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Praise for

Twilight Warriors

“In his book Prodigal Soldiers, James Kitfield masterfully told the tale of how the post-Vietnam generation of officers rebuilt the US military and marched to victory in the Persian Gulf War. Now with the insightful Twilight Warriors, he tells the story of the next generation of American warriors as they confront the challenges of the twenty-first century, battling ISIS, Al Qaeda, the Taliban and other shadowy groups that are determined to take the fight to our own shores, and pose the deadliest threat to the civilized world.”

—MARK THOMPSON, TIME Magazine
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To Bobbie and David Kitfield, Sr., for teaching me to admire the warrior spirit; to Ruste Murray Kitfield for the love of literature and my Irish half; and to Lydia, Charlie and Travis for making me whole.





This is another type of war, new in its intensity, ancient in its origin—war by guerrillas, subversives, insurgents, assassins, war by ambush instead of by combat; by infiltration, instead of aggression, seeking victory by eroding and exhausting the enemy instead of engaging him. . . . These are the kinds of challenges that will be before us . . . if freedom is to be saved, [and they require] a whole new kind of strategy, a wholly different kind of force.

PRESIDENT JOHN F. KENNEDY

Speech to the West Point graduating class June 6, 1962





Prologue

The Brotherhood

AN OLD F-105 FIGHTER JET CLIMBS EVER SKYWARD ON ITS PEDESTAL just inside the security gate of Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling. On August 7, 2014, the long row of flags lining the wide thoroughfare on the other side fluttered in a breeze off the nearby Potomac River. The sprawling 900-acre base is home to an alphabet soup of assorted military and intelligence units that operate around the nation’s capital. Satellite dishes near some of the buildings are as big around as ice-skating rinks. Yet just past a gas station and a grocery store, the streets of nearby neighborhoods are lined with tidy houses and carefully manicured lawns, seemingly a typical American suburb just coming to life on a summer morning. Only the denizens of this cloistered suburb were at war, had been for over a decade, while the nation beyond the gates of the base so clearly was not.

The gleaming metal and glass superstructure of the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) headquarters rises above the smaller structures on Anacostia-Bolling like an aircraft carrier at dock. Clusters of well-dressed men and women were filing into its entrance past a marble wall inscribed with the message “Committed to Excellence in Defense of the Nation.” The guests were handed a color program and ushered into an atrium containing hundreds of seats. The retirement ceremony of Lieutenant General Michael T. Flynn, the director of the agency, was soon to begin. The program identified the masters of ceremony as James Clapper, the nation’s top intelligence official and director of national intelligence; Admiral Michael Rogers, head of the surveillance behemoth the National Security Agency (NSA); and General Martin Dempsey, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS).

The mandarins of the vast US national security apparatus were in attendance, its top soldiers, spies, and federal agents gathered under one roof to send one of their own into retirement, a man who without fear of contradiction would be extolled during the ceremony as the “best intelligence officer of the past twenty years.” Many of them had come of age together as field commanders in America’s post-9/11 wars, and had risen to the top of their various agencies and professions as secret sharers of the truths revealed there. They had all lost friends and innocence in roughly equal measure, and had sworn never again to let the magnetic pull of Washington bureaucracies or careerism divide them to the benefit of a relentless enemy. Given the nature of the intelligence business that united them, quite a few also knew that Mike Flynn’s premature retirement wasn’t entirely of his own choosing, and that his cogent and frank intelligence assessments hadn’t always been warmly received down certain corridors of power in Washington. In that sense there was an undercurrent of tension in the festivities not evident to the casual observer.

As the longtime national security correspondent for National Journal magazine, I was familiar with Mike Flynn’s backstory, and had wrangled an invitation to his retirement to look for some answers. Flynn had recently granted me his final on-the-record interview before leaving office. In it, he warned that the United States was actually less safe from the threat of terrorism in 2014 than it was prior to the 9/11 attacks, even after more than a decade of war, or what the George W. Bush administration had termed a “global war on terrorism.” The latest and most blunt of a series of public warnings Flynn had issued over the past year, it was not embraced across the river at the White House, nor welcomed in certain offices in the Pentagon where steep budget cuts were justified. I strongly suspected this was another reason that Flynn would not serve out his full, anticipated three-year term at the helm of the Defense Intelligence Agency.

Some of the other major topics competing in a crowded news cycle in August 2014 included continued revelations about the National Security Agency’s massive surveillance programs disclosed by former NSA contractor Edward Snowden, and a fight between the CIA and the Senate Intelligence Committee over the latter’s upcoming report on the agency’s alleged torture of terrorist suspects in the aftermath of 9/11. The day before, at least five suspected Islamist extremists associated with the deadly Haqqani terrorist network were reported killed by a CIA drone strike in Pakistan’s North Waziristan region. In the Middle East, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) was continuing the surprise offensive it had launched earlier in the summer, capturing roughly a third of Iraq after carving an Islamist caliphate out of war-torn Syria. US general John Campbell had recently been designated as the next top commander in Afghanistan, and tasked with bringing US troops home by the end of 2016 at the latest, ending the United States’ post-9/11 wars. On Capitol Hill, hardline Republican insurgents were once again threatening to shut down the US government in response to the Obama administration’s policy regarding tens of thousands of immigrants seeking asylum from cartel and gang violence in Latin America.

In short, the world looked like a chaotic and increasingly dangerous place in the summer of 2014, and the US government’s response seemed feckless and distracted. As I took my seat in the DIA atrium and looked at the men and women seated around me, I knew that many of them were at the hidden center of those stories and events, and that the world illuminated in the headlines was in large measure one of their making. And I was curious what they thought about it all.

