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PROLOGUE
A DIFFERENT COUNTRY


It did not take atomic weapons to make war terrible.… It did not take atomic weapons to make man want peace, a peace that would last. But the atomic bomb was the turn of the screw. It has made the prospect of future war unendurable. It has led us up those last few steps to the mountain pass; and beyond there is a different country.

ROBERT OPPENHEIMER, 1946



WHEN THE ICE BROKE on the river of history in the final years of the Cold War, the world had lived with nuclear weapons for almost half a century. Forty nations had attained the capability to build them, but only nine had yet done so: the United States, the Soviet Union, Britain, France, China, Israel, India, Pakistan, and South Africa. Together, these nine nations had accumulated about sixty thousand nuclear weapons—about three thousand pounds of explosive force for every man, woman, and child on earth, more than enough to destroy the human world. Their reasons for going nuclear varied from the United States’s conviction that only nuclear weapons could protect the West from a Communist empire it believed to be bent on world domination, to the Soviet Union’s belief that it stood surrounded by enemies and alone in a hostile world, to France’s and Britain’s doubts that the United States would make itself a nuclear target to come to their aid, to South Africa’s curious notion that brandishing a small nuclear arsenal should it be attacked by other African states would compel the major nuclear powers to intervene on its behalf.

Yet in all the years since the first two atomic bombs destroyed the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the end of the Second World War, no more nuclear weapons had been exploded in anger. Those who believed in deterrence, in the power of the bombs to prevent their use, naturally believed that half a century free from major war meant that deterrence had worked—and, by extension, should continue to work in perpetuity. Those who doubted the efficacy of deterrence noted that both the United States and the Soviet Union had accepted stalemate, as in Korea, or even defeat, as in Vietnam and Afghanistan, rather than risk nuclear escalation. Nuclear arsenals might promote caution in relations among hostile states, the doubters therefore argued, but they clearly did not compel, while a world awash with tens of thousands of nuclear weapons gravely risked accidental or inadvertent nuclear holocaust.

During the Cold War most of the nations of the world had aligned themselves with one or the other superpower, freezing into place the contending hegemonies that had followed from the victories and defeats of the Second World War. With the warming of relations between the United States and the Soviet Union initiated by the Soviet reformer Mikhail Gorbachev in the 1980s, that seizure of international relations began to release.

At a summit meeting between Gorbachev and the U.S. president Ronald Reagan in Reykjavik, Iceland, in 1986, the two leaders had come close to agreeing to lead the world to the complete elimination of nuclear weapons. To that purpose Gorbachev had championed common security, a principle formulated out of Europe’s Cold War experience of zero-sum division between East and West. As a United Nations commission chaired by the Swedish prime minister Olof Palme had defined it in a 1982 report, “The principle of common security1 asserts that countries can only find security in cooperation with their competitors, not against them.” In a speech to the 27th Soviet Communist Party Conference early in 1986, Gorbachev had applied the principle to the ongoing nuclear arms race between the Cold War antagonists. “The task of insuring security,”2 he told the delegates, “is more and more taking the form of a political task and can be resolved only by political means.… In our time, genuine equal security is guaranteed not by the highest possible but by the lowest possible level of strategic balance, from which it is essential to exclude entirely nuclear and other types of weapons of mass destruction.” Reagan, however, believed that only physical security in the form of space-based antimissile defenses could guarantee nuclear disarmament. The Soviet government was not prepared to undertake such an expensive and ultimately chimerical technological competition, and the agreement on nuclear elimination failed. Reykjavik was not fruitless, however; it put both sides’ commitment to nuclear-arms reductions, rather than merely arms control, firmly on the table, and led directly to the 1987 Intermediate Nuclear Forces Treaty, which eliminated an entire class of particularly destabilizing nuclear weapons carried on 2,692 U.S. and Soviet medium-range missiles.

Despite their seemingly implacable differences, the two superpowers had worked both separately and jointly during the Cold War to limit nuclear proliferation, implicitly cooperating for common security. Their most significant cooperation drove the negotiation of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), opened for signature in 1968, which offered extensive security guarantees and the advantages of commercial nuclear power to countries willing to forgo acquiring nuclear arsenals; by 1990, 140 states had signed on. More than any other factor, the NPT had limited the proliferation of nuclear weapons across the world.

Actions had also been directed against specific states. In 1975 a threat by the United States to withdraw its military forces from the Korean Peninsula had compelled South Korea to abandon its program of nuclear-weapons development. In 1976 and again in 1987, partly under pressure from the People’s Republic of China, the United States had forced Taiwan3 to abandon clandestine nuclear weapons programs. Satellite images indicating an impending South African nuclear test that the Soviet Union passed to the United States for timely action in 1977 led to intense U.S. diplomatic pressure that delayed the South African nuclear weapons program by several years.

But the very predominance in nuclear weapons that the two superpowers had achieved had worked against their security. Neither side had been sufficiently confident of the authority of its nuclear arsenal to limit itself to minimum deterrence, as China had done, and both the Soviet and American military-industrial complexes had taken advantage of that uncertainty to repeatedly expand and modernize their nations’ nuclear arsenals. Actions that were justified domestically as defensive were perceived by the other side to be hostile. In 1983, shaken by the Reagan administration’s belligerent military buildup, and misjudging the intent of a major NATO field exercise in West Germany called Able Archer, which included a practice run-up to nuclear war, the Soviet leadership under Yuri Andropov had very nearly launched a preemptive nuclear strike against the United States. Though it all but escaped public notice, the Able Archer incident was the Cuban Missile Crisis of its day. By the time Gorbachev came to power in 1985, both sides threatened each other with total and mutual annihilation. “If one country keeps4 building weapons while the other one doesn’t do a thing,” Gorbachev told Richard Nixon in the summer of 1986, “the one that arms will not gain anything from it. The weaker party could just explode its nuclear stockpile, even on its own territory, which would mean suicide for it and a slow death for the opponent.”

The progress at Reykjavik, and the arms proposals that Gorbachev offered in its aftermath, foundered on American suspicions of Soviet intentions, but gradually, during the presidency of George H. W. Bush, through the good offices of Secretary of State James A. Baker III and the Soviet foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze, relations began to warm. That improvement prepared the way for cooperation between the two former enemies to beat back the aggression of Iraqi president Saddam Hussein, who misread the Reagan and Bush administrations’ tilt toward his country and against its enemy Iran as license to plunder Kuwait and threaten Saudi Arabia, a prime U.S. client. By the time the Persian Gulf War ended, in February 1991, however, the struggle for power in the Soviet Union was straining Gorbachev’s control and the Soviet economy was collapsing. After a coup attempt against the beleaguered Soviet leader the following August, U.S. policy shifted from support to salvage. When the Soviet Union fractured into fifteen independent nations on 25 December 1991, one nuclear power suddenly metastasized into four—Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, and Kazakhstan—each with substantial nuclear arsenals. Thereafter the United States scrambled to support the consolidation of the former superpower’s nuclear weapons on Russian soil, to subsidize the scientists and engineers of the former Soviet nuclear weapons complex, and to secure nuclear materials dispersed in manufactories and institutes across eleven time zones.

