan on November 11, 2001, with help from the CIA, he was interrogated initially at the Kandahar airport. Sometime in December, it appears, he was flown out for safekeeping to the USS Bataan, an amphibious assault ship where other detainees were then being held.5

The capture of al-Libi posed a unique problem for the United States government. Unlike John Walker Lindh and the Taliban fighters captured on the battlefield in Afghanistan, al-Libi had no affiliation with a state. By no stretch of the imagination was he covered by the Geneva Conventions, as government lawyers argued that the Taliban fighters should be.

Newsweek later reported that FBI officials on the ground in Afghanistan had tried to retain control over al-Libi, and clashed with the CIA team in Afghanistan. The FBI wanted to interrogate al-Libi in a controlled fashion, alternating inducements and gentle pressure, and didn’t like what they were hearing about the CIA’s threats to turn him over to the Egyptian government for torture. The CIA officer who was handling al-Libi appealed to his boss back in Washington, counterterrorism chief Cofer Black, who took the case to Tenet directly. Tenet, in turn, appealed to the White House, which ruled in his favor. Al-Libi’s mouth was duct-taped shut, and he was taken to the airport to be sent to Cairo. “So we lost that fight,” a former FBI official said.6

Thus began the saga of the CIA’s “secret prisons.” When details of the prisons began to leak in May 2004, including their whereabouts and the top-secret proprietary companies used by the CIA to shield the ownership of aircraft used to transport the al Qaeda detainees, former Agency operatives protested that they had been forced to carry out illegal operations against their will.

“This is not what we do,” one twenty-five-year veteran of the clandestine service told me. “The vast majority of our guys are opposed to torture. It’s not who we are. And it’s bad business.”

In one published account, McLaughlin and his partisans simply reinvented history and blamed Rumsfeld for forcing CIA to set up the secret prisons. Tenet had gone to Rumsfeld in the autumn of 2001 asking DoD to help with the growing number of al Qaeda captives, they claimed, but Rumsfeld was unmoved and said that DoD was “not getting into the prison business.” Tenet’s team greeted the news of Rumsfeld’s purported refusal with “groans of disbelief. ‘Once again, we’re the default—left holding the bag,’ said one. ‘This is not what we’re good at,’ said another.”7

At best, these are selective, self-serving recollections. Remember that the Defense Department opened a high-security prison at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, in January 2002, that took in hundreds of high-value al Qaeda prisoners who had been captured on the battlefield. If the CIA truly felt so bad about holding prisoners in secret, they could have shipped their detainees to Gitmo and been done with it.

At worst, they demonstrate a willingness on the part of top CIA officials to betray the secrets of their own agency and their own government at a time when they believed it would do maximum political damage to the president of the United States.

A “PRIVATE WORD” WITH TOMMY FRANKS

Senator Bob Graham (D-FL) was eager to take up that CIA offer to blame Bush.

Thanks to the defection of Vermont’s Republican U.S. senator Jim Jeffords on May 24, 2001, the Democrats now had a one-vote majority in the Senate (50 Democrats, 49 Republicans, and 1 Independent—Jeffords). On June 6, the day Jeffords’s party-switch became effective, Graham became chairman of the Senate Select intelligence committee. In that position, he was one of two U.S. senators briefed on every sensitive counterterrorism operation being planned or carried out by the U.S. government.

He was briefed on the battle of Tora Bora as it took place, and was well aware that high-value prisoners were being taken to Camp X-Ray in Guantánamo. He was also briefed on the intelligence they provided to their interrogators about the 9/11 plot.

On February 19, 2002, Graham met with General Franks at MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, Florida, for a briefing on the war in Afghanistan. MacDill was the home of the U.S. Central Command, CENTCOM, which had responsibility for all military operations in the Middle East and South Asia.

Graham says he had never met General Franks before, and he was surprised when the Army four-star asked him to join him for a “private word” in his office after they had gone through the PowerPoint briefing on Afghanistan in the amphitheater.

“Military and intelligence personnel are being redeployed to prepare for an action in Iraq,” Franks confided to Graham. Even the CIA’s Predator drones, which were operated by the Air Force, were being redeployed to the Iraq theater, he said. “What we are doing is a manhunt,” Franks complained, referring to the continuing Afghan operations. “We’re better at being a meat ax than finding a needle in a haystack. That’s not our mission, and that’s not what we are trained or prepared to do.”

Graham said he was “stunned” to hear
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