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To the ground troops in the war
 on terror: the investigators of first
 impression…the street agents, the
 fire marshals, and the uniformed cops.


To the first responders: the fire
 fighters and EMS workers who bear
 the full impact of the threat.


To all the families who support them
 and to every innocent person who has
 ever died from an act of violence
 committed in the name of God.









Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?

Who is guarding the guardians themselves?

—JUVENAL
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A NOTE TO READERS




Much of the information in this book was gathered from sources inside the U.S. law enforcement and intelligence communities. The database of research included dozens of first-person interviews, hundreds of pages of declassified documents from the FBI and foreign intelligence services, and more than forty thousand pages of court records and open source material from the print and electronic media. My primary focus was the Federal Bureau of Investigation, specifically the FBI’s handling of the original World Trade Center bombing investigation and the hunt for its mastermind, Ramzi Ahmed Yousef. A genius at crafting improvised explosive devices, Yousef fled New York the night of the bombing in 1993 and went on to create the blueprint for the subsequent 9/11 attacks.


The evidence I uncovered established a direct connection between those two events—a dotted line of intelligence that ran like a hot circuit cable from Afghanistan to New York to the Philippines and back to New York again. Each dot on that line represented a lost opportunity for the U.S. intelligence community to stop Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda juggernaut. While many were culpable, the evidence now suggests that the agency most responsible was the FBI.


As early as 1983, President Reagan designated the Bureau as the lead agency for combating terrorism in the United States.1 More than any other of the “Big Five” intelligence agencies,2 the FBI was specifically charged with the responsibility for preventing acts of terror on American soil. Yet in less than a decade, the nation was scarred by the 1993 Twin Towers bombing, the 1995 bombing of the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, and the 9/11 attacks. The question is, Why?


In my effort to find an answer, much of the material I unearthed was “in the black”—either classified or known to key players unable to speak on the record. Still, I interviewed a number of retired FBI agents and supervisors who were close to the Yousef hunt, including Carson Dunbar, the assistant special agent in charge (ASAC), and Jim Roth, the principal legal officer (PLO), of the FBI’s New York office. Both men spoke publicly for the first time about their roles in the investigation leading up to the first World Trade Center bombing and its aftermath.


I conducted multiple interviews with Detective Louis Napoli, who spent twenty years with the NYPD-FBI Joint Terrorist Task Force in New York. On condition of anonymity, I also spoke with a number of special agents and investigators who are still on active duty. One of the key agents in the investigation that led up to the Trade Center bombing was Special Agent Nancy Floyd. I had been personally acquainted with her for some time, but we had never discussed the case. Then, in October 2002, I made a formal application with the Bureau to interview her on the record. The FBI never responded to my request, and Bureau policy restricted Agent Floyd from discussing the specifics of her work. However, because of our past association, she was able to talk about her moving personal life in the years before and after the WTC bombing on February 26, 1993. The remaining details surrounding her story came from confidential Bureau sources and retired agents close to the investigation who agreed to speak to me on the record.


The remarkable story of FDNY Fire Marshal Ronnie Bucca was drawn from dozens of interviews with his brother firefighters in Rescue One, the marshals of the Bureau of Fire Investigation, and personnel with whom he worked as a U.S. Army Reserve Warrant Officer in the 3413th Military Intelligence Detachment.


I owe a special debt of thanks to the chief fire marshal of the FDNY, Louis F. Garcia, and another to Jacob L. Boesen, a former intelligence analyst who worked with Ronnie at the Defense Intelligence Analysis Center in Washington, D.C. But without the generous cooperation of the Bucca family, specifically his wife, Eve, and their children, Ronnie and Jessica, Fire Marshal Bucca’s extraordinary role in this story could not have been told.



The most enigmatic figure in this mystery was Yousef himself, the brilliant bomb maker who defied the Feds for years as he escaped from New York and plotted one horrific act of terror after another until he was brought to ground in Pakistan in 1995. Yousef’s terrifying story was pieced together from dozens of interviews with members of the U.S. intelligence community, sources in the Bureau of Prisons, and officers of the Philippine National Police, as well as Yousef’s former lawyer Roy Kulcsar and his current attorneys, Bernard Kleinman and Steven Legon. A particular thanks goes to Frank Gonzalez, a retired federal agent who played a key role as an investigator assigned to the Yousef defense team.


My longtime friend and attorney Jeff Feldman and his associate Ruth Botstein were most helpful in analyzing a number of legal issues relating to the World Trade Center bombing investigation. Private investigator Joe Murphy, with whom I’d worked many years before on an arson investigation for ABC News, gave me hours of assistance. I owe a personal thanks to Richard Arlook of the Gersh Agency, whom I’ve known since my days as a correspondent for 20/20. But the book would not have been possible without the tireless support of Judith Regan, who believed in my ability to report this epic and sometimes volatile story. Cal Morgan, the brilliant editorial director at Regan Books, helped me tell it in a way that was both human and journalistically precise. My thanks to his tremendously supportive assistant, Lina Perl, and to Judith’s remarkable executive assistant, Angelica Canales.


 

This is a work of nonfiction, but there are elements in the story as gripping as a spy thriller. I started looking into the origins of the 9/11 attacks in the late fall of 2001, but back then I had only a small piece of the puzzle. Already dozens of books on the aftermath of September 11 were in the works, and though only a few would examine the cause, I wasn’t sure what I could contribute to the body of knowledge.


I had done a number of investigative stories on the intelligence community, the Pentagon, and the Justice Department while working as a correspondent for ABC News in the late 1980s. I had a law degree, and I’d worked as a trial preparation assistant in the office of the Manhattan DA while in law school, but I’d spent most of the last fifteen years writing fiction, and my most recent book had involved an investigation into whether the CBS television network had violated 1950s FCC game show rules in the alleged rigging of its reality series Survivor.3 While relevant in 2000, when Survivor was the third biggest news story of the year,4 the subject had lost its meaning in the aftermath of 9/11, and after years away from covering intelligence issues, I wasn’t sure I was ready to take on the job.


Then, one night in 2002, Chief Fire Marshal Louis Garcia took me to Memorial Park. It was a three-story, white temporary structure tucked down between Bellevue Hospital and the FDR Drive. The structure was surrounded by a high fence topped with the flags of a dozen municipal and law enforcement agencies. Inside, the floor was covered with green Astroturf. An enormous American flag hung from a rafter overhead. Backed into the east and west sides of the structure were eight enormous white refrigerated trailers. Each had a small set of wooden stairs leading up to its back doors. The stairs were surrounded by dozens of funeral wreathes and standing bouquets of flowers. The trucks were covered with purple and black mourning crepe. Along the sides of the trailers, visitors had written their good-byes.


“Our hearts are crying,” wrote one. “You’re my heroes,” wrote another. “No greater love than he who laid down his life—John 15:13,” wrote a third. A detective named Moran had written, “God bless all my brothers.”


When I realized what this was, I stepped back. All I could say to Garcia was, “My God.” We were standing inside an enormous makeshift mortuary.