Some of those present I knew mainly by reputation, many I had interviewed before or covered in war zones, a few I socialized with on occasion. Theirs was largely a secret society, but if you put in the work, respected the ground rules, and shared some of the hardships, even a journalist was sometimes allowed inside the inner sanctum.

I had interviewed James Clapper, the intelligence czar, for an article on the unprecedented level of intelligence fusion that now routinely occurred across an intelligence community of sixteen agencies that included more than 200,000 operators, including 30,000 private contractors, stationed in more than 165 countries at a reported annual cost of more than $76 billion. The revolution in intelligence gathering that Clapper represented wouldn’t have been possible if the 9/11 terrorist attacks hadn’t broken down the walls that once separated foreign and domestic intelligence, as well as civilian and military intelligence agencies and operations. The post-9/11 intelligence reforms proposed by the 9/11 Commission and adopted by the George W. Bush administration had created Clapper’s job of intelligence director, the single point man responsible for coordinating all intelligence. Those reforms and more than a decade of war had pulled the armed forces into a counterterrorism realm once dominated by intelligence and law-enforcement agencies, just as they had drawn the CIA increasingly into paramilitary operations. To grasp how intermingled US military and intelligence operations had become, you only had to consider that two defense secretaries in that timeframe were former CIA directors, and that retired general David Petraeus, who devised the counterinsurgency campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan, had served as CIA director. Clapper himself was a retired US Air Force lieutenant general.

Overseeing that massive intelligence gathering enterprise, Clapper often seemed harried and grumpy, like the obstreperous uncle at holiday gatherings who insists the world is going to hell. Yet he was accessible and a straight shooter, which I found ironic considering that a sizeable group of lawmakers had recently written to the president demanding that Clapper be fired for lying to Congress, the result of a clever senator’s needling him about classified intelligence during open testimony. The director had denied that the NSA wittingly collected any type of data on hundreds of millions of Americans, an assertion he was later forced to admit was “erroneous” after NSA leaker Snowden revealed the agency’s collection of telephone metadata.

When I talked to him, Clapper insisted that the unusually close relationships at the top of the US national security apparatus reflected bonds forged in wartime and were essential to the new model of intelligence-driven, multiagency counterterrorism operations. “Over a decade of conflict, the merits and virtues of that model—working jointly to combine the capabilities of all of these discrete intelligence and military organizations into a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts—have gained traction with a new generation of operators who don’t know anything else,” he told me. “That’s why I don’t think we will ever walk it back, not that anyone would want to.”

Another scheduled presenter at Mike Flynn’s retirement was JCS chairman Martin Dempsey. Remarkably, Dempsey was the first chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to actually have served and fought as a field commander during this longest period of war in the nation’s history. I was embedded with his commands for extended periods a number of times during the Iraq War, and had witnessed the generalship and unflappable temperament that paved the way to the military’s top job. I once watched Dempsey sing “New York, New York” to a room packed with officers and their spouses; he had both a fine tenor and a common touch with the troops. I had also stood beside him on the ridgeline of Little Round Top at Gettysburg battlefield, listening as he admitted to his staff that the same kind of fundamental disagreements on strategy that ultimately spelled defeat for the Confederate Army in the decisive battle of the Civil War had also divided the US Army’s leadership during the Iraq War.

Dempsey was part of a select group of US division and task force commanders who had stared into the abyss in the early days in Iraq, returned later in 2007–2008 during the surge in a last, desperate attempt to snatch an acceptable outcome from the jaws of almost certain defeat, and then rose to attain four-star status where those lessons from Iraq could be disseminated and institutionalized. Other members of that unique class included Dempsey’s West Point classmate David Petraeus and former Afghanistan commander and counterterrorism pioneer Stanley McChrystal. Another West Point classmate and four-star officer, General Keith Alexander, had played an outsize role in the post-9/11 wars as the director of the National Security Agency. Alexander had retired the previous year after a long tenure but under considerable public fire as a result of the Snowden controversy. The experience left him noticeably bitter. From his office in downtown Washington, Alexander recently told me that the counterterrorism threat indicators at the major intelligence agencies were starting to go dark as a result of the Snowden revelations, a warning that Clapper seconded.

In the front row sat General John Campbell, vice chief of staff of the US Army. Another West Pointer, Campbell had recently received his marching orders to bring the last US troops home. America was closing the chapters on its post-9/11 wars, and Washington and the public had in many ways already moved on. Yet Campbell’s own son was still fighting in Afghanistan, a point he took pains to stress when I interviewed him about the army’s postwar drawdown already well under way. Democracies are not suited to long wars, and it took a certain generosity of spirit to risk your own flesh and blood in a war that had become little more than background noise to the vast majority of your fellow citizens.

I also spotted Brian McCauley, the FBI’s deputy assistant director for international operations, in the audience. Affable and always ready with a wisecrack, McCauley had spent so much time in Afghanistan networking with other law enforcement and intelligence agencies and military officials that some of his colleagues had dubbed him the “mayor of Kabul.” Beneath his friendly exterior beat the heart of a hard-core field agent, one who had become adept at playing the deadly game of cat-and-mouse and double-and triple-cross that was central to counterterrorism operations.