The example of the superpowers’ nuclear arms race had not been lost on smaller nations. The overwhelming majority had the good sense to recognize that mutual security under the NPT would spare them a financial burden and keep them safe. A few, stigmatized by the international community for their repressive policies or locked into long-standing conflicts, concluded that nuclear weapons could protect them from conventional as well as nuclear attack and even secure them a place at the banquet table of the superpowers. India, pursuing a nuclear option after losing a border war with China in 1962, tested a first-generation nuclear weapon underground in 1974 (calling it a “peaceful nuclear explosive”) but then confined itself to research and plutonium stockpiling until the 1990s. Pakistan, after losing a devastating war with India in 1971, began developing a uranium-enrichment program for nuclear weapons with Chinese technical support. In the early 1980s, China supplied Pakistan with a simple and sturdy bomb design, and allowed its ally to test its first nuclear weapon at a Chinese test site, Lop Nur,5 in May 1990. Pakistan too would extend development of its nuclear arsenal in the 1990s.

Iraq, in contrast, pursued nuclear weapons initially as a shield against Iran, with which it fought a devastating war between 1980 and 1988, and subsequently against Israel and the United States.

North Korea first sought nuclear-power reactors from the Soviet Union to replace the hydroelectric capacity it had lost almost totally to American strategic bombing during the U.S.-Korean War of 1950 to 1953. Repeatedly rebuffed by its Cold War patron, its leader, Kim Il Sung, authorized an indigenous nuclear power and weapons program in 1979; the weapons program was intended to produce a deterrent to the arsenal of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons positioned in South Korea and to compel the United States to negotiate. A five-megawatt gas-graphite-type nuclear reactor went critical at the North’s research center at Yongbyon in 1986 and began breeding plutonium in the course of its operation. By 1990, U.S. satellite surveillance had revealed that North Korea was building a plutonium-separation facility at Yongbyon as well.

The 1968 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty had been an exception to the rule that treaties are usually ratified indefinitely—that is, permanently, without a termination date. The nonnuclear signatories had been concerned that the five nuclear powers grandfathered into the treaty would fail to reduce their arsenals or work actively for nuclear disarmament, and that the treaty’s safeguards requirements would put countries without nuclear power at a commercial disadvantage. These concerns had led them to insist that the NPT should be reviewed after twenty-five years and then either indefinitely extended or extended only for a limited term or terms. Since the treaty had entered into force in 1970, two years after it had been opened for signature, this review and extension conference was scheduled for 1995.

Yet only five years prior to that deadline, as protective Cold War alliances fell away, a new wave of nuclear proliferation appeared to be surging through the second and third tier of nations. At the same time, the unfettering and simultaneous impoverishing of the Soviet Union had opened the world’s largest nuclear arsenal—previously secure within borders guarded by barbed wire and minefields—to theft or criminal diversion. In Nuclear Ambitions, a study published in 1990 subtitled The Spread of Nuclear Weapons 1989–1990, the nonproliferation expert Leonard Spector worried about the proliferation tendencies he saw evolving:


Despite certain promising developments6 during 1989 and 1990 in the field of nuclear non-proliferation, a number of disturbing trends in this area point to the need for continued vigilance and intensified international efforts to curb the spread of nuclear weapons. Even as the risk of nuclear confrontation between the superpowers has diminished, for example, concerns have increased that conflict may erupt between the two de facto nuclear powers in South Asia [i.e., India and Pakistan], a conflict in which nuclear weapons would inevitably play a role. Similarly, as hopes have been raised that South Africa may join the NPT and thereby reduce the number of states outside the international non-proliferation regime, anxieties have increased over the nuclear intentions of North Korea and Iraq and over the commitments of these two NPT parties to the treaty.… Argentina and Brazil have undertaken important confidence-building measures through their exchanges of visits to nuclear facilities, but fears of unconventional warfare continue to mount in the Middle East, as evidenced by Iraqi President Saddam Hussein’s threats to destroy half of Israel with chemical weapons, if attacked, and by Israel’s threats to respond to such an act a hundred times over.



These trends implied that for all the elation and fresh energy that followed the release of Eastern Europe and the Soviet people themselves from Communist authoritarianism, the post–Cold War era might be more hazardous than the Cold War years had been. While the threat of global nuclear war between two hostile superpowers had faded, the risk of regional nuclear war among nations with seemingly modest nuclear arsenals had intensified. A regional nuclear war between India and Pakistan, for example, would be unlikely to involve more than about one hundred Hiroshima-scale fifteen-kiloton weapons, merely 1.5 megatons of total explosive force, less than the yield of many individual Soviet and U.S. hydrogen bombs. The primary destructive effect of nuclear weapons is mass fire, however, and with highly combustible South Asian megacities as the likeliest targets, such a nuclear exchange would kill between three million and sixteen million people. Smoke from mass fires would loft into the stratosphere, drift around the world, and darken and chill the earth for a decade, reducing global average temperatures below those of the European Little Ice Age of the sixteenth to mid-nineteenth centuries, when crops failed and millions starved. Even a “small” regional nuclear war, that is, would be an unmitigated disaster for the entire world.7

Yet Spector’s catalog of dangerous trends incorporated only a limited view of post–Cold War challenges and opportunities. Another perspective revealed realistic opportunity in the last decade of the twentieth century and the first decade of the twenty-first to move toward drastic reductions in the number of nuclear weapons in the world, down to minimum deterrence or even to zero. Both the United States and the former Soviet Union, for example, undertook a radical withdrawal and reduction of their nuclear arsenals. Both sides endorsed and supported the indefinite extension of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. Both sides supported and signed the Comprehensive Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty, although conservative Republicans in the U.S. Senate bent on discrediting President Bill Clinton prevented its American ratification in 1999.

Before governments could act responsibly to eliminate nuclear arsenals, a debate among government and public organizations throughout the world was necessary to test the logic and work out the process of doing so. That debate opened in the 1990s in the context of securing the nuclear remnants of the former Soviet Union, aiding states with nuclear ambitions in abandoning those ambitions, and coercively dismantling the nuclear infrastructure of Iraq. Those in the U.S., France, Britain, and Russia who believed nuclear weapons armored their national sovereignty vociferously defended nuclear possession for deterrence even as proponents of nuclear elimination, including many military leaders, identified the weapons themselves as the fundamental danger. “As long as any state has nuclear weapons,”8 Australia’s 1996 Canberra Commission on the Elimination of Nuclear Weapons postulated, “others will seek to acquire them.”

Although the world continues at risk, by the second decade of the twenty-first century the end of the Cold War and its transformative aftermath have opened the clear prospect of moving to a world free of nuclear weapons, Oppenheimer’s “different country,” where common security rather than the threat of nuclear retaliation will guard the peace. How the dangerous post–Cold War transition was managed, who its heroes were, what we learned from it, and where it carried us are questions that have not yet been fully explored. Doing so is the purpose of this narrative.