In those trucks were the eleven thousand body parts of the 9/11 World Trade Center victims who had not yet been identified. Each one had been assigned a DM (Disaster Mortuary) number by the medical examiner’s office in the hope that DNA comparison would eventually help identify the victims. Until then, they were being kept in a state of perpetual preservation—eight tractor trailers holding the partial remains of thousands of innocent people.


For many, the horror of the 9/11 attacks hit home when they first saw the awful video pictures of Tower Two collapsing. For others it came after they shuffled past the hundreds of images and moving remembrances posted along the viewing wall by Ground Zero. But I never fully understood the utter cruelty of the 9/11 attacks until that night when Chief Garcia brought me into that sad, white temporary structure. When those planes hit the towers, the people inside weren’t just murdered, they were eviscerated, and as late as April of 2003 only 1,481 of the 2,819 New York victims had been properly identified and laid to rest.5


As we stood at the edge of the first trailer, marked MOS (Members of Service), I turned to Lou. He had narrowly escaped death himself that day, when he rushed down to Church Street to find his men. As a veteran of Manhattan’s Rescue One company, Garcia had known dozens of the 343 FDNY victims personally. Now, as he stared at the MOS trailer, almost numb, I asked, “Has this hit you yet? Have you been able to process this?”


Garcia hesitated. A big, strong, gregarious Cuban–Puerto Rican American who’d worked his way up through the ranks of New York’s Bravest, he’d sent his son to Harvard and his daughter to Yale. Garcia himself was an embodiment of the American dream, but now he was standing by that trailer almost weak-kneed. I asked him again, but put it another way: “Lou, have you been able to grieve?”


“No. Not really. Not yet,” he said. “I just keep working.”


And that’s when it really hit me—the importance of this story.


On the day of the attack I was on the West Coast. I saw it all secondhand as the news pieces played over and over. By the night of my visit to Memorial Park I hadn’t even been down to “the pile” between Church and West Streets. But I knew then and there that I had to make sense of this—to try, as a reporter, to answer the questions that were gnawing at so many Americans. More than three thousand people had died that day in New York, Pennsylvania, and D.C. How could such a monumental act of terror be inflicted against so many civilians—and why couldn’t our government stop it?


From that night on, I kicked over one rock, and then another and another, until, after months of interviews and a trip to the Philippines to visit Ramzi Yousef’s bomb factory, I reached a kind of bedrock conclusion myself. The mass murders of September 11 were the culmination of a plot that had been in the works for seven years. The pathology that spawned it had begun to infect our country another five years before that. Twelve years. That’s how far back I followed the trail to 9/11. With all the dots on that line, why couldn’t our government see it coming? For some investigators, that answer was found in a complex analysis of multiagency intelligence failures. But for me, it was buried in the stories of three people whose lives converged in a fireball over Lower Manhattan.










INTRODUCTION




As American Airlines Flight 11 hit the World Trade Center’s North Tower and United Airlines Flight 175 sliced through Tower Two, three people who had never met had their day of reckoning. For years, they had been strangely bound on a collision course: a female FBI agent, an FDNY fire marshal, and the bomb-making terrorist an American judge once called “an apostle of evil.”1 Now their paths had crossed in the greatest mass murder on American ground. Their fate might have been altered if the nation’s primary law enforcement agency had simply done its job. But in a devastating series of missteps, the FBI failed—and its negligence is a metaphor for the danger America continues to face.


This is the story of how the FBI was a hair’s breadth away from catching the most dangerous man on earth, and blew it. It was a failure that allowed Osama bin Laden’s chief bomb maker to inflict two devastating strikes on our country: the World Trade Center bombing in 1993, and the attacks of September 11, 2001. The terrorist, Ramzi Ahmed Yousef, had set his deadly plan into motion years before, and the FBI had dozens of chances along the way to stop it. But like others, the warnings of Fire Marshal Ronald Bucca and the Bureau’s own Special Agent Nancy Floyd were ignored. What’s worse, Floyd’s experience in New York was appallingly similar to the stonewalling encountered by FBI agents in Phoenix and Minneapolis. Ronnie Bucca’s efforts were thwarted because he lacked direct access to FBI investigators, who turned him away repeatedly; Nancy Floyd, who was working inside the Bureau, shouldn’t have had the same problem, but she did—and the Bureau superiors who dismissed her concerns missed an opportunity to bring down the plot years before it was realized.


Since 9/11, the FBI has made significant gains against Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda terror network. The biggest “get” came in early March 2003 with the arrest of Ramzi Yousef’s uncle Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, who helped his nephew plan the strikes on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. There was some hope that Operation Iraqi Freedom might uncover links to al Qaeda and put the terror network on the run. But even after the fall of Baghdad, Osama bin Laden’s cohorts responded with a stunning series of attacks that demonstrated the abiding power of their network.2


In early May a top al Qaeda commander, believed to have masterminded the bombing of the U.S.S. Cole, was captured; two of his coconspirators were later indicted.3 But arrests have been made in the past, and FBI predictions of victory over al Qaeda have proven premature. At least three times since 1989, Justice Department officials assumed that the conviction of prominent al Qaeda members had diminished the threat.4 Each time, however, the danger to America increased exponentially.


The title of this book is drawn from an old expression in the Baluchistan no-man’s-land of Pakistan, the homeland of Ramzi Yousef: “If it takes me ten centuries to kill my enemy, I will wait a thousand years for revenge.” That pledge underscores the years of planning that went into the 9/11 attacks, and the long-term war that lies ahead. The shock troops of al Qaeda have something Americans don’t—time. Time to dig in. Time to wait us out. Time to pick the next target. The odds are that between the date of this book’s publication and the date that you read it, another major loss of human life will have taken place somewhere at the hands of bin Laden’s network.


 

This is the work of a single investigative reporter. It was written in the spirit of Justice Benjamin Cardozo, who believed that “sunlight is the best disinfectant.”


In examining the intelligence failures leading up to 9/11, at least two books have focused on the role played by the CIA, the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), and the National Security Agency (NSA).5 Another examined the FBI, but told only part of the story.6


This book focuses exclusively on the Bureau, because it was the one U.S. law enforcement agency that had the responsibility and the knowledge to stop both attacks on the Trade Center. Further, the FBI’s continuing job of containing the al Qaeda threat is key to the safety of us all.