Flynn’s civilian boss, Michael Vickers, the undersecretary of defense for intelligence, was likewise at the retirement ceremony. Vickers was the one who pushed him out without letting Flynn complete the typical third year in command at DIA, having decided that in a Washington that was standing down from a wartime footing, Flynn’s constant “shaking things up” had become too disruptive. The always turf-conscious CIA didn’t care for Flynn’s expansion of DIA’s Clandestine Service, seeing it as an encroachment on its spying domain. The DIA bureaucracy didn’t appreciate reforms that would upend comfortable lives in Washington. Flynn figured a little disruption was the cost of trying to institutionalize lessons from wars that the bureaucrats in Washington were already trying to forget. Still, one of the great unanswered questions of the past decade was whether the bottom-up revolution in warfighting that these combat veterans led, based on relationships and habits of intelligence-sharing forged in wartime, could survive as those wars ended and the bureaucracies reasserted themselves in a competition for scarce dollars. The shoddy treatment of Mike Flynn was not a promising harbinger.

LIEUTENANT GENERAL MIKE Flynn finally took the stage. A noted maverick and combat veteran who distinguished himself as the intelligence chief for Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) during its seminal fight with al-Qaeda in Iraq, and later in Afghanistan, Flynn had taken the helm of the seventeen-thousand-member Defense Intelligence Agency with the mandate of Defense Secretary Leon Panetta to “shake things up.” He wasted no time in applying the hard lessons of combat in reorganizing the agency, creating five intelligence fusion centers to support the war fighters in the field who were ever foremost in his thoughts. The centers would become major new nodes in the globe-spanning intelligence network, a direct outgrowth of the intelligence-driven, network-centric style of counterterrorism operations that he had helped pioneer under former JSOC commander General McChrystal. Flynn also significantly increased the size of DIA’s Clandestine Service of spies collecting “human intelligence,” pushing more of its operators and analysts out into the field where they could work alongside combatant commanders and develop relationships that facilitated cross-agency intelligence sharing, another key takeaway from Iraq and Afghanistan.

From the podium Flynn waved to his many family members in the crowd, sitting gathered around his wife and high school sweetheart, Lori. Dark-haired, with an aquiline face and a surfer’s wiry build, Mike is a proud Irish American, one of nine children of Francis and Helen Flynn, the latter ailing but watching the ceremony via a video teleconference screen. Helen Flynn possessed an irreverent Irish wit and a salty mouth, and she raised her children with an immigrant’s devotion to hard work, faith, and education. By way of example, she had gone back to school after all the kids were grown and earned a law degree at the age of sixty. Most of what you needed to know about the upbringing of the Flynn clan was that they all wore white socks in working-class Middletown, Rhode Island, kept in a “Flynn family sock basket,” because honestly, with nine kids who in the hell had the time to sort socks?

His late father had been a career army sergeant, fighting in both World War II and Korea. Francis Flynn taught his sons by example that being a good leader was not about how tough or smart you were; rather, about whether you cared enough for your troops to show them kindness and grace when they inevitably needed it. When Michael and later his brother Charlie told their father they, too, were joining the army, he didn’t hide his pleasure at the news. As Mike Flynn recounted at his retirement ceremony, Francis Flynn told his sons, both of whom would improbably rise to the rank of general, “the name of ‘soldier’ is the proudest name anyone can bear.”

Mike Flynn thanked the military commanders in the audience, including former Eighteenth Airborne Corps commander Dan McNeill, a mentor to both himself and McChrystal. He choked up addressing the families who had lost loved ones in the war, promising to honor and never forget their sacrifices. At a recent private retirement dinner I had seen Flynn deliver a similar message: We are here for a reason, and have laid down our lives for the cause of protecting this country and preserving what is good in it for our children and grandchildren. We are duty bound to keep America safe from an evil that would take away the freedoms we hold dear.

In his call-out to colleagues in attendance, Flynn made special note of Stanley McChrystal: “If there was any one individual in this country who changed the way America fights its wars, it was Stan,” he told the capacity crowd. As JSOC’s former commander and chief intelligence officer, respectively, McChrystal and Flynn really had pioneered a new style of warfare. At JSOC, the war-fighting subcomponent of the larger US Special Operations Command, they incubated a new model of military operations that relied on an unprecedented synergy that developed in the war zones between the Special Operations forces, intelligence and law enforcement agencies, and conventional military forces.

AFTER THE OFFICIAL ceremony, I saw Stanley McChrystal at the end of the reception line. He was tall and quiet and thin to the point of looking drawn, but there was something about him that always made him seem like the adult in any room he entered. Many in the public knew McChrystal best from the controversy prompted by a Rolling Stone article entitled “The Runaway General.” The article quoted unnamed staff as making disrespectful comments about Vice President Joe Biden, and led President Barack Obama to publicly relieve McChrystal of command in Afghanistan at a critical moment in the war. He was replaced by General Petraeus, the hero of the Iraq surge, who himself was later forced to step down as the director of the CIA because of revelations concerning an extramarital affair and the unauthorized release of classified information to his biographer and lover. Inside military and intelligence circles it was understood that Petraeus and McChrystal were the preeminent generals and wartime field commanders of their generation of officers, and the manner of their dismissal stuck in many a craw. As did the treatment of Mike Flynn.

The model of operations that McChrystal and Flynn helped pioneer was most closely associated in the public mind with drone strikes and the publicity surrounding Operation Neptune Spear and the killing of Osama bin Laden. Certainly it had little to do with the nation-building the United States conducted to help steer Iraq and Afghanistan on the road to democracy, and it was only one element of the manpower-intensive counterinsurgency operations that came to define those conflicts. Nor did McChrystal and Flynn see it as a war-winning model at the strategic level of conflict between nation-states and armies, or even against terrorist groups entrenched in failing societies. Rather, it was an enabler, a way to buy time for other instruments of American power to prove decisive, if the US government still had the will to employ them. At its hot core, that new American-style of warfare was predicated on hunting individual terrorists and other extremists who hid in the dark corners of the world, and in plain sight as well.