PART ONE

FOLLOWING THE CALUTRON TRAIL


ONE “PRESIDENT BUSH’S FRANKENSTEIN”

FOR GEORGE H. W. BUSH’S secretary of state James A. Baker III, the Cold War ended on 3 August 1990. That day at Moscow’s Vnukovo International Airport Baker and the Soviet foreign minister, Eduard Shevardnadze, stood side by side and jointly condemned Saddam Hussein’s massive and ongoing invasion of Kuwait, a small, wealthy, but largely undefended country southeast of Iraq on the Persian Gulf that produced about 10 percent of Middle Eastern oil. Iraq, the Soviet Union’s most important client in the region, was heavily armed with Soviet tanks, missiles, and artillery; Shevardnadze’s willingness to condemn Iraqi aggression signaled to Baker the beginning of a real partnership between the United States and the U.S.S.R.

During the long Iran-Iraq War that had ended in 1988, two years before Iraq invaded Kuwait, Saddam Hussein had been the enemy of America’s enemy Iran, and thus, if not a friend, at least something of a surrogate. The United States had remained neutral during the first two years of the war, but when an Iranian offensive in spring 1982 succeeded in breaking through the Iraqi line and forcing the Iraqis to retreat, the Reagan administration had begun to favor Iraq. An affidavit sworn by a National Security Council (NSC) staff member, Howard Teicher, who helped develop the new policies, describes the result:


In June 1982 … President Reagan1 decided that the United States would do whatever was necessary and legal to prevent Iraq from losing the war with Iran. President Reagan formalized this policy by issuing a National Security Decision Directive (NSDD) to this effect in June 1982.… CIA Director [William] Casey personally spearheaded this effort to ensure that Iraq had sufficient military weapons, ammunition and vehicles to avoid losing the Iran-Iraq war. Pursuant to the secret NSDD, the United States actively supported the Iraqi war effort by supplying the Iraqis with billions of dollars of credits, by providing U.S. military intelligence and advice to the Iraqis, and by closely monitoring third country arms sales to Iraq.… The CIA, including both CIA Director Casey and Deputy Director [Robert] Gates, knew of, approved of, and assisted in the sale of non-U.S. origin military weapons, ammunition and vehicles to Iraq.



In the same spirit, the State Department removed Iraq that year from its list of states that sponsored terrorism. Two years later, in 1984, Donald Rumsfeld, a corporate executive at that time who was serving as a Reagan special envoy to the Middle East, met with Saddam Hussein in Baghdad to discuss areas of cooperation, including restoring diplomatic relations after a seventeen-year hiatus. That meeting, on 20 December, produced the video, later to become notorious, of Rumsfeld shaking Saddam’s hand. Saddam “was pleased2 that [the] US wished to see further development in its relations with Iraq, including exchange of ambassadors,” a secret State Department summary noted. “Iraq valued this positive appreciation by the US of the need for a high level of relations.”

Israel, which had been selling arms to the Iranians, also offered at that time to assist Iraq. (“I do not remember even one discussion3 about the ethics of the matter,” an Israeli defense ministry official told the Israeli journalist Ronen Bergman about the sales to Iran. “All that interested us was to sell, sell, sell more and more Israeli weapons, and let them kill each other with them.”) Teicher, the NSC staff person, testified that he attended the meeting in Jerusalem at which the Israeli foreign minister, Yitzhak Shamir, briefed Rumsfeld on the offer, as well as the meeting in Baghdad when Rumsfeld passed the offer along to the Iraqi foreign minister, Tariq Aziz. Aziz was horrified, Teicher recalled: “Aziz refused even to accept4 the Israelis’ letter to Hussein offering assistance, because Aziz told us that he would be executed on the spot by Hussein if he did so.”

Despite the warming of U.S.-Iraq relations, both the United States and Israel were aware that Iraq was pursuing a program of nuclear development; Israel at least was following the Iraqi program with concern. Iraq had signed the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty as a nonnuclear state, thus committing itself not to develop nuclear weapons, but the U.S. and Israel suspected that it was cheating on its commitment. Iraq allowed the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to inspect its nuclear facilities, as its NPT commitment required. At that time, however, the treaty terms restricted IAEA inspections to facilities that the parties to the treaty had officially declared; nor was the IAEA authorized to conduct surprise inspections or to probe beyond official declarations. The United States might collect intelligence and bide its time; Israel was not prepared to depend on Iraq’s honesty and goodwill. In 1981, striking from the air5 with sixteen 2,000-pound slick bombs selected and spin-balanced for accuracy, the Israeli Air Force destroyed a French-built 40-megawatt light-water reactor at Al Tuwaitha, a large nuclear-research complex eleven miles southeast of Baghdad on the Tigris River. The reactor had not yet been loaded with fuel. France had delivered the first of six fuel loads, however—twenty-six pounds (11.8 kilograms) of uranium enriched to 93 percent U235 (highly-enriched uranium, or HEU), about two-thirds of the amount needed to charge one first-generation atomic bomb—and that uranium survived the raid undamaged in a bunker.

Iraq, which also operated a five-megawatt Soviet research reactor at the Al Tuwaitha complex fueled with twenty-two pounds (ten kilograms) of 80-percent enriched uranium, made no effort to rebuild the larger French reactor, but in consequence of the Israeli raid it reorganized its entire nuclear program away from plutonium production by reactor to the clandestine production of HEU by uranium enrichment.* David Kay, the American expert who would play a major role in investigating the Iraqi bomb program after the 1991 Gulf War, writes that “the deciding factor in this decision6 was the desire of the military and security services not to attract any undue attention to Iraq’s developing nuclear program.… The argument ran: ‘Let Israel believe it destroyed our nuclear capacity, accept the sympathy being offered for this aggression, and proceed in secret with the program.’”

In the 1980s, even while fighting its costly war with Iran, Iraq rebuilt and extended Tuwaitha.7 Building after building was added to the complex, which was divided into four subsections by earthen berms a hundred feet high that kept IAEA inspectors unaware of the expansion (and protected the complex from another Israeli bombing attack). It was perfectly possible for IAEA inspectors to tour one section of the complex while clandestine activity continued beyond its walls, screened as well by trees and the careful placement of interior roads. If Iraq chose not to declare some of the nuclear facilities at Tuwaitha or elsewhere in the country, there was no IAEA mechanism for discovering that fact. The building additions were visible to U.S. and Soviet intelligence satellites, but the clandestine activities that went on inside them were shielded from overhead surveillance.

Nor were IAEA inspectors necessarily alert to diversions, David Kay comments:


Al Tuwaitha was visited8 every six months by IAEA safeguard inspectors who announced, at the conclusions of such visits, that there was no sign of diversions of nuclear material. The inspectors gave a general clean bill of health to the facility; two deputy director generals of the IAEA and many staff members visited Al Tuwaitha, all of whom indicated that they saw no suspicious activity.… The IAEA inspectors were only allowed to visit portions of three of the almost one hundred buildings at Al Tuwaitha.… While the restrictions on the movements of these visitors could have been viewed as a warning sign, they were not recognized as such by most of the visitors at the time. The safeguard inspectors were routinely subjected to such restrictions in almost every country they visited.