An attempt by a Joint Senate-House Committee to get at the truth behind 9/11 was limited. The committee, known as the Joint Inquiry, restricted itself to an examination of the intelligence agencies, and left out major components of the government, including the executive branch. After a ten-month investigation, the panel issued twenty-six pages of public “Findings” and “Recommendations,” but its full report remained classified for months. While citing multiple acts of negligence by the FBI and the CIA, the Joint Inquiry stopped far short of assessing blame. Its report was considered so restrictive that Republican senator Richard Shelby, vice chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, issued his own eighty-four-page minority report chiding the overall Joint Inquiry for its failure to “assess accountability.”7 Later, senator Bob Graham, a Democratic candidate for president and a member of the original investigation, charged that the Bush administration’s apparent unwillingness to declassify the Joint Inquiry’s full report amounted to a “cover-up.”8 By July 24, the Administration had negotiated a deal with the Joint Inquiry staff to release a heavily redacted version of the 858-page report. But an entire 27-page section dealing with possible Saudi ties to the 9/11 attacks was left blank. One congressional investigator described the report as “a scathing indictment of the FBI…an agency that doesn’t have a clue about terrorism.”9 The final report was so incomplete that its co-chairman, Rep. Porter J. Goss (DFL), admitted, “I can tell you right now that I don’t know exactly how the plot was hatched. I don’t know the where, the when, and the why and the who…. That’s after two years of trying.”10


In 2002, having given up hope that Congress would get to the truth, the organized families of 9/11 victims called for the creation of an independent panel, similar in scope to the Warren Commission established in 1964 to investigate the assassination of President Kennedy.11


After fighting creation of such a commission through the summer and fall of 2002, the White House changed tack in September and agreed to an eleventh-hour compromise with Congress. The deal allowed President Bush to name the commission’s chairman and cochairman.12 But the first two appointees, Henry Kissinger and former Democratic senator George Mitchell, resigned within days, citing potential conflicts of interest.13 In late December the president appointed former New Jersey governor Tom Kean to head the panel, but as hearings got under way in March 2003 serious questions were raised about whether the commission had the proper funding to do the job.14 Any probative findings relating to 9/11 aren’t expected until May 2004, and in its first report, issued July 8, 2003, commission staffers complained that their work was being hampered by the failure of the executive branch (particularly the Pentagon and the Justice Department) to quickly respond in the production of documents and testimony.15


 

The attacks of September 11 represented the greatest failure of intelligence since the Trojan horse. Each of the nation’s spy agencies was responsible in part, but after an eighteen-month investigation, the evidence presented in this book shows that the FBI in particular had multiple opportunities to stop the devastation of 9/11 and simply failed to follow through. At first glance, the long road to 9/11 is a tangled conspiracy populated by Islamic shadow figures with multiple aliases. To the Westerner the task of untangling the web can be daunting. It’s a labyrinth that stretches for a dozen years across four continents. But the story snaps into focus when one hones in on the real “ground zero,” the FBI’s New York office—specifically the NYPD-FBI Joint Terrorist Task Force (JTTF). Simply put, the Bureau’s failure to stop 9/11 was directly linked to the inability of JTTF agents and detectives to contain the cell surrounding a blind old man: Egyptian cleric Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman.


The so-called blind Sheikh, spiritual leader of two Egyptian hate groups, remains an ominous presence throughout this story, from the bloody East Side Manhattan murder of right-wing Jewish rabbi Meier Kahane in 1990, up through the moment the nineteen hijackers boarded the American and United flights on the morning of September 11. The Bureau’s initial failure to capture Abdel Rahman’s followers as they built the Trade Center bomb resulted in the escape of master bomb maker Ramzi Yousef. We now know that as far back as 1994, in Manila, Yousef and his uncle Khalid Shaikh Mohammed had begun to plot the hijacked-airliners-suicide scenario that culminated on 9/11. Yet even after Yousef’s capture in 1995, the FBI failed to follow up on key evidence from the Philippines that al Qaeda operatives were training at that moment in U.S. flight schools. One Saudi pilot who began flight lessons in Arizona in 1996 went on to hijack American Airlines Flight 77 and fly it into the Pentagon on September 11.


Then in 1996, having lost Yousef once, the Bureau and federal prosecutors became so concerned that he would promote terror from inside his jail cell in Manhattan, that they recruited the son of a Mafia capo in a desperate attempt to stop him. Perhaps most disturbing, in 1999 the FBI’s New York office dismissed probative evidence that an Egyptian-American FDNY employee who was a close confidant of Sheikh Rahman’s had obtained blueprints of the World Trade Center, prior to the 1993 bombing.


Examined in light of what the FBI knew about bin Laden’s stated intent to make war on U.S. citizens, a full investigation of this man might well have focused the hunt on the al Qaeda cell then working in Hamburg, Germany, to perfect Yousef’s 9/11 plan. Evidence now shows that the release of Sheikh Rahman, jailed by the Feds in 1993, was a key goal of Osama bin Laden in launching the September 11 attacks.


Parts of that story have already been told. But this investigation found that the origin of the FBI failure stretches back more than a decade. Previously secret files unearthed in the Philippines and interviews with key intelligence operatives there show that Yousef’s suicide hijacking plot was a virtual blueprint of the September 11 attacks. Thus, it can be fairly argued that if the FBI had done its job in the fall of 1992 and apprehended Yousef before he set the Trade Center bomb, they might have prevented the tragedy of 9/11.


President Ronald Reagan’s CIA director William Casey likened intelligence gathering to the process of building a mosaic. There were thousands of pieces of intel, he observed—little pieces of broken glass consisting of ELINT (electronic intelligence), PHOTINT (spy-satellite imagery), COMINT (communication intercepts), and HUMINT (from on-the-ground spies).16 Policy could never depend exclusively on any given piece of the mosaic, Casey argued; only by standing back and viewing the assembled pieces together could one get a clear picture of the truth.


In the FBI’s attempt to assemble the mosaic on Osama bin Laden, significant pieces of the puzzle were lost, ignored, or minimized in the twelve years between the time the Bureau’s New York office first began surveilling members of the blind Sheikh’s cell and the moment American Airlines Flight 11 finally slammed into the North Tower. As this book will demonstrate, the weight of the blame sits with the FBI’s middle and upper management, which thwarted the efforts of street agents like Nancy Floyd and spurned the outside input of capable investigators like Ronnie Bucca. Further, many of the same SACs and ASACS who were responsible for these failures have advanced in the FBI hierarchy or been rewarded in other ways.


On February 26, 2003, Coleen Rowley, the Minneapolis agent celebrated in December as one of Time magazine’s “Persons of the Year,” sent a second warning to FBI director Robert S. Mueller. In the letter Rowley alleged that the Bureau was continuing to mishandle counterterrorism investigations. She predicted that the FBI would be unable to “stem the flood of terrorism that will likely head our way” after the invasion of Iraq.17 While the capture of Khalid Shaikh Mohammed promises to yield considerable intelligence, the threat from the worldwide network of cells he directed remains significant!18


In May 2002, Director Mueller announced a restructuring of the Bureau’s counterterrorism program, but there are ongoing doubts about whether reforms can be implemented soon enough to forestall the next disaster.


The growing scandal surrounding the misinformation communicated by the Bush Administration prior to the invasion of Iraq is further proof of the urgent need for honest and precise intelligence in the ongoing war on terror. Given the emerging guerrilla war in Iraq and the continued instability in that country, the danger to America from radical Islam may be more acute than ever.


In examining the intelligence failures that led up to America’s first pre-emptive war, two central questions continue to haunt us: how did 9/11 happen, and can it happen again?


It’s my hope that, through the stories of Special Agent Floyd and Fire Marshal Bucca, the reader will come to understand the human price of our government’s negligence—and from that, true reform will come.