The intense battle rhythm behind that new style of warfare was unlike anything that had come before it. In the early years in Afghanistan and Iraq, McChrystal’s Task Force 714 had launched an average of four or five targeted raids a month, looking for “high-value targets.” At the height of the fighting five years later, they were launching dozens of raids each night, and hundreds every month. The intelligence-driven network that enabled, organized, and controlled all of that lethal action continued to grow more layered, its reach and data banks constantly expanding, and the hundreds of thousands of people that kept it pulsing became more tightly wired and connected with each passing year. By 2014 JSOC’s style of operations had become, as Stan McChrystal once told me, the “Amazon.com of counterterrorism.” JSOC’s multiagency joint task forces and intelligence fusion centers that combined the skills of many disparate players into a unified, mission-focused whole had become the new normal. That streamlined model greatly condensed the traditional military-targeting cycle of “find, fix, and finish” by constantly incorporating intelligence “exploitation and analysis,” creating what the counterterrorism community called an F3EA style of operations, where the lines between intelligence gathering and operational targeting disappeared. The relentless demands of that new style of operations explained major reorganizations of DIA and the CIA, and the NSA’s storage of vast amounts of electronic metadata in search of “patterns of life” among terrorists and their networks.

As the last US combat troops prepared to exit Iraq and Afghanistan and the government wound down the unpopular post-9/11 wars, the emerging US counterterrorism model centered on grafting that unique skill set—rapid network-centric operations by joint task forces and Special Operations Forces, advanced ISR (intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance), and precision strike power from the air—to enable local allies and proxies, much as the United States was already doing in such places as Somalia and Yemen.

I had witnessed that new style of warfare in Iraq and Afghanistan, in secret Special Operations Forces training and strike bases in Africa, and in intelligence fusion and drone operations centers inside the United States and overseas. I heard the mantra of the counterterrorism manhunt echo through a globe-spanning intelligence network, elegant in its simplicity and terrifying in its lethality: Find. Fix. Finish. Exploit. Analyze. And Reload.

What I didn’t know was the answer to the big question: was the F3EA model of operations against discrete terrorist targets enough to keep the nation safe? The search for answers to that and related questions animates this book. Was the Islamist extremism that invaded these shores on September 11, 2001, sufficiently weakened or demoralized by a decade of war and global counterterrorism operations that the United States could now fight only from the air and in the shadows, without boots and reliable local partners on the ground, and without heavy-lifting nation-building to drain the swamps that breed extremism? What measure of security had the nation purchased with more than ten years of fighting in Afghanistan and Iraq? What would become of this new war-fighting model once the originators passed from the scene, and the bonds of trust they had woven began to fray under peacetime pressures? The answer to those questions are revealed in the stories behind the unique brotherhood that gathered at DIA headquarters on August 7, 2014.

I WAS INTERESTED in the fraternity of soldiers, spies, and special agents that gathered for Mike Flynn’s retirement primarily because the close relationships and bonds they forged in combat helped birth a new operational style of war. But I was also intrigued by what they represented. What united them to a person was a keen sense of duty to their country, and in that they were an apt metaphor for the less than 1 percent of citizens who had fought their nation’s post-9/11 wars.

Self-selected over the decades since the abolishment of the draft in 1973, the all-volunteer, professional US military likewise hailed disproportionately from the working class and the heartland. Typically they are the sons and daughters not of Wall Street hedge-fund managers or the Northeast elite, or of the high-tech entrepreneurs on the West Coast, but of working-class cops, teachers, firefighters, and especially other soldiers. One 2007 US Army survey found that the 304 general officers in the army had 180 children serving in uniform, making military service something of a family business. By contrast, of the 535 members of Congress, the country’s political elite, fewer than a dozen had children in uniform. By 2014 this wartime brotherhood was at the helm of a modern all-volunteer force that had largely become what its creators originally envisioned decades earlier—a truly professional army, with high degrees of competence and expertise in the increasingly sophisticated weaponry and tactics of modern war. By most quantifiable measures of discipline, reliability, education, and capability, it was arguably the best the United States had ever fielded.

The original architects of the all-volunteer force in 1973 could never have imagined, though, that the US government would treat it like an American Foreign Legion, sending the force to fight on its own for a decade without mobilizing the country with a draft or a full and sustained call-up of the reserves, or imposing so much as a war tax. That new compact between citizens and soldiers, where there is no shared duty to defend the country, created a sense of separateness and a dangerous perception gap, whether it was Congress’s shrugging off dire warnings from Dempsey and the other joint chiefs about the harm in precipitous budget cuts, and ignoring Clapper and the intelligence community’s advice against stringent post-Snowden surveillance restrictions, or the White House’s dismissing Mike Flynn and the counterterrorism community’s warnings about the growth in Islamist extremist groups. That gap between the nation and its defenders raises important questions that I also hope the life stories of these men will help answer.

Finally, there was the intriguing matter of genealogy to consider in trying to understand this unique brotherhood of warriors. Certainly the backstories of many of those present at the retirement ceremony or leading US security services were immigrant tales, full of deprivation and the kind of grit and determination that drives families forward as those traits are passed through the generations. Which is to say, quintessentially American stories. Of course, their backgrounds traced in many different directions, to include prominently David Petraeus, son of Sixtus Petraeus, a Dutch sea captain who commanded a Liberty ship for the United States during World War II. And then there were Flynn, McChrystal, Dempsey, McCauley, Campbell, McNeill, Mulholland, McRaven, Kelly. That the ranks of senior US national security officials read like an Ellis Island logbook during the 1840s potato famine was not lost on its membership, nor altogether coincidence. Some of them even joked about it, calling themselves part of a modern “Irish Brigade.”