Saddam Hussein himself had been the president of the Iraqi Atomic Energy Commission beginning in 1973, when he was the vice president of Iraq. He gave up the position when he became the Iraqi president in 1979 but he accelerated the commission’s work. Iraq began buying uranium abroad9 that year, purchasing more than 11 tons of unenriched uranium dioxide from Italy under IAEA safeguards. Uranium dioxide is a form of uranium that can be converted directly into reactor fuel, though not fuel useable in the type of reactor Iraq was then building. In 1980 Iraq bought 138 tons of yellowcake—partly refined uranium ore—from Portugal, notifying the IAEA that it had done so. Niger supplied another batch of yellowcake, something more than 200 tons, in February 1981, four months before the Israeli strike on Tuwaitha, and once again Iraq notified the IAEA. After the air strike, however, Iraq no longer reported its purchases: 148 tons of yellowcake from Portugal in 1982 and a total of 32 tons of uranium dioxide from Brazil in 1981 and 1982, without notifying the IAEA. Iraq also hired a Belgian company to design and build a plant for producing yellowcake from indigenous phosphate ore (phosphate rock contains an average of 50 to 200 parts per million of natural uranium). Construction began in 1982 and was completed in 1984; the plant delivered its first batch of Iraqi yellowcake in December 1985, producing a total of 168 tons by 1991.

Why Iraq might be buying large quantities of uranium ore which it had no known facilities for using—no natural-uranium-fueled reactor and no machinery for enrichment—is not a question that anyone has publicly acknowledged asking during this period. Just as, after the Second World War, the United States had doubted if the Soviet Union possessed the industrial capabilities to develop a nuclear-materials complex, so also did U.S. and international experts in the 1980s underestimate Iraq.10

In another historical parallel with the early American atomic-bomb program, Iraq in 1987 designed and tested a radiological weapon—a “dirty” bomb. In 1943, shortly after the secret Manhattan Project bomb-design laboratory at Los Alamos, in northern New Mexico, opened its doors, concerned that Nazi Germany might be ahead in the race to build the atomic bomb, the Italian physicist and Nobel laureate Enrico Fermi had proposed to Los Alamos’s director, Robert Oppenheimer, that the pioneering nuclear reactor Fermi had recently started up at the University of Chicago might be used to make radioactive material to poison the German food supply. Responding to Fermi’s proposal, Oppenheimer had commented, “In this connection11 I think that we should not attempt a plan unless we can poison food sufficient to kill a half a million men, since there is no doubt that the actual number affected will, because of non-uniform distribution, be much smaller than this.” As bomb development advanced, Fermi’s project lapsed, although U.S. experiments with radiological weapons continued after the war.

Iraq developed its dirty bomb to use against Iranian troop concentrations and human wave attacks and to contaminate contested building complexes and territory. “The fact is that during12 the Iran/Iraq war, it was masses of people attacking Iraq,” an Iraqi senior government official testified later. “I have to say that these masses, if they do not die, they would be unhappy. Because they know that by dying, they go to heaven. So it was masses of people attacking Iraq. Any idea that was presented to us to find a solution to this problem on the border of 1,200 kilometers was welcomed.” Zirconium, the metal selected for irradiation, with a half-life* in its irradiated form of only 75.5 days, would lose most of its radioactivity in a matter of weeks, allowing Iraqi forces to secure contaminated areas after radiation levels declined.

But the 1987 Iraqi tests proved to be both incompetent and ineffective. The bombs tested, twelve feet long and weighing more than two thousand pounds, were built around three-foot-long, lead-lined capsules containing the radioactive zirconium powder, to be dispersed at the appropriate time by high explosives. They “produced only minimal levels of radiation,” writes the proliferation expert Gary Milhollin, who reviewed the 1987 Iraqi test report when Iraq finally disgorged it a decade later. For the third and most successful test, the Iraqi Air Force dropped two bombs from a plane. They generated large radioactive clouds, but most of the radiation dispersed with the clouds. “The maximum level of radiation13 was only 3 millirem per hour at a distance of 10 meters from the point of impact,” Milhollin notes. “According to the report, this is only equal to the dose allowed to be received internationally by radiation workers.… Such a dose, by definition, would have little or no health effect over the lifetime of the person receiving it.” The bombs would have to be recharged in a nuclear reactor every week to be even minimally effective, another fatal defect. Iraq abandoned its radioactive-bomb program after the 1987 field tests and continued to work toward a real nuclear weapon. In 1988 it decided formally14 to develop a nuclear arsenal, with the expectation that a first bomb would be ready by summer 1991.

The next clear sign that Iraq was advancing toward developing nuclear weapons appeared in 1988, when an Iraqi representative contacted two U.S. companies seeking to obtain a quantity of a special type of vacuum tube known as a krytron. In previous years both Israeli and Pakistani agents had been caught shipping krytrons to their respective countries; now it was Iraq’s turn. Krytrons are extremely fast electronic switches; triggered by an electric current, they can open in as short a time as five nanoseconds to pass that current through. In 1988 they were used in high-speed flash photography and in copying machines, but the rugged krytron the Iraqis were seeking was designed specifically to trigger the detonators of a nuclear weapon. Its export required a U.S. government permit, and the Iraqi request for such a permit was denied.

The Iraqi procuring agents regrouped. If they couldn’t buy krytrons directly, perhaps they could buy another necessary and more generic element of a nuclear-weapon firing set, a device known as a capacitor. Capacitors accumulate and store electric charge. Attached to a battery, they can accumulate charge from the battery current up to whatever capacity they’ve been designed to hold; when they discharge, they discharge the entire stored charge at once. An electric fence uses a capacitor to accumulate charge between discharges, typically five thousand volts or more, which is why a mere nine-volt electric-fence battery can deliver such a painful shock. A firing set for a nuclear weapon might thus consist of one or more batteries, which are connected to an array of capacitors, which are connected to krytrons, which are connected to exploding-wire detonators, which are inserted into high-explosive blocks arranged in the form of a sphere of concentric shells of explosives and other components, at the center of which is a sphere of HEU or plutonium. This method of detonating a subcritical mass of fissile material—by squeezing it to a denser supercritical state with an inwardly moving shock wave generated by shaped charges of explosives (“explosive lenses”)—is called implosion.

Ali Daghir, an Iraqi agent with dual British and Iraqi citizenship, operated a front company in London known as Euromac. Its official business was buying heating and ventilation equipment for export to Iraq; its unofficial and partly illegal business was buying every kind of material for weapons of mass destruction, including anthrax and gangrene cultures and mustard gas and sarin nerve gas precursors, as well as computers and computerized machine tools for weapons manufacture.15 According to a British Customs report, “In September 198816 an American company specializing in the design and manufacture of capacitors … received an enquiry from its UK representative.… From the specifications quoted … [the American company] suspected that the capacitors were for use in a nuclear device.… [It was established] that the initial enquiry had come from Euromac (London) Ltd., who were attempting to source the capacitors, and some high-speed switches”—i.e., krytrons—“for end-use in Iraq.” The company Daghir contacted was CSI Technologies, a small electronics manufacturer located in San Marcos, California, near San Diego. The company’s president, Jerry Kowalsky, thought the order suspicious. “I came immediately17 to the conclusion,” he later testified, “that this was the specification for a capacitor designed as the triggering device for a nuclear weapon.” He contacted both U.S. Customs and the CIA, and Customs set up a sting. Before that could proceed, however, a story about renewed Iraqi efforts to develop nuclear weapons appeared in The Washington Post and Daghir backed off.