—Peter Lance, August 2003









PART I














 1
BLACK TUESDAY




On the morning of September 11, 2001, the greatest would-be mass murderer since Adolf Hitler was locked down in solitary confinement in a Colorado prison. In a seven-by-twelve-foot cell at the Supermax, the most secure of all federal jails, Ramzi Yousef sat waiting like a bird of prey. Small, gaunt, and reed thin, with close-cropped hair and two milky-gray eyes, he looked across his cell at the stainless-steel toilet and sink below a shelf supporting a thirteen-inch TV. It was Yousef’s only link to the outside world. As CNN played silently in the background, his eyes darted across the dog-eared pages of his Koran.


Yousef may not have known the precise moment of the attacks, but he was sure they would come. After all, he’d set them in motion seven years before in Manila. The idea of hijacking jetliners laden with fuel, and using them as missiles to take down great buildings, had come to the bomb maker after he’d tried to kill a quarter of a million people with his first Twin Towers device in 1993. He’d gone on to plot the deaths of President Clinton, Pope John Paul II, and the prime minister of Pakistan, while hatching a fiendish plan to destroy up to a dozen jumbo jets as they flew over American cities. But his most audacious plot involved a return to New York to finish the job he’d started in the fall of 1992. In one horrific morning, suicide bombers trained as pilots would take the cockpits aboard a series of commercial airliners and drive them into the Trade Center towers, the Pentagon, and a series of other U.S. buildings.


Now, just before 6:45 a.m. Mountain Time, as Ramzi Yousef sat in the Supermax reading the Koran, he heard muffled noises on the cell block: inmates shouting. One of the prisoners down the corridor had been watching CNN and now he was screaming. A guard rushed to his cell, went inside, and saw the devastation.1


He yelled, “Some plane just hit the Trade Center.”


Yousef quickly looked up at the black-and-white TV above his head. Eyes wide at the site of the North Tower burning, he turned up the sound and heard the voice of an eyewitness: “I just saw the entire top part of the World Trade Center explode.”


Yousef rocked back, amazed himself at the execution of his plan. He stared at the news footage of racing FDNY engines, terrified evacuees, and bodies dropping from the towers. Then, from the Battery, a camera captured United Airlines Flight 175 slamming into the South Tower.


Another onlooker described it as “a sickening sight.” But Yousef, the master terrorist, saw it as the culmination of a dream and the end to some unfinished business. He dropped to the floor, bent over, and gave thanks. “Praise Allah the merciful and the just, the lord of the worlds. We thank you for delivering this message to the apostates.”


 

Later that morning, Yousef’s cell door swung open and a pair of FBI agents from the Colorado Springs office came in. They stood in the three-foot-wide anteroom between the solid steel cell door and the bars to the cell.


The convicted terrorist got up from his bed and approached the bars as the two agents presented Bureau IDs and identified themselves.


“Why do you come here?” he demanded.


One of the agents nodded to the TV behind Yousef, still tuned to CNN.


“Did you have anything to do with that?”


Yousef shot back: “How would I possibly know what was going on from in here? Besides, I am represented by counsel. You have no right to question me without my attorney present.”


The two agents eyed each other. Now they were facing Yousef the lawyer, the man who had represented himself throughout the entire three months of the Manila airline bombing trial.


“I have nothing else to say to you,” snapped Yousef. He turned up the sound on the TV and sat back down on his bed.


The agents withdrew, but within minutes the steel door swung back open and two Bureau of Prisons guards stormed in.



As one began to unlock Yousef’s cell bars, the other one shouted, “Get up and face the wall.” Yousef stared at him defiantly for a moment, but then the guard slammed a black box and a belly belt chain against the bars, so Yousef got up. Now, as he faced the wall, one guard came in and quickly put the belt around his waist. The other one bent down and snapped on ankle irons and a chain.


“What is this?” shouted Yousef. “What are you doing?”


“Changing cells,” said one of the guards. He turned off the TV. “Hands clasped in front of you.” Yousef ground his teeth but complied, as the guard snapped the black box onto his wrist—a six-inch-long solid restraint that rendered the prisoner’s hands completely immobile. The guard locked the box onto the belly belt, making it impossible now for Yousef to strike out with his arms or fists. The guards turned him around and shuffled him out of the cell, moving him down the corridor of “D” wing, past the cell of the infamous Unabomber, Ted Kaczynski. (For a time, this so-called bombers row had also housed convicted Oklahoma City bombers Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols.)


One of the guards unlocked the door to an empty cell and moved Yousef inside as he continued to rant.


“Why are you moving me? My papers—you have to let me take my Koran!”


But when the guards had him locked behind the cell bars, they slammed closed the steel door and went back to Yousef’s cell. There they began to toss it, searching around the mattress and on the shelf beside the bed, throwing Yousef’s letters, papers, and drawings into a plastic garbage bag. The units on the maximum-security “D” wing are supposed to be soundproof, but as the guards worked to clean out Yousef’s cell, they could still hear him screaming down the corridor.


“Why are you doing this? Why would you think that I could have any knowledge of this thing that happened? I’ve been in this place locked down for years. Do you hear me?”


In fact, Yousef’s knowledge of the plot was quite precise. He had designed it with his uncle and his best friend back in 1994. It had now been executed almost exactly as he intended. Only the details of the timing had been unknown to him.


Another thing Yousef couldn’t possibly know was that across the country, earlier that morning, a woman who’d almost stopped him had watched the devastation firsthand. She had put all of this behind her years ago, or so she thought. But now the terror she’d been so close to preventing was back. For FBI special agent Nancy Floyd, an old wound had just been ripped open.


The View from the Bridge


She had come within weeks of breaking Yousef’s bomb cell in the fall of 1992, but her investigation had been shut down by a Bureau superior in New York. Now, just before 9:00 A.M., as she drove west across the George Washington Bridge on her way to an off-site surveillance assignment, Agent Floyd heard a report on her car radio about an explosion at the Trade Center.2


She hit the brakes. Dozens of cars in front of her skidded to a stop, and traffic on both sides of the bridge ground to a halt as the morning commuters heard the news. Nancy shoved her gun into a holster on her belt, threw a jacket on, and got out of the car. She quickly crossed the center median and moved with dozens of other onlookers to the south side of the bridge.


Down the Hudson River at the tip of Lower Manhattan, smoke billowed up from the North Tower. Nancy listened to a radio broadcast from a nearby car. It was still early in the attack, and the onlookers around her were speculating: “Are they sure it’s a plane?” “Maybe a gas leak?”


Standing there on the bridge, though, the forty-one-year-old special agent from Texas knew in her gut what it was: an attack by Middle Eastern terrorists—and not just any attack, but one hatched in the brilliant but deadly mind of Ramzi Yousef.


Minutes later, United Airlines Flight 175 roared across the river from New Jersey. For a moment it looked as if the 767 was pointed toward the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor; then it turned to the left, and slammed into the upper floors of the South Tower.


Back in 1992, through Emad Salem, an Egyptian informant she’d recruited, Nancy Floyd had come so close to the men around Yousef that she could almost smell them. By then, Ramzi Yousef was hard at work at an apartment in Jersey City, building the 1,500-pound urea-nitrate–fuel oil device he would soon plant on the B-2 level beneath the two towers.