As Terry Golway notes in The Irish in America, the Irish have a long military tradition in the United States, tracing back to George Washington’s Continental Army. During the Civil War newly minted Irish immigrants joined the armies on both sides of the conflict in such large numbers that the Union and Confederate armies formed Irish brigades. The wave of Protestant Scots-Irish immigration that began in the early 1700s also produced more than its share of soldiers, who composed roughly 40 percent of the Revolutionary War army, as noted in Born Fighting author, senator, and Vietnam veteran Jim Webb’s paean to his own Scots-Irish ancestors. Notable American military figures of Irish and Scots-Irish descent include the pioneers and Indian fighters Daniel Boone, Davy Crockett, and General Philip Sheridan; Civil War commanders Stonewall Jackson and Ulysses S. Grant; World War I hero Sergeant Alvin York; and General George Patton and Medal of Honor recipient Audie Murphy, the most decorated soldier of World War II. You could add to that long list General William “Scott” Wallace, who I embedded with as he led the 2003 invasion of Iraq, and who was the descendant of William Wallace of Braveheart fame.

At the reception following Mike Flynn’s retirement, I came upon the FBI’s Brian McCauley, who was joking about the modern “Irish Brigade” with retired general Dan McNeill, the former top US commander in Afghanistan. McNeill quipped that his ancestors were Scots-Irish, and would probably have been Irish if the Irish and Scottish hadn’t managed to lose the Wars of the Three Kingdoms in the 1600s. “Look around at the bunch of us Micks,” McCauley joked, ticking off the names of some of the senior officers and officials at the reception. “We sound like a lineup of the Westies gang.”

I LEFT MIKE Flynn’s retirement ceremony with McCauley, waiting as he stopped to shake hands with just about everyone we passed. Flynn and McCauley were especially close friends, and on weekends they often met for breakfast at Bob & Edith’s Diner near the Pentagon. Their discussions of growing up as Irish American kids in nearby neighborhoods in Rhode Island, where families tended to be working class and their children were sent to Catholic schools, were often hilarious. Even though Flynn had grown up in a small house full of brothers and sisters, McCauley liked to kid him that the Flynn clan came from the better side of the tracks in Middletown where they ate watercress sandwiches instead of the mayonnaise variety favored by the McCauley kids. In their stories of Rhode Island virtually everyone was a cop, a soldier, a crook, or a corrupt politician.

Weeks before the retirement ceremony, I had joined McCauley and Flynn for breakfast at Bob & Edith’s. The mood had been far more somber than usual. The offensive juggernaut launched by Islamic State extremists had rolled through much of Iraq and was threatening Baghdad. McCauley had requested that the FBI team be evacuated from the US embassy, but the ambassador was afraid that it would look like a routed retreat—which it would soon become absent quick action. Flynn said the military attaché in Baghdad had been warning about the rapidly deteriorating situation for more than seven months, but no one in Washington much heeded reports about what was happening in Iraq anymore.

Later, as McCauley and I were leaving Flynn’s retirement ceremony, it occurred to me that JCS chairman General Martin Dempsey had been scheduled to present at the event, but he had canceled at the last minute. The cancellation was a shame, as everyone hoped he’d sing “Danny Boy” and bring the auditorium to tears. Later that same day, August 7, 2014, the reason for Dempsey’s absence became clear when President Obama announced that US war planes had begun bombing Islamic State targets and flying humanitarian relief missions inside Iraq. So, the US military was officially going back to Iraq as part of the global war against radical Islamic terrorists. It was starting all over again.
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Where There’s Smoke

1998–2001

MEMBERS OF THE FBI FIELD TEAM WERE SHUFFLING IN THE DAMP chill, rubbing their arms and clutching Styrofoam cups of hot coffee in an effort to keep warm. Dawn announced itself weakly on a wet, overcast day. The rural land outside Frederick, Maryland, is hill country, where the Catoctin Mountains spill onto the coastal plains, thick with forests and open fields and ravines with noisy streams. It is tough land, and the weather was miserable for an evidence search, the kind of unglamorous grunt work that is rarely depicted in movies and television shows about life in the FBI. The field team was waiting around for some gear to arrive so it could begin its search.

Lights approached in the gloom on the mostly deserted country road, and as the vehicle drew near the team leader noted to his surprise that it was a US Army Humvee. It pulled up to the group of civilians and a soldier in combat fatigues got out. “So, which one of you is General McCauley?” he asked. The FBI team leader looked at Special Agent Brian McCauley and got the shrug and smile that they were all coming to know so well.

“I told you, boss, I got a guy I know,” said McCauley. Turns out the “guy” was a senior officer in the Maryland National Guard, who was more than happy to lend a hand in a real-world FBI evidence search as a way to log some monthly drill time. What never failed to astound his FBI teammates was that McCauley always seemed to “have a guy” to fit every occasion. He was a one-man networking machine with a seemingly inexhaustible Rolodex. McCauley hopped in the open rear bay of the Humvee, pulled out a cigar, and with a typical grin announced that the search could commence.

When McCauley had reported for duty at the bureau for the first time on Saint Patrick’s Day 1997, the FBI was still an old-school criminal investigative organization focused primarily on bringing perpetrators to justice after the fact of a crime. J. Edgar Hoover would have recognized its straitlaced, G-man culture that still valued face-to-face interviews and interrogations over written reports, and shoe-leather detective work over technical finesse. If the bureau tended not to play particularly well with others, it was big enough that it didn’t have to.