The Iraqi agent inquired again of CSI Technologies nine months later, in June 1989. After communicating back and forth across the summer with Euromac, Kowalsky and a U.S. Customs undercover agent, Daniel Supnick, traveled to London in September to pursue the sting. They met in a hotel café with Daghir; his export manager, Jeanine Speckman; and two Iraqis whom Daghir introduced as engineers representing the Iraqi Ministry of Industry and Military Industrialization’s rocket research branch, Al Qaqaa. Kowalsky introduced Supnick in turn as Daniel Saunders, his finance and export manager. Supnick then led the Iraqis through an incriminating Socratic dialogue18: What use? Laser research. Fine, we’ll make some that only work in lasers. Side talk in Arabic. No, aerospace research. Fine, what altitude? Sea level. Fine, but they’ll only work at sea level. Side talk in Arabic. And so it went, until everyone understood what the capacitors were for. “A purchase order19 for $10,500 was signed at that time,” The New York Times would report. “The next day, Miss Speckman telephoned the Americans suggesting that they misdescribe the items as components of computer-room air-conditioning units.” Supnick and Kowalsky returned to the United States. When the payment was wire-transferred to CSI, the payer was listed as the Iraqi Embassy in London.

Daghir dithered for months20 about how CSI should ship the capacitors. Supnick, in turn, tried to lure Daghir to San Diego to pick them up in person. It was March 1990 before the two sides agreed that the devices would be shipped to Euromac in London for transshipment to the Middle East. Daghir sent an end-user certificate issued in the name of the Baghdad University of Technology and declaring that the capacitors were destined for use as part of a carbon-dioxide laser system.

Supnick alerted British Customs to the impending shipment of forty capacitors, which arrived at Heathrow on 20 March 1990. According to a subsequent parliamentary inquiry, “On arrival at Heathrow21 the crate was secured by officers in Customs ID and substituted by a similarly packaged crate containing inert and inoperable capacitors.” Seven days later, the inoperable capacitors were delivered to Euromac, where Daghir and his staff repackaged them in two boxes. The next day, 28 March, Daghir, Speckman, and an assistant drove the two boxes to Heathrow to deliver them to an Iraqi Airways flight. “At this stage,”22 the parliamentary inquiry concludes, “the boxes were intercepted and detained by Customs ID officers. Various individuals were arrested, including Mr. Daghir, Mrs. Speckman, and Mr. Amyuni. The business premises of Euromac (London) Ltd. were searched.” The three were jointly charged with attempting to export illegal goods.23

Just as the U.S. government had been puzzled about why Iraq would be buying large quantities of uranium ore when it supposedly lacked facilities for enrichment, so also was it puzzled, after the Euromac arrests, about why Iraq would be buying firing-set components for nuclear weapons when it was believed to be years away from actually building such weapons. The defense correspondent of the London Guardian speculated in a story published the day after the Euromac arrests that “Iraq may be close24 to testing a weapon, perhaps using the enriched uranium it had prepared for its Osirak reactor”—at Tuwaitha—“until the Israeli air force bombed it in 1981.” It was a good guess, better certainly than U.S. estimates, which put an Iraqi atomic bomb five years or more away.

One explanation for the differing estimates is simply differing interpretations of what a bomb program might be. One bomb doesn’t make a program, nor would any rational leader destroy his only cache of fissile material in a test. On the other hand, efforts to buy krytrons and capacitors should have signaled the possibility that Iraq was advancing in the development of a working bomb design, which could be tested and perfected with an inert core to be made ready when sufficient fissile material came to hand. That was, in fact, the case; in that strategy also, the Iraqi bomb project of the 1980s was modeled on the American Manhattan Project of the 1940s, proceeding along multiple parallel lines of development with the expectation that some would fall by the wayside while others progressed. In Iraq’s case, some had already fallen by the wayside by 1988—in particular, uranium enrichment by gaseous diffusion,25 for which the Iraqis had been unable to develop an effective diffusion material, called “barrier.” (Gaseous diffusion involves forcing a gaseous compound of natural uranium at high pressure through a material with microscopic pores; the lighter U235 component diffuses at a slightly faster rate than the heavier U238 component, and by piping off the enriched gas and diffusing it repeatedly, hundreds or thousands of times, any degree of enrichment can be attained.) A 1987 test with uranium hexafluoride gas had failed when the barrier clogged. Laboratory-scale gaseous-diffusion research continued in Iraq using anodized aluminum as a barrier material, but the larger program turned to other approaches.

Little or none of this was known to the administration of George H. W. Bush, who took office as president in January 1989 promising vigilance against nuclear proliferation. During the Reagan years, when he was vice president, Bush had championed the tilt toward Iraq, and he continued to seek rapprochement with Saddam Hussein in the first years of his presidency. National security was certainly one reason he did so. The prospect of Iran under the Ayatollah Khomeini turning off the spigot of Middle Eastern oil argued for supporting Iraq as a counterweight. And anti-Communist fervor still fogged the mirrors in the State Department: “The Soviets have strong cards26 to play” in the Middle East, a deputy secretary of state wrote in a secret memo to senior government officials in 1988; in the official’s view, the United States for that reason alone should pursue closer ties with Iraq.

More generally, Bush and his new secretary of state, James Baker, saw an opportunity to increase American influence in the Middle East, commercial as well as strategic, by rewarding improved Iraqi behavior. According to the investigative journalist Alan Friedman, a transition-team policy review at the outset of Bush’s presidency “had advised the president-elect27 that it was time to set a new direction for U.S. policy toward Iraq.” The new administration now had the choice, the review proposed, “to decide whether to treat Iraq as a distasteful dictatorship to be shunned where possible, or to recognize Iraq’s present and potential power in the region and accord it relatively high priority. We strongly urge the latter view.” The lessons of war, the review continued, “may have changed Iraq from a radical state challenging the system to a more responsible, status-quo state working within the system and promoting stability in the region.” The review offered no evidence for this hypothetical Iraqi transformation; in fact, it judged that “few expect a humane regime will come to Iraq any time soon.” It nevertheless endorsed “military exchanges” and “higher level dialogue.” Trade was the key, Friedman says in summarizing the review’s culminating argument, despite “the risk of ‘diversion’ of U.S. exports to Iraq’s war machine.”

Indeed, the policy review articulated a prime U.S. business interest that influenced Bush and Baker in their thinking: Iraq’s “vast oil reserves,” which promised “a lucrative market for U.S. goods.” The review noted that U.S. oil imports from Iraq had skyrocketed after Iraq began offering American oil companies “large price incentives.”

The idea, as one of the officials involved in preparing these recommendations at Baker’s State Department summarized it, was “to embrace Saddam in a cocoon of moderation.”

Bush agreed. On 2 October 1989 he signed National Security Directive 26. Its gist: “Normal relations between28 the United States and Iraq would serve our longer-term interests and promote stability in both the Gulf and the Middle East. The United States Government should propose economic and political incentives for Iraq to moderate its behavior and to increase our influence with Iraq.” Before the end of the month, Baker endorsed29 extending Iraq up to a billion dollars in Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC) agricultural-product loan guarantees even though it faced “severe financial difficulties” that might prevent repayment; doing so, the action memorandum noted, was “in line with NSD-26.”