Now Nancy watched those towers as they burned, knowing that, though he’d been in federal lockup since 1995, this was somehow the fulfillment of Yousef’s plan. For Agent Floyd it was a vindication, but she took little comfort in the thought.


Her attempt to expose the first Trade Center plot had almost ended her career. Only now, years later, had she begun to recover. She’d put in for a transfer to a small FBI regional office in the far west; her request had been granted, and now Nancy was only eighteen days away from leaving New York.


Long ago she’d tried to bury thoughts of Yousef and the 1993 bombing, but now she couldn’t stop thinking about him—especially after a call she’d received that past August from her old informant Salem. He’d been in the Federal Witness Protection Program ever since testifying against the cell around Yousef and Sheikh Abdel Rahman. Largely on Salem’s word, the blind Sheikh had been convicted of a plot to blow up a series of New York landmarks, including the tunnels leading into Manhattan and the very bridge Nancy Floyd was now standing on.3


But years before, Floyd had been prohibited by the Bureau from taking Salem’s calls, or ever discussing the details of the original bombing with him. In all the years since, even when Salem had been diagnosed with cancer in 1998, Nancy had never broken the silence.


Then, a few weeks before 9/11, she was working an FBI undercover assignment when Salem sent word that he wanted to talk to her.


They never connected. So she never heard what he wanted to say.


Now, as she stood watching the towers burn, Nancy Floyd felt a cold throb at the base of her spine. Could Emad have been calling to warn me about this? she wondered. She would never know. Only in the summer of 2002, months after the attacks, did Nancy Floyd become aware that another investigator had been on a parallel course.


 

Along with the word tragedy, September 11 was the day the word hero took on new meaning. For the FDNY, the statistics were numbing: three hundred and forty-three members of service lost their lives; ninety firefighters in the Department’s Special Operations Command were wiped out; Rescue One, the preeminent heavy rescue company in the world, lost eleven men in a house of twenty-five.4 September 11 was a day full of terrible ironies, but one of the cruelest involved a man who was already a bona fide legend in the FDNY fifteen years before he ever roared down to Liberty Street and raced up the stairs of the South Tower.


Ronnie Bucca was a forty-seven-year-old fire marshal with the FDNY’s Bureau of Fire Investigation. A veteran firefighter himself, Bucca had investigated the original WTC bombing in 1993—and had come away convinced that the perpetrators would return to finish the job.


Over the next six years, as he educated himself on Islamic fundamentalism, Bucca found himself continually frustrated by the FBI’s inability to appreciate the bin Laden threat or share the intel. Despite the fact that he had a Top Secret security clearance as a warrant officer in a high-level Army Reserve intelligence unit,5 Bucca was repeatedly frozen out by members of the NYPD-FBI Joint Terrorist Task Force, one of the key Bureau units hunting Yousef.6 His frustration reached a fever pitch in 1999, after he uncovered startling evidence that an Egyptian with direct ties to the blind Sheikh was actually working inside FDNY headquarters.


Now, astonishingly, on that morning, as Nancy Floyd watched from the George Washington Bridge, Ronnie Bucca was on the seventy-eighth floor of the South Tower with a hose in his hand, trying to beat back the flames.
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THE FLYING FIREFIGHTER




Just after noon on September 16, 1986, Ronnie Bucca was working as an outside vent man on the day tour at Rescue One, the busiest heavy rescue company in New York City.1 Ronnie, his lieutenant, and four other firefighters had just knocked down an electrical fire in the West Twenties and were “taking up,” heading back to the house on West Forty-third Street, when they got the call from Dispatch. A 10-75, the FDNY code calling for backup assistance, had been transmitted for Box 22-1138 at 483 Amsterdam Avenue on the Upper West Side; 40 Engine and 35 Truck had responded. Dispatch indicated that the “fire ground” was on the fourth floor, moving toward “exposure two,” the right side of the building.


In the cab of the company’s big Mack R truck, Lt. Steve Casani, a blue-eyed Irish-Italian bear, turned to his driver (called the chauffeur) and said, “Hit it.”


The siren roared and the enormous “toolbox on wheels” headed up Eighth Avenue to the Upper West Side. Heavy rescue companies like One were created to provide backup for working fire suppression units. Their job was to get inside, help move the hose, help vent the flames, and look for bodies, both civilians and members of service (other firefighters).


“By the time we got there,” recalled Casani, “the fourth floor was fully engulfed. Forty Engine needed help, so we went to work.”2


Hydrants were tapped, hose lines were pulled, and 35 Truck’s ladder rose toward the roof of the five-story old-law tenement. As the men from Rescue One jumped off the truck, they quickly pulled their Scott Air Packs over their Nomex turnout coats.


Ronnie Bucca, a darkly handsome ex–Green Beret reservist who’d made dozens of jumps with the 101st Airborne, was known for his attention to the gear. He took an extra second to buckle his harness so that the thirty-five-pound compressed air bottle on his back would stay secure.


It was a move that would soon save his life.


Ronnie grabbed a Haligan forcible-entry tool and took off with firefighter Tommy Reichel into 485 Amsterdam, the tenement next to the fire building. A five-mile-a-day runner, Bucca took the steps two at a time. At five-feet-nine and 165 pounds Bucca was slightly built compared with some of the “beefalos” in the house, but what he lacked in size he made up for in tenacity and heart.


At the roof, Ronnie burst through the door and was immediately pushed back by the heat. Even under his mask he felt it. Next door, the fourth floor at 483 Amsterdam was an inferno. Just then, over the Handie-Talkie radio clipped to his turnout coat, he heard a Mayday from Lt. Dave Fenton from 35 Truck, who was trapped on the fifth floor.3 There was a fire escape outside, but in a classic New York irony, the windows were covered by security “scissor gates.” Designed to keep predators out, the gates had locked the lieutenant in, and he was running out of time.


Ronnie climbed through a gooseneck ladder onto the fire escape. As soon as he hit the rusted metal he slipped. The broken glass on the grid was like ice. Worse, smoke thick as pea soup was coming out of the windows behind the gates. Ronnie tightened his mask and switched on the Scott’s bottle. Compressed air filled his lungs. He moved cautiously to the edge of the fire escape and leaned over to smash the glass.


The smoke rushed out. Ronnie leaned over again and made a stab with the Haligan tool, trying to hook the gates and pop them free. But as he swung out, he slipped on the glass and went over the edge, going down past the fourth floor, then the third, falling face up as he dropped.4


Miraculously, at the second-floor level, the Scott’s Air Pack he’d so tightly cinched hit a metal conduit—a two-inch pipe across the alley that delivered electricity to the building. The force of the impact flipped Bucca 180 degrees and partially broke his fall.



He landed hard in a pile of debris on the ground level. The last thing he remembered was hearing a cracking sound.5


At that moment, Lieutenant Fenton broke free. He moved to a fifth-floor window, which he vented to get air. But when he looked down, Fenton saw Ronnie’s body lying in the alley. His boots were twisted outward as if his legs had snapped. Bucca wasn’t moving.


“Jesus,” Fenton thought as he clicked on the Handie-Talkie.