Only the end of the Cold War had unleashed forces and rapidly evolving threats that were outpacing such mammoth and slow-moving US government bureaucracies as the FBI. The phenomenon of globalization and rapid advances in information-age technology were eviscerating national borders and shrinking distances, blurring traditional lines between what constituted an international versus a domestic threat. Transnational drug cartels, hackers, spies, and especially international terrorists were crossing those boundaries and exploiting with impunity the gaps between US law enforcement, intelligence, and military jurisdictions. And the FBI that McCauley joined in 1997 had been slow to react.

At that time McCauley was already thirty-six years old and on his third career. He was a natural team player, an Irish American kid from a working-class neighborhood of immigrants in Providence, Rhode Island, where he had played basketball for St. Patrick’s High School. He was one of five siblings, including a brother who was an “Irish twin,” born less than a year apart. His mother had sent young Brian to Our Lady of Providence Preparatory Seminary in hopes of steering him toward the priesthood. Her plans were dashed the instant her son first laid eyes on young Rose Kelly. Ultimately, McCauley’s ticket out of Providence was the same punched by his dad, and his grandfather, and his maternal great-grandfather before that, all of whom had joined the US Marine Corps. On his wall McCauley kept his honorable discharge right alongside that of his father, the dates thirty-four years apart almost to the day. Legendary Secret Service agent Tim McCarthy, who had taken the bullet for Ronald Reagan, had helped McCauley get on with the uniformed Secret Service. Then McCauley had returned to Boston to be near his ailing father, taking a job with the US Marshall’s Service and attending night school at a satellite campus of Notre Dame, where students jokingly called themselves the “Fighting Nuns.”

From the outset of his FBI career, McCauley had experienced the joy of someone who discovers late the work he was meant to do, the meshing of FBI organizational culture and his personality practically seamless. He wasn’t one to write long reports or detailed analyses, but the FBI at the end of the 1990s was still more of a spoken-word kind of operation focused on shoe-leather investigations, takedown arrests, and successful prosecutions. He could charm the keys off a jailer, and he had an instinct and bias for action that perfectly suited the demands of FBI work. As one of his colleagues put it, you sometimes had to step on Brian McCauley’s foot to stop him from making the most inappropriate comments imaginable, but he had also seen McCauley literally drive over the foot of a fleeing suspect rather than let the man escape.

There was a confluence between McCauley’s career at the FBI and the rise of increasingly deadly terrorist attacks that had some analysts writing about the “Age of Superterrorism,” and it would ultimately transform both his life and the bureau he loved. In his earliest days on the job, he had been assigned to a multiagency Joint Terrorism Task Force in Washington, DC, investigating a fund-raising operation run out of the Northeast in support of the Irish Republican Army (IRA). That investigation led him to what was known as the Valhalla case, a twisted scheme of gun-running and treachery that revealed the dark side of the tightly knit Irish American community in the Northeast, as well as the dangers that lurked at the shadowy intersection of transnational criminal cartels and terrorism.

The Valhalla was a 77-foot fishing trawler operating out of the hard-scrabble port of Gloucester, Massachusetts, where Irish mobster James “Whitey” Bulger used it to smuggle narcotics and run guns to the IRA. Back in 1984 the Valhalla had transferred 7 tons of weapons and ammunition worth $1 million to an IRA boat named the Marita Ann. Thanks to an informant, the Marita Ann was intercepted by the Irish Navy before it could distribute to IRA gunmen a cargo of rockets, submachine guns, rifles, handguns, bulletproof vests, and seventy thousand rounds of ammunition. One of the crewmen on the Valhalla, John McIntyre, was later picked up by police and interrogated by drug enforcement officials, and he agreed to turn informant and reveal the links between the Irish mob in Boston, drug trafficking cartels, and the IRA.

Unfortunately for McIntyre, that information was eventually shared with FBI agent John Connolly, another first-generation Irish American, who had befriended Bulger as a kid on the tough streets of South Boston and was secretly funneling him intelligence, protecting the Irish mob boss from investigations into as many as nineteen murders. Weeks after talking with the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), McIntyre disappeared. He wasn’t heard of again until 1999, when Whitey Bulger’s lieutenant, Kevin Weeks, led investigators to his remains in a makeshift grave in Dorchester so as to lessen his own racketeering charges.

As a kid McCauley had always heard the Irish Republican Army romanticized as “freedom fighters,” and it was an open secret that many wealthy Irish Americans gave them money for the cause of freeing Northern Ireland from British rule. But the Valhalla case and his subsequent investigations opened McCauley’s eyes. IRA operatives were training in Libya right alongside other members of the global terrorist pantheon, including the Palestinian Hamas and the Lebanese Hezbollah. The IRA operatives were also early pioneers of the car bomb, a devastating weapon used repeatedly by the group to indiscriminately murder scores of Irish men, women, and children. The fact that the IRA was also in league with a murderer and mobster like Whitey Bulger, who had infiltrated and compromised McCauley’s beloved FBI, only underscored his growing conviction that they were just another band of vicious killers hiding behind a supposedly noble cause and purifying ideology.

As he worked the IRA investigation with the multiagency Joint Terrorism Task Force, McCauley was struck by the fact that none of the many US intelligence agencies sat at the table crowded with local, state, and federal police agencies. In particular, he had virtually no contact with CIA operatives and analysts who ostensibly were responsible for tracking foreign terrorist groups, such as the IRA. That disconnect was largely the result of US laws that purposely erected a wall between domestic and foreign intelligence gathering, and between law enforcement and military operations. Those laws were part of groundbreaking reforms of the mid-1970s resulting from investigations into intelligence abuses by the Church and Pike Committees in Congress. Evidence collected by the committees and investigative journalists back then revealed myriad abuses, including CIA assassination and coup plots against such foreign leaders as Fidel Castro of Cuba, Patrice Lumumba of Congo, and Salvador Allende of Chile; CIA dossiers on more than ten thousand US citizens; FBI spying on antiwar dissenters and civil rights advocates; and National Security Agency domestic spying. As a result of the Church and Pike investigations, Congress established the Senate and House Select Committees on Intelligence to conduct oversight of the intelligence agencies, and passed the 1978 Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA), requiring court approved warrants for national security wiretaps.