At least one tough-minded, skeptical senior congressman—Henry Gonzalez, the Democratic chairman of the House banking committee—thought the explanation for Bush’s Iraq initiatives was straightforward: oil. Tall, elegant, eloquent, and a relentless crusader, Gonzalez had begun dogging the Bush administration about Iraq after the FBI raided the Atlanta offices of the Banca Nazionale del Lavoro—BNL—in August 1989. BNL, Gonzalez would tell the House in 1992 in one of his biting hour-long speeches, was “one of the largest banks in Italy,30 with assets of over $100 billion.” It was “98 percent owned by the Italian Government” and had operations around the world. As the FBI raid had established, former employees of the Atlanta branch had “conspired to provide the Government of Iraq with over $4 billion in unreported loans between 1985 and 1990.… The $4-billion-plus in BNL loans to Iraq … were crucial to Iraqi efforts to feed its people and to build weapons of mass destruction. In addition, the BNL loans were crucial to Reagan and Bush administration efforts to assist Saddam Hussein.” An intense Bush administration effort at stonewalling and cover-up,31 led by Brent Scowcroft at the National Security Council and Lawrence Eagleburger at the State Department, followed the BNL revelations. Bush himself participated32 in stonewalling Congress.

In one of his most devastating House speeches, Gonzalez took note of the correlation between U.S. oil imports from Iraq and U.S. sales to Iraq of military and dual-use equipment. “That raid by the FBI on August 4, 1989,” he told the House, “led to the unraveling not only of one of the biggest banking scandals of all time, it also laid bare that the United States was carrying on a strange, secretive, clandestine relationship with Iraq, which was at that time and still is today one of the most notorious governments in the world. It was Iraq, after all, that had used chemical weapons not just against its Iranian enemies but against its own Kurdish minority.” Gonzalez continued:


Despite all this, the United States33 allowed Iraq to become the biggest customer of the Commodity Credit Corporation, a guaranteed program. Guaranteed by whom? The taxpayers, of course. That was financed largely through loans made by the BNL Atlanta office. Not only that, Iraq operated an extensive secret military procurement network in this country and in Europe which was also financed through BNL Atlanta, not through CCC guarantees but through commercial loans.… The U.S. Government knew about the secret procurement network, and it made a decision, and that decision was to tolerate it, even after the BNL office was raided in 1989.

Consider this: the BNL Atlanta office was raided on August 4, 1989. The raid revealed that BNL was funding Matrix Churchill Ltd. and Matrix Churchill Corp., known Iraqi procurement fronts. The raid also revealed that Iraq was funding several other firms, including TDG, TEG and Euromac, that the CIA linked to Iraq’s clandestine military procurement network. Our intelligence knew all of this.… The Secretary of State was advised, the President was advised.… Yet just a few months later, after warning its allies in Europe to be alert to Iraqi efforts to buy glass fiber technology,* the U.S. Government—that is, this administration and the immediate past one—approved a Matrix Churchill export license for the sale of the complex fiber factory to Iraq’s largest armaments producer.

In fact, the Bush administration continued to approve the sale of military-useful technology to Iraq even when that technology was known to be destined for Iraqi arms factories. This policy was in place right up until Iraq invaded Kuwait.



Then Gonzalez drew the link with oil sales, citing a “recently-declassified State Department memorandum to Secretary Baker dated March 23, 1989.”


The memo states34:

“Iraq would also like freer export licensing procedures for high tech.”

The memorandum also states:

“As part of its approach to the United States, Iraq has in the last year given favorable deals to U.S. oil companies; oil exports to the U.S. have soared to around 500,000 barrels per day.”

Giving favorable oil deals to U.S. firms furthered Iraq’s ultimate strategy of increasing its importance to the United States. The success of this plan, as measured by oil sales, is illustrated in a recently declassified CIA report dated April 1990 which states:

“The U.S. purchase of Iraqi oil has jumped from about 80,000 barrels per day in 1985–1987 to 675,000 b/d so far in 1990—about 24 percent of Baghdad’s total oil exports and eight percent of new U.S. oil imports.”

By the time Iraq invaded Kuwait, United States purchase of Iraqi oil had grown to over 1.1 million barrels per day. The largest single purchaser was Exxon, but there were many others.



Within days of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, Bush signed a conflict-of-interest waiver to protect high-level officials of his government from prosecution for conflicts of interest—oil holdings in particular—related to what the waiver called “the current Middle East crisis.”35 The waiver included James Baker, Brent Scowcroft, and nine other cabinet members and security advisers.

Gonzalez concluded his House presentation with a devastating summary of the Bush administration’s collusions with Saddam Hussein:


In short, these are the facts36: First, the administration wanted to help Iraq; second, Iraq had cheap oil to offer and the United States was eager to buy—as shown by the amazing 50 percent growth in Iraqi oil sales to the United States in the two years before the Gulf war; third, the Bush administration was so eager to please Saddam Hussein that it deliberately tolerated Iraq’s military procurement activities in the United States; fourth, companies like Matrix Churchill were used by Iraq to provide everything from steel mills to nuclear-weapons-useful technology—right up to the day the Gulf war started; and fifth, even after the BNL raid made it impossible to hide Iraq’s procurement activities in this country, the Bush administration did nothing to stop Iraq. They even showed support by having the Department of Energy purchase Iraqi oil just a few months before our Government went to war against Iraq. Favorable oil deals made it all possible.



WHEN NEW YORK CONGRESSMAN Charles Schumer surveyed the wreckage of Bush policy later, he called it “President Bush’s Frankenstein.”37 Saddam Hussein, Schumer charged, had been created “in the White House laboratory with a collection of government programs, banks and private companies.”

If greed played a part in the Bush administration’s collusion with Iraq, an alliance with the secular Middle Eastern state against a revolutionary Muslim state that had shown itself to be passionately hostile to the United States—Iran—was clearly Bush and Baker’s larger motive, as it had been the Reagan administration’s before. The strategy backfired in 1990 as Saddam Hussein, after repeated delays and defaults, found his sources of income increasingly reduced or cut off and began looking upon his neighbor, Kuwait, as an ill-guarded bank to rob. Demanding forgiveness of his debts and support for reconstruction, he told the Arab Cooperation Council at a February 1990 summit in Jordan, “Let the Gulf regimes know38 that if they do not give this money to me, I will know how to get it.” Whether convinced himself or simply bluffing, he portrayed the United States as a paper tiger, fearful of conflict after its loss in Vietnam: “Brothers,” he told the council, “the weakness of a big body39 lies in its bulkiness.… We saw that the United States as a superpower departed Lebanon immediately when some marines were killed, the very men who are considered to be the most prominent symbol of its arrogance.… The United States has been defeated in some combat arenas for all the forces it possesses, and it has displayed signs of fatigue, frustration, and hesitation.” In a television speech on 2 April, to warn off Israel, he threatened it with chemical weapons and perhaps alluded to a nuclear capability (which he did not yet have): “By Allah, we will make40 the fire eat up half of Israel if it tries to do anything against Iraq.”

Crucially, he took the American government’s years of support as a sign that the United States would tolerate an Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. His notorious 25 July 1990 meeting with the U.S. ambassador to Iraq, April Glaspie, added to that conviction. He used the occasion to rehearse his grievances:


Iraq came out of the war41 burdened with $40 billion debts, excluding the aid given by Arab states, some of whom consider that too to be a debt although they knew—and you knew too—that without Iraq they would not have had these sums and the future of the region would have been entirely different. We began to face the policy of the drop in the price of oil.… When planned and deliberate policy forces the price of oil down without good commercial reasons, then that means another war against Iraq. Because military war kills people by bleeding them, and economic war kills their humanity by depriving them of their chance to have a good standard of living. As you know, we gave rivers of blood in a war that lasted eight years, but we did not lose our humanity. Iraqis have a right to live proudly. We do not accept that anyone could injure Iraqi pride or the Iraqi right to have high standards of living. Kuwait and the U.A.E. [United Arab Emirates] were at the front of this policy aimed at lowering Iraq’s position and depriving its people of higher economic standards.



Grievances against his brother Arab states led Saddam next to make veiled threats against the United States in response to threats he felt the U.S. had recently made against Iraq:


So what can it mean42 when America says it will now protect its friends? It can only mean prejudice against Iraq. This stance plus maneuvers and statements which have been made have encouraged the U.A.E. and Kuwait to disregard Iraqi rights.… The United States must have a better understanding of the situation and declare who it wants to have relations with and who its enemies are.… It is not reasonable to ask people to bleed rivers of blood for eight years then to tell them, “Now you have to accept aggression from Kuwait, the U.A.E., or from the U.S. or from Israel.”



Glaspie responded,43 when the Iraqi dictator finally gave her a chance, by emphasizing that she had “a direct instruction from the President to seek better relations with Iraq.” Saddam asked, “But how? We too have this desire. But matters are running contrary to this desire.” Glaspie emphasized the importance of continuing to talk, criticized the “American media” for portraying Saddam in a bad light—“These are the methods the Western media employs,” she said disdainfully—and then segued to a discussion of the importance of keeping the price of oil low. Abruptly, in almost a non sequitur, she added: “But we have no opinion on the Arab-Arab conflicts, like your border disagreement with Kuwait. I was in the American Embassy in Kuwait during the late sixties. The instruction we had during this period was that we should express no opinion on this issue and that the issue is not associated with America. James Baker has directed our official spokesmen to emphasize this instruction. We hope you can solve this problem using any suitable methods via [Chedli] Klibi [the secretary-general of the Arab League] or via [Egyptian] President [Hosni] Mubarak.”

Apparently Glaspie was indicating that her government hoped for a peaceful negotiation, perhaps through the intervention of the Arab League or of Egypt. Saddam’s response was to rehearse his grievances once again, lugubriously, this time emphasizing Kuwait:


We want to find a just solution which will give us our rights but not deprive others of their rights. But at the same time, we want others to know that our patience is running out regarding their action, which is harming even the milk our children drink, and the pensions of the widow who lost her husband during the war, and the pensions of the orphans who lost their parents.…

Brother President Mubarak told me [that the Kuwaitis] were scared. They said [Iraqi] troops were only 20 kilometers north of the Arab League line. I said to him that regardless of what is there, whether they are police, border guards or army, and regardless of how many are there, and what they are doing, assure the Kuwaitis and give them our word that we are not going to do anything until we meet with them. When we meet and when we see that there is hope, then nothing will happen. But if we are unable to find a solution, then it will be natural that Iraq will not accept death, even though wisdom is above everything else. There you have good news.



Glaspie told Saddam44 she would carry the good news to America.

Before she left Iraq, Glaspie cabled a report to the State Department on her meeting with Saddam. George Bush responded with a message mollifying the Iraqi leader that Glaspie delivered on 28 July. Coming from the president, it carried far more weight with Saddam Hussein than the representations of a mere ambassador:


The United States and Iraq both45 have a strong interest in preserving the peace and stability of the Middle East. For this reason, we believe that differences are best resolved by peaceful means and not by threats involving military force or conflict. I also welcome your statement that Iraq desires friendship, rather than confrontation, with the United States. Let me reassure you … that my administration continues to desire better relations with Iraq.… We still have fundamental concerns about certain Iraqi policies and activities. And we will continue to raise these concerns with you, in a spirit of friendship and candor, as we have in the past, both to gain a better understanding of your interests and intentions and to ensure you understand our concerns.



What Saddam Hussein made of Bush’s message is evident from what followed. Iraq had begun massing forces on the Kuwaiti border in July. While a travesty of negotiations played out between Iraq and Kuwait, all international flights from Kuwait City sold out, and so many Kuwaitis moved funds out of the country that the government blocked all further overseas electronic funds transfers.46 Kuwait’s small army, on the other hand, having finished its midsummer maneuvers, stood down, and most of its officers left on vacation.

At eleven p.m. on 1 August 1990, American technicians from Westinghouse who were manning a tethered radar-observation balloon near the Kuwait border with Iraq called the commander of the U.S. Army unit that advised the Kuwaiti Army. “Their reports were very pointed,”47 writes one of the U.S. officers posted to Kuwait at the time. “They described the radar paint as a mass armor formation resembling an iron pipe several kilometers long and rolling downhill. They were advised to cut the tether and move out smartly. By 0100, 2 August 1990, the Iraqi formation was rapidly moving south along the Abdaly highway totally unopposed.”


* An atomic bomb can be made with either HEU or plutonium. Uranium, refined from common minerals, is enriched through a large-scale, laborious industrial process; plutonium, a man-made element, is bred from uranium by neutron bombardment in a nuclear reactor and then chemically separated. Natural uranium consists primarily of two variant physical forms called isotopes and designated by the total number of protons and neutrons in their nuclei: U238 (99 percent of natural uranium) and U235 (0.7 percent). Only U235 both fissions and chain-reacts. A reactor with the right moderator—material such as graphite or deuterium oxide (“heavy water”) that slows down neutrons produced in fission without absorbing too many to allow the chain reaction to continue—can be fueled with natural uranium. Reactors moderated with ordinary water (“light water”), however, require uranium enriched to more than 2 percent U235 to function. (The higher the enrichment, the smaller the volume of fuel a reactor requires.) Nuclear weapons, which produce an uncontrolled fast-neutron chain reaction, use either uranium enriched to at least 90 percent U235—HEU—or plutonium. Enrichment (for uranium) or breeding in a nuclear reactor (for plutonium) thus represent alternative paths to a bomb.

* The “half-life” of a radioactive element is the time required for half a given quantity of the material to undergo radioactive decay, a natural process; the shorter the half-life, the more intense the radiation.

* Glass-fiber technology adapted to use carbon fiber would allow Iraq to manufacture advanced centrifuges for uranium enrichment.




TWO CUTTING SADDAM’S SINEWS

GEORGE H. W. BUSH had been shocked by Saddam Hussein’s perfidy in the run-up to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait at the beginning of August 1990. The invasion itself stunned and then outraged him. The United States had bent over backward to mollify the Iraqi dictator; bitterly, his response was betrayal. On 2 August the United Nations Security Council condemned the invasion and demanded that Iraq withdraw. Iraqi tanks continued to roll into Kuwait through the weekend, and when Bush helicoptered back from Camp David on Sunday, 5 August, he announced emotionally from the White House lawn, “This will not stand,1 this aggression against Kuwait.” James Baker says he reminded the president later that month, when the two old friends were alone in the Oval Office, “I know you’re aware2 of the fact that this has all the ingredients that brought down three of the last five Presidents: a hostage crisis, body bags and a full-fledged economic recession caused by forty-dollar oil.” According to Baker, Bush responded, “I know that, Jimmy, I know that. But we’re doing what’s right; we’re doing what is clearly in the national interest of the United States. Whatever else happens, so be it.”

Several thousand Americans had been trapped in Kuwait and Iraq by the invasion. In the weeks and months to come, the primary responsibility for protecting them and securing their release fell to a forty-year-old U.S. foreign service professional named Joseph Wilson. Joe Wilson’s conflict a decade later with the administration of Bush’s son George W. Bush about whether or not Iraq had recently attempted to buy yellowcake from Niger would make his name and that of his second wife, Valerie Plame Wilson, well known. For now, his challenge was representing the hundred Americans who had taken shelter in the American embassy in Kuwait City and the several thousand more who were lying low throughout the city. At the same time, he would work to gather up a large contingent in Baghdad, mostly employees of Bechtel, the American engineering company, and to free the hundred-plus hostages whom the Iraqis had seized.

Wilson met with Saddam3 himself on 6 August. “Convey to President Bush4 that he should regard the Kuwaiti emir and crown prince as history,” the Iraqi dictator vaunted. He used the occasion to offer America a supply of cheap oil in exchange for its tolerance of his taking over what he liked to call Iraq’s “nineteenth province.” (He announced the annexation of Kuwait two days later.) He also fished for clues about the United States’s intentions. Wilson didn’t know those intentions, he writes, but after their discussion the dictator was visibly relieved. “Saddam was worried5 about the possible American response, and may have concluded that the confusing statements coming from different parts of the U.S. government meant there would be no consensus to respond militarily to his invasion of Kuwait.”

While Wilson was meeting with Saddam in Baghdad, secretary of defense Richard Cheney was meeting with King Fahd of Saudi Arabia in Jedda. Among others accompanying him on his mission to convince the Saudi king to allow the United States to use his country as a base of operations were Norman Schwarzkopf, the American Army general in charge of the U.S. Central Command; Deputy National Security Adviser Robert Gates; and Cheney’s senior aide Paul Wolfowitz. Schwarzkopf delivered the main briefing, using satellite photos of the Iraqi buildup along Kuwait’s border with Saudi Arabia to support his argument. Cheney closed the sale. The king recognized the looming threat to his country and was easily persuaded6 despite the skepticism of Crown Prince Abdullah and other advisers on hand. “After the danger is over,”7 Cheney concluded, “our forces will go home.” In Arabic, Abdullah quipped acidly, “I should hope so.” At 3:30 p.m. that day, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Colin Powell, recalled, “Dick Cheney called me8 from Jedda. He had just left King Fahd, he said. ‘We’ve got his approval. I’ve informed the President. Start issuing orders to move the force.’” The first U.S. muscle—a squadron of F-15 Eagles—arrived in Saudi Arabia the next day. By mid-August, Powell had airlifted almost thirty thousand combat troops into the country. “Within a couple of weeks9 we’ll have completed the deterrent buildup,” he told Bush. “We should have enough power to discourage Saddam from attacking, if that’s what he has in mind.”

ON 2 AUGUST, the second day of the Iraqi invasion, Norman Schwarzkopf had mused aloud that his science adviser should investigate the feasibility of exploding a nuclear weapon in a high-altitude airburst over Iraq at the outset of a war to generate an electromagnetic pulse to short out Iraqi communications and missile launch controls. The Joint Chiefs would soon decide not to move nuclear weapons into the Persian Gulf, writes the intelligence analyst William Arkin—in any case, there were nuclear bombs stored at an American air base in southern Turkey, well within range of Baghdad—“but a variety of military10 organizations quietly began to examine nuclear options. Led by the ‘special weapons branch’ in the Operations Directorate and the office of the Scientific Advisor at Schwarzkopf’s headquarters, the Army staff, Defense Nuclear Agency (DNA), Strategic Air Command (SAC) and the Department of Energy’s national laboratories all contributed ideas and proposals.”

Unknown to anyone outside the Iraqi government, Saddam was also examining what he imagined to be his nuclear options. In the days after the invasion, through his cousin and son-in-law Hussein Kamel, he ordered his scientists to initiate an eight-month crash program to build an atomic bomb. They could divert the 93-percent-enriched uranium left unloaded when Israel bombed the French-built reactor at Tuwaitha and the 80-percent-enriched fuel in the Soviet reactor as well. Allowing for processing losses, that would not be enough for one bomb,11 so they would somehow have to enrich a few more kilograms from their reactor supplies. The goal of the crash program was to produce a total of twenty kilograms12 of weapons-grade uranium metal to serve as the pit of an implosion warhead that could be mounted on a missile capable of reaching Tel Aviv13—a mission of national suicide considering Israel’s certain nuclear response.

The previous May, Kamel’s scientists had completed a series of twenty high-explosive tests evaluating five different designs for an implosion lens system. The high-explosive components of the Nagasaki implosion bomb, Fat Man, had been made from an explosive called RDX; that bomb had weighed five tons. The Iraqi design used HMX—“high-melting explosive,” a more powerful RDX derivative—and was much lighter. “These tests were credited14 with reducing the bomb weight to about half a ton,” a U.S. Defense Special Weapons Agency report concludes. At a thousand pounds, the weapon could be delivered by either one of Iraq’s larger, longer-range missiles15 (the Aabed or the Tamuz), although it would require advanced engineering to stabilize it against the large g-forces of missile acceleration and reentry. A less sophisticated assembly could be delivered by bomber. With some eighteen kilograms of HEU packed into its core, the bomb would be notably unstable,16 barely subcritical, and ready to go off. “It was a stupid idea,”17 writes a knowledgeable former U.S. official, “because they would have to master several chemistry steps never before tried in Iraq to get the [uranium oxide] reactor fuel turned into metal, and they would have to suddenly succeed at centrifuge enrichment when they were already having lots of problems. The only advantage would have been that the amount needed, with the already enriched reactor fuel on hand, would have been much smaller [than a gun bomb would require]. Otherwise, it was a knee-jerk project, the dictates of a mad dictator.”

At the end of August Saddam announced that the women and children among the U.S. refugees would be allowed to leave Kuwait. With all Western airlines banned, Wilson and his staff had to ticket the exodus on Iraq Air. September saw two or three flights a week out of Kuwait via Baghdad. Hostages had increased by then to about 125, Wilson recalls:


We had learned that they18 were routinely being moved from one strategic site to another inside Iraq. As some were released they brought purloined letters from others to us, so that after a while we were able to identify some fifty-five sites that were being used around the country. We sent this information to Pentagon planners for their use.

As it turned out, Saddam had unwittingly shown us, by where he put the hostages, which locations were most important to him. I was gratified when several months later, on the first night of Desert Storm, long after the hostages had been released, many of those sites were ones hit by American bombs.



Bush initially condemned the Iraqi invasion with inflated analogies to Hitler and the Second World War. “A half-century ago19 our nation and the world
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