“Mayday. Mayday. Man down in the alley.” He didn’t wait for a response. Fenton took off down the stairs.


Now, as he fought the blaze with firefighter Tom Reilly on the fourth floor, Lt. Steve Casani heard the distress call. The two of them rushed to the window and looked down. “Christ,” said Casani, “I just lost my first guy.”


Fenton was first to hit the alley. When he saw Ronnie, he was sure he was dead. But he leaned down, felt Bucca’s neck, and got a pulse. There was respiration, but maybe not for long. Fenton quickly pulled off his own turnout coat and covered Ronnie as Casani and Reilly burst into the alley from upstairs.


Right away, Casani jumped on the radio. “I need a Stokes basket and a bus,” he said, using FDNY-speak for a rescue stretcher and an ambulance. Roosevelt Hospital was closest, but Casani demanded they head to Bellevue, which had a trauma unit. The only problem was, Bellevue was fifty blocks south and clear across town. Reilly didn’t think he heard right.


“Lieu, East Thirty-first? At noon on a Tuesday? We’re on the fuckin’ West Side.”


“Then call the fuckin’ PD,” growled Casani. “Have ’em clear Fifth.” He looked down at Ronnie. “I am not gonna lose this kid.”


 

Minutes later the siren roared. Casani was in the back of an FDNY rescue unit gripping Ronnie’s hand as the ambulance cut through Central Park and did sixty behind Rescue One’s Mack R, cutting a swath through the noon traffic down Fifth Avenue. As the chauffeur looked left and right, virtually every intersection had been blocked off by an NYPD sector car, an FDNY ambulance, or a piece of fire apparatus. It was perhaps the greatest single midday hospital run in FDNY history, and soon the radio stations got word.



The anchor on WINS Radio said that traffic was being blocked on Fifth Avenue between Ninety-sixth and Thirty-fourth Streets. Mayor Koch and Cardinal O’Connor were on their way to Bellevue. A firefighter had been badly injured after a five-story fall; his name was being withheld pending notification of next of kin.


Ronnie’s brother Robert, a former medic with the 82nd Airborne who was then a cadet at the Police Academy, got the first call. He asked the FDNY to patch him through to Ronnie’s wife, Eve, who was in the kitchen of their modest home north of the city. Eve’s father, Bart Mitchell, had been an FDNY battalion chief with the 12th in Harlem. Her grandfather was a retired FDNY lieutenant who’d worked the Bronx. Growing up, she’d heard the phone ring dozens of times before, but never for something like this. Robert told her not to worry. He’d pick her up in an NYPD car for the trip downtown.


When they roared up to Bellevue with siren and lights flashing, there was a small crowd of reporters outside keeping the deathwatch. Ronnie’s older brother Alfred, who worked for the Transit Authority, was there along with Ronnie’s parents, Joe and Astrid, and a few of his buddies from the 11th Special Forces. Together they moved past the press gauntlet.


In the hallway outside the Intensive Care Unit, Eve could feel her heart pounding. Then the door opened and Lieutenant Casani walked out, still in his bunker coat. She hesitated, studying his face. Then he grinned. “It’s gonna be all right.” He opened his coat and hugged her.


“At that moment I knew we had a miracle,” said Eve, thinking back. She moved quickly inside the ICU toward Ronnie’s bedside and saw that though he was lying flat, barely moving, he was conscious. She bent down and kissed him. Ronnie lifted a finger and Eve squeezed it. He motioned for her to come close and whispered, “Wasn’t my time, hon.”


Eve bit down on her lower lip, holding back tears. Just then, a young female resident came up behind her. Dr. Lori Greenwald-Stein was holding a set of X rays. She motioned Eve aside and put the X rays up on a light box. Ronnie had sustained multiple contusions and lacerations. He’d broken his knee and the first lumbar vertebra in his back. It was a compression fracture; otherwise Ronnie would have been paralyzed.


Eve closed her eyes.



“Lucky to be alive,” said the doctor. Then she leaned in and whispered, “But if he walks, it’ll probably be with a cane.”


Grateful as she was, Eve rocked back at the news. Her husband had been a firefighter for nine years, and was planning to go the distance. Her father had done thirty-five, and so had his father before him.


“Ronnie was always first into the burning building,” said Eve, thinking back. “As a paratrooper he was the first one out of the plane. The idea that at the age of thirty-two he might spend the rest of his life as a cripple didn’t even occur to him.”


Later, when some of the family members had left, Eve moved close to Ronnie’s bed. Eyeing the monitors measuring his vitals, she tried to cope by using her Irish. “Hmmm,” she said, “pretty cheesy way to get out of the house painting.”


Ronnie tried to smile, but his face ached. He gestured her closer. Eve bent down next to him and he whispered, “I’m goin’ back.”


“You mean Rescue?”


Ronnie nodded. Eve was stunned. As well as she knew her husband— how he’d made it out of the Queens projects to qualify for the Green Berets; how he’d earned a position in an elite Screaming Eagles air assault unit; how he’d been cited for bravery by the FDNY—she couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing. Rescue One was the Special Forces of the FDNY. They went on seven to nine hundred runs a year. The idea of going back to that house after suffering such trauma was unthinkable. Besides, after a life-threatening injury that was sure to leave him at least partially disabled, Ronnie could retire with a three-quarter tax-free pension. A thousand other men would have opted out. So, looking down at him in the half-body cast, Eve was apprehensive.


“What about light duty?”


“No,” said Ronnie. “It’s Rescue.”


 

And a year later, almost to the day, Ronnie Bucca was rappelling down a wall at The Rock, the FDNY’s Fire Academy on Randall’s Island. After months of rehab—he began walking slowly, with a cane, then graduated to a treadmill and moved on to weight training. Ronnie had shed his body brace and completed the “rope course.” It was the last phase of retraining, allowing him to qualify back into Rescue One. He had finished each of the course evolutions: moving the hose and working the ladder, proving he could lower himself on a rope down the side of a building or lower an injured victim, even the Mask Confinement Course, where he had to wear a Scott’s mask with its faceplate blackened and get through a complicated maze with a limited amount of air in the bottle. That was the one phase of rescue training where most firefighters washed out. But Ronnie did it under the clock, with seconds to spare.


“It’s difficult to emphasize what an achievement this was for him,” said Paul Hashagen, a big six-foot-five Rescue One chauffeur who had gone through probie school with Ronnie.6 “You’ve got eleven thousand men in the department. A few hundred of the most competitive guys make it into Special Operations Command, which comprises the squads and a rescue company in each of the five boroughs. But everybody wants Manhattan, and there are only twenty-five spots in Rescue One. To requalify back into that house after a five-story drop where you broke your back—I’ve got to tell you, that’s astonishing.”


But Ronnie Bucca was half Sicilian and half Swedish on his mother’s side. Eve always said he got his stubbornness from both of them.


Now, as he rappelled down to the bottom of the wall, a half dozen of his “brothers” surrounded him and let out a war whoop.


One of them pasted a joke shipping label on the back of his helmet. It said “This side up,” but the arrow was pointing down.


The men cheered and lifted him up on their shoulders. Ronnie Bucca, henceforth known throughout the FDNY as “the flying firefighter,” was back.


 

Months later, Ronnie raced into a burning “taxpayer,” a one-story corner building down on Avenue D in Alphabet City. It was a three-alarm response. Heavy flames licked out of the first-floor windows of an abandoned paint store where squatters had come to live in the frigid cold. The old paint cans left in the store were giving off a lethal combination of volatiles, creating a toxic cloud so black that Bucca couldn’t see his hand in front of him. He clipped a Nomex search rope with a carabiner onto a metal doorjamb so he could find his way out. He donned his mask and gave himself air from the Scott’s pack, feeling his way on his hands and knees. It was the Mask Confinement Course all over again, only this time he was crawling past thousand-degree flames. As he inched his way into the store, Ronnie heard a faint whimper. The sound of a little girl.


Feeling his way along some old shelves, he found a door to a back room. Ronnie reached up and tried the knob but it was locked, so he used a modified Haligan tool to pop it open. Searing heat came out as he crawled inside. He could hear the little girl moaning. Ronnie pushed forward with his light.


There, huddled inside an old storage cabinet, he saw her two little eyes. She couldn’t have been more than eight, the same age as his daughter Jessica. She was dressed in a urine-soaked oversized Knicks T-shirt. The little girl was half-dead. So Ronnie reached into the cabinet and grabbed her. She was gagging, coughing.


He took off the Scott’s mask and put it around her face, giving her air. The child’s respiration was starting to slow, so Ronnie quickly doubled back along the search rope until he could feel the chill from the outside air.


He was barely out the door when a woman screamed and rushed over. It was the girl’s grandmother. She threw her arms around Ronnie and hugged him for dear life as he passed the child into the hands of an EMS medic. Ronnie dropped down on the curb. The pain in his back was throbbing, but he’d refused to take any medication beyond aspirin. He didn’t want to let on to Lieutenant Casani or the other men how much the broken back still dogged him. He was about to get up and go back inside when the lieutenant came over and motioned for him to stay down. “They’re all out,” he said, and Ronnie nodded.


He unclipped the buckle on the strap of the Scott’s harness—the one that had saved his life. As he watched the old lady jump into the ambulance with the little girl who was alive because of him, Ronnie knew that all the retraining and the rehab had been worth it.


Later, half a world away in a terror camp near the Afghan-Pakistani border, a fierce young jihadi would begin another kind of training. Ronnie Bucca had dedicated his life to putting fires out. Soon, it would be Ramzi Ahmed Yousef’s mission to start them.
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BLOWBACK




Yousef was his nom de guerre. Another alias. Not only his name, but his precise date of birth—even the place—are still subject to question. Most intelligence analysts agree that his roots were in Baluchistan, a radical Islamic no-man’s-land the size of France that crosses the frontiers of Iran, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. By his own account he was raised in Kuwait, his father a Baluchistani and his mother a Palestinian.1 One scholar contends that Yousef was an agent of Iraq who murdered a young Kuwaiti and hijacked his identity.2


Whoever he was, with his protruding ears and parrotlike nose, Yousef was a man of a dozen faces, posing in the same period as Arnaldo Forlani, a distinguished Italian parliamentarian; Dr. Abel Sabah, an Egyptian chemical specialist; and Dr. Naji Owaida Haddad, a Moroccan mechanical engineer.3 At the height of his terror spree, when Yousef was dubbed “The Most Wanted” man on earth,4 he manufactured his own fake ID and routinely changed his dress, hair, and eye color using contact lenses and skin dye to avoid capture.5 But cosmetics could never conceal his scars: his fingers were disfigured, there were burn marks on the bottoms of his feet, and he was partially blind in his right eye—all casualties of his years as a bomb maker.6


“Cold-blooded” and “diabolical” were the words used by men who had hunted him. “An evil genius,” said another.7 But Yousef was immensely complex. A Sunni Muslim, he maintained a multivolume collection of the Koran,8 and once reportedly set a bomb that killed twenty-six rival Shiites at a mosque in Iran.9 Yet he was far from devout: witnesses said he rarely attended Friday prayers at a mosque in Pakistan, and never fasted during Ramadan.10


With a wife and two children,11 Yousef was also a notorious womanizer with a taste for first-class travel and Armani suits. Hours after murdering a young Japanese man with an airplane bomb, he was trolling the karaoke bars of Manila for B-girls.12 But Yousef also showed a flare for the romantic. During the first of two federal trials in New York, he took Spanish lessons in order to woo an attractive Cuban-American attorney on his defense team. Even while he was in jail, with no visible means of income and the U.S. government financing his defense, he sent the young lawyer a lavish bouquet of flowers.13 Yousef told FBI agents that he felt guilty about killing, but in the same breath he endorsed a plot to murder two hundred and fifty thousand people in New York in retaliation for U.S. support of Israel.14


“A new breed of terrorist” was how one U.S. intelligence operative described him.15 And apart from his technical skill as an engineer and his ability to think outside the bomb box, what made Yousef so dangerous was his charm and charisma. A master recruiter of young men, he displayed an uncanny knack for convincing them to risk prison or die in the name of Allah. Yet he never even considered suicide for himself.


A growing body of evidence now suggests that, between the first World Trade Center bomb and his construction of the 9/11 plot, Yousef may well have also designed the ammonium nitrate–nitromethane bomb that destroyed the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City on April 19, 1995.16 Some have even suggested that he had a hand in the crash of TWA Flight 800.17 The former associate director of the FBI called him “the most dangerous and prolific terrorist since Carlos the Jackal.”18


The general consensus in the intelligence community is that the man who became famous as Yousef was born Abdul Basit Mahmud Abdul Karim in Kuwait.19 His father, an engineer named Mohammed Abdul Karim, had emigrated to Fuhayhil, a Kuwaiti oil boom town where young Yousef/Basit came of age.


In 1989 he earned a diploma in electronics from the West Glomorgan Institute of Higher Learning in South Wales. At the three-year technical college, he specialized in computer-aided electronics.20 Yousef was in Kuwait visiting family and friends in August of 1990 when Saddam Hussein’s tanks rolled in and took the country. His Iraqi connections would be the subject of debate among intelligence analysts for years to come. But sometime after the invasion, the twenty-three-year-old took off for the University of Dawa and Jihad, an al Qaeda training school located at the Jalozai refugee camp thirty miles east of Peshawar in northwest Pakistan.21


There, with fifty-five other young jihadis from around the world, Yousef took a six-month course, specializing in explosives.22 He learned how to make slow-burning fuses using gunpowder rolled into cotton, or linen coated with an insulating layer of pitch. He studied the use of electrical switches, discovering that given the proper accelerant, the spark from a simple nine-volt battery would be sufficient to detonate a device of tremendous killing power.23


By one account, the gangly young Yousef sat in the back of a tent in the Jalozai camp as an instructor lectured in Arabic on how to build an effective improvised explosive device from an egg timer, some lamp cord, and an open can of gasoline.24


“You must be careful how you set the timer,” the instructor said, splitting the ends of the lamp cord and twisting it around the poles of the small device.


He stripped the other ends into a pig’s tail and taped them across the mouth of the gas can. “When the timer rings, it will send a charge along the wire which will short, causing a spark to ignite the gas vapors.” But he took care to admonish them: “These timers are unreliable. Always set them ahead. Five minutes can mean three.” He asked for a volunteer.


Without hesitating, Yousef jumped up. He strutted like a young fighting gamecock toward the device. The instructor told him to get behind the sandbags, remove the pairs, reconnect them, and reset the timer.


Yousef nodded, cold as ice. He quickly examined the live device, then deftly removed the pairs. He reconnected them—then reset the timer for one minute. The timer ticked away. But instead of running, Yousef walked slowly back around the sandbags. When the gas tank suddenly blew, Yousef was knocked to the ground.


Raging, the instructor ran up to him.


“Murtadd!” he said. “Fool! You might have been killed.”


But Yousef eyed him defiantly. “Let the man who lacks the courage to do this for Allah go live with the women.”



The instructor winced, then smiled at Yousef’s reckless bravery. The other students surrounded him. They fired AK-47s into the air in a blizzard of lead. Abdul Basit savored the triumph, and the legend of Ramzi Yousef was born.


The First Afghan War


The irony was that Yousef acquired his bomb-building knowledge under the tutelage of men who were funded in part by Uncle Sam. In intelligence circles they call it blowback, a deadly unintended consequence of a covert op. In this case Yousef learned his deadly skills from men who, for years, had been supported and sponsored by the CIA.


In the late 1980s the Central Intelligence Agency funneled billions in arms and munitions to the Afghan mujahadeen rebels in their war against the invading Soviets. The U.S. price tag for the covert aid reportedly reached three billion dollars. Journalist Mary Anne Weaver noted that the Soviet invasion, begun in 1979, was a kind of Spanish Civil War for Islamics. As many as twenty-five thousand young jihadis like Yousef poured in from around the globe to fight and train in guerrilla tactics.25


Though they were all later dubbed “Afghan Arabs,” there were blue-eyed Chechens, black South Africans, and Filipinos training along with Kurds, Yemenis, Uzbekis, and Saudis. They studied bombmaking, hijacking, and other covert ops. The difference was that the veterans of the antifascist campaign in the 1930s, like Hemingway, went to Paris to write books, while the Afghan War jihadis decided to focus their attention on the West and blow things up.


During this period, intelligence officials believe that Yousef first hooked up with three men who would one day carve their names in the history of Islamic terror. Abdurajak Janjalani was a Libyan-trained Filipino whose nom de guerre was Abu Sayyaf.26 Mahmud Abouhalima was a six-foot-two redheaded Egyptian who did two tours in Afghanistan. Known as “the Red,” Abouhalima was a disciple of Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman, leader of the al Gamm’a Islamiya (IG), one of the most virulent Egyptian terror groups.27


These Afghan connections would prove crucial to Yousef as his career advanced. Abouhalima would become one of his key operatives as he built the original World Trade Center bomb in 1992. Sheikh Rahman would be at the heart of Yousef’s bombing cell, based in Jersey City. Later, the Abu Sayyaf terror group, named for Janjalani, would provide Yousef with the infrastructure he needed when he plotted the 9/11 attacks in Manila in 1995.


But the bomb maker’s chief sponsor over the years—the man who funded and guided him—was the seventeenth son of a Saudi construction billionaire named Osama bin Laden. Beginning in the early 1990s, Yousef emerged as the point man for bin Laden’s worldwide terror network. Al Qaeda, meaning “the base,” sprang directly from a string of refugee centers set up as fund-raising conduits for the mujahadeen rebels.


In short, when probing the origin of the 9/11 attacks, all roads lead back to Afghanistan and Peshawar in the final days of the Soviet invasion.


Working Russians


Back in Texas, the call came early to Nancy Floyd. In the sixth grade, her teacher had asked the students at Inwood Elementary School to write essays on what they wanted to do in life. Nancy thought that she might serve with the CIA, or possibly the FBI. After all, her father, Tom, was an Air Force major. She’d grown up on bases all over Europe and the States, and watched her dad take off on dangerous, sometimes classified missions. One of her older brothers would become an Army captain. To Nancy, a job as an agent or case officer seemed like a sure way to contribute. Her teacher had other ideas.


“She sent a letter home to my parents that they should direct me toward a career in nursing or teaching,” remembered Nancy. “At the time there were no female agents.” But raised as a Catholic with a military work ethic, Nancy felt drawn toward another form of public service.


“My dad worked for the government my whole life, and he was a very proud patriot,” she recalled. “That was what I wanted to do—work for the government in a way where I could help people and lock up bad guys. I was raised that there’s good and bad, and the good have to help put away the bad.”


That keen Texas sense of justice drove Nancy through the University of Texas at Arlington, where she got her B.S. in criminal justice in 1982. By that point she had her sights fixed on the Bureau. Baby-sitting for the children of an FBI agent in Dallas throughout high school, she had marveled at how much he’d reminded her of her father, who had died of a sudden heart attack at the age of fifty-three. Nancy was shocked by his loss, but rule number one in the Floyd house was, you didn’t stay down for long. “We weren’t allowed to be moody,” said Nancy. “My mother would say, ‘This isn’t gonna work here, because you have so much to be grateful for. So let’s cut it and move on.’ And we did.”


Three years out of college, Nancy took the test for the Bureau. After a successful interview, she received a letter that she’d been accepted for training at the FBI Academy. There were only eight women in her starting class of sixty at Quantico. Right away she made friends with Martha Dixon and Icey Jenkins, two women who went on to distinguish themselves in the FBI.28


After receiving her coveted badge as a special agent, Nancy worked in Savannah, Georgia, where she qualified for the SWAT unit before being transferred to the FBI’s “flagship” office in New York. Soon, harking back to that sixth-grade essay, she found herself working in the best of both worlds: law enforcement and intelligence. Special Agent Floyd was assigned to Branch A in the Bureau’s Foreign Counter Intelligence Division (FCI). Located on the twenty-fifth floor at 26 Federal Plaza in Manhattan, FCI was the unit tasked to gather intel on the GRU (Glavnoe Razvedyvatelnoe Upravlenie), the intelligence unit of the Russian army. In the FBI shadow world that monitored the GRU, Nancy began learning tradecraft from one of the Bureau’s top agents, Len Predtechenskis.


For twenty-seven years, from the last frigid days of the Cold War through glasnost and the breakup of the Soviet Union, Predtechenskis was a secret weapon in the FBI’s New York Office. Born in Latvia, fluent in English, Latvian, and Russian, the former Leonids Predtechenskis became the FBI’s chief counterintelligence agent in Manhattan.29 In 2001, after holding the record for the longest Russian double agent recruitment in FBI history (twenty-five years), Len reached the mandatory retirement age. The “brag wall” in his den would rival that of any U.S. senator or congressman, with commendations or letters of praise from Presidents Richard Nixon and George W. Bush and every FBI director since Hoover. But one of his proudest accomplishments was the
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