For all the good intention, these walls of separation enabled the IRA and other terrorist organizations to thrive in the gaps between US law enforcement, intelligence, and military jurisdictions. Some, including the IRA as well as al-Qaeda, also had tentacles that reached deep into the US homeland. It was while working on the Valhalla case that Brian McCauley first began to wonder what it would take to finally overcome the cultural and bureaucratic barriers that prevented US law enforcement and intelligence agencies from jointly confronting a common enemy.

BY THE LATE 1990s, increasingly lethal attacks by shadowy Islamic terrorist groups—to include the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center that killed six civilians and injured more than a thousand, the 1996 bombing of the Khobar Towers housing complex in Saudi Arabia that killed nineteen American servicemen, and the devastating 1998 bombings of the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania that killed more than two hundred people and wounded thousands—had exposed the gaps and disconnects between stove-piped US intelligence and law enforcement agencies. Nowhere were concerns about those disconnects more acute than at the CIA’s campus in Langley, Virginia, and the FBI’s J. Edgar Hoover Building in Washington, DC.

Over decades the CIA and the FBI had built cities on separate hills, and by their own admission they stared across a largely impassable gulf of cultural ignorance, mistrust, and downright disdain. Whenever the two agencies were forced to work together—an increasingly common occurrence in the post–Cold War thaw during the 1990s, with criminal cartels and transnational terrorist groups trampling the borders between their jurisdictions—CIA and FBI agents clashed openly and often, with the former playing to type as tweedy Georgetown intellectuals, and the FBI agents coming across as blue-collar beat cops.

Even in the field and on overseas postings, the two stubborn tribes often seemed to spend as much time competing with and even undermining each other as they did chasing bad guys. From the point of view of CIA station chiefs at US embassies overseas, who often served as an ambassador’s point person on major strategic issues, the FBI legal attachés at the embassy seemed to rank somewhere just above chauffeur in the embassy hierarchy. “They had very little international experience or foreign language capability, and their main concern seemed to be catching fugitive bank robbers,” a senior CIA official told me at the time, talking about his FBI counterparts. “It was almost embarrassing.”

Given a CIA culture that prized the care and cultivation of sources and golden nuggets of secret information, CIA station chiefs were also disdainful of the FBI’s focus on gathering evidence and building criminal indictments so as to prosecute perpetrators in open trials. Never mind that the counterterrorism strategy the United States followed throughout the 1980s and 1990s was to bring terrorists to justice before US courts, with the possibility of tough sentences in US prisons or even the death penalty.

For their part, FBI special agents who worked for the Justice Department and were the primary enforcers of the nation’s laws tended to view their CIA counterparts as rogues and scofflaws, chronically stretching the rules until they broke, and operating overseas outside any recognizable legal regime. Never mind that covert activities ordered by the president and overseen by congressional intelligence committees, even if they broke foreign laws, were a legal and a critical tool of the US government. More to the point, the FBI agents sensed acutely the disdain and Ivy League arrogance of their CIA counterparts, and they returned it in kind.

The keystone cops routine between the nation’s premier intelligence and law enforcement agencies might almost have been amusing if foreign intelligence agencies and transnational criminals and terrorists weren’t increasingly exploiting the legal and cultural barriers between them.

Largely as a result of miscues that enabled the spying of CIA agent and Soviet mole Aldrich Ames, the Clinton administration had instituted in 1994 sweeping reforms designed to close the dangerous gap in operations and culture between the CIA and FBI. In a move that would have been heresy prior to Ames, Presidential Decision Directive 24 placed a senior FBI official in charge of counterespionage—the spy-versus-spy operations at the heart of the Ames scandal—and located him inside CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia. The reform also established the National Counterintelligence Center at the CIA—run by an FBI official—to take on the broader mission of protecting American secrets and assets. The idea to trade counterterrorism and counterespionage deputies between the agency and the bureau was referred to unlovingly as the “hostage exchange program.”

By decade’s end it was also abundantly clear that the transnational threat on which the fortunes of the CIA and FBI would be tied most closely was international terrorism. Although the US counterterrorism strategy in the 1990s centered on law enforcement, that goal required cooperation between the CIA operatives responsible for surveillance and infiltration of foreign terrorist groups overseas, and FBI agents tasked with making arrests and gathering evidence that could be used in court.

As a result, FBI and CIA agents increasingly found themselves thrust into ad hoc joint task forces to go after specific targets, usually after an attack or incident. Some of the early successes of these joint task forces offered a glimpse of the synergy possible in field teams that, in their enthusiasm and desire to accomplish a common mission, put aside their differences and overcame institutional barriers, at least temporarily. Such joint task forces were responsible for apprehending and successfully prosecuting the terrorist cell responsible for the 1993 World Trade Center bombing, an attack designed to topple the North Tower of the trade center into the South Tower and kill untold thousands. The ringleader in that attack was Ramzi Yousef, a Kuwaiti who had spent time in an Afghanistan training camp run by the shadowy Islamist terrorist group al-Qaeda. Yousef’s uncle was Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who at the time was considered a dangerous freelance terrorist.

In 1997 FBI and CIA agents also successfully tracked down Mir Aimal Kansi, the gunman who killed two CIA employees in a 1993 attack outside the main gate of their headquarters in Langley. Other joint apprehensions in the 1990s included Omar Ali Rezaq, for the hijacking of an Egyptian Air flight in which fifty-eight people died; Mohammed Rashid, for the 1982 bombing of a Pan Am flight; and Tsutomu Shirosaki, for a rocket attack against the US Embassy in Jakarta.

One of the most successful preemptions of a terrorist plot came with the Y2K terrorist operation, a massive plot hatched by al-Qaeda involving planned attacks in multiple countries designed to kill thousands of people. Alerted to attacks that were planned to coincide with the turning of the clocks on the new millennium, CIA and FBI officials worked with foreign intelligence and police services to disrupt al-Qaeda cells in eight countries, with arrests made in the United States, Jordan, Pakistan, and Canada. The plot fizzled, and both the FBI and CIA communities breathed a collective sigh of relief.

If al-Qaeda and Osama bin Laden were deterred by the disruption of a major plot and the apprehension of many top operatives from earlier attacks, however, it didn’t show. On October 12, 2000, two al-Qaeda operatives piloted a small boat toward the US Navy warship USS Cole, anchored in the Yemini port of Aden. Hassan al-Khamri and Ibrahim al-Thawar pulled their explosives-laden boat alongside the Cole, waving at the sailors and making friendly gestures right up until the moment they ignited the explosives, obliterating themselves in a blast that also killed 17 US sailors, wounded 40, and very nearly sank a US Navy ship of the line. When the United States mounted no counterattack, al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden was reportedly frustrated, and vowed to launch an even bigger attack to goad the superpower into lashing out in a way that would spark his longed-for war between Islam and the West.

Meanwhile, the steady drumbeat of sophisticated terrorist attacks sounded warning alarms in Washington, DC. A congressionally mandated report by the National Commission on Terrorism released in 2000 faulted both the CIA and FBI for being “overly risk averse” and insufficiently aggressive in investigating terrorist organizations. The House Select Committee on Intelligence released its own scathing assessment of the US intelligence community the same year, faulting it for poor organization and calling for a more corporate approach to intelligence gathering that included the entire intelligence and national security complex. The Senate Appropriations Committee, citing the FBI’s lack of adequate focus on new threats, approved funds to establish a new domestic counterterrorism “czar” at the highest levels of the Justice Department. The idea never got off the ground.

By the late spring and early summer of 2001 the various threat warning systems of the FBI and CIA as well as the National Security Council’s Counterterrorism Security Group started blaring in unison, reaching a deafening crescendo by midsummer. National Security Council counterterrorism coordinator Richard Clarke warned the White House that he was tracking six separate intelligence reports on al-Qaeda personnel talking about a pending attack that, in one typical description, would be “very, very, very, very” big. Clarke stressed that there were al-Qaeda terrorist cells already within the United States, and he was especially worried about reports indicating that Abu Zubaydah, suspected as a major planner of al-Qaeda’s millennium plots, was cooking up another spectacular for the near future. The headline of a June briefing to top officials stated, “Bin Laden Planning High-Profile Attacks.” The FBI Counterterrorism Division sent a message to federal agencies and state and local law enforcement, noting an increased potential for al-Qaeda attacks abroad, though it stressed the bureau had “no information indicating a credible threat of terror attack in the United States.” The CIA briefed Attorney General John Ashcroft that al-Qaeda’s preparation for multiple attacks, presumably overseas, were “in the late stages or already complete.”

As the threat reporting built to a climax in late July, with CIA director George Tenet noting that the entire system was “blinking red,” the intelligence chatter about an imminent al-Qaeda attack abruptly stopped. The circuits of the intelligence network went largely silent, though there was at least one report that an attack had only been postponed by a few months, not abandoned altogether. A vast counterterrorism system seemed to stand momentarily down.

At the FBI Counterterrorism Division, Chief Dale Watson felt in his bones that the danger had not passed, even though the threat reporting was so nebulous, describing an apparition whose shape kept shifting and could only be guessed. FBI field offices were tracking down seventy al-Qaeda–related leads, but in reality Watson only had a handful of analysts at headquarters devoted full-time to the al-Qaeda account. For its part, on August 6, the CIA delivered a Presidential Daily Brief to the White House entitled “‘Bin Laden Determined to Strike the U.S.,” though the evidence it offered was mostly historical.

AS THE THREAT reports surged in the late spring and early summer of 2001, “John,” a CIA official attached to the FBI’s International Terrorism Section, began reexamining old surveillance photos and communications intercepts from a key January 2000 meeting of senior al-Qaeda operatives in Kuala Lumpur. The cables indicated that an al-Qaeda operative, Nawaf al-Hazmi, had been in Los Angeles in January 2000, and another, Khalid al-Mihdhar, had a US visa that stated his intention to travel to New York.

Remarkably, “John” did not feel he could share that intelligence with the FBI counterparts he worked with daily. He did give three surveillance photos from the Kuala Lumpur meeting to a joint FBI-CIA task force working the USS Cole bombing. He also asked an FBI analyst detailed to the CIA’s bin Laden unit to review the Kuala Lumpur materials one more time. That FBI analyst soon realized that there was no record that al-Hazmi had ever left the United States, and Immigration and Naturalization Service records showed that al-Mihdhar had entered the country on July 4. Al-Qaeda had come to America.

The FBI analyst “Jane” saw to it that al-Mihdhar and al-Hazmi were added to the TIPOFF watch list, a compilation of some sixty-one thousand suspected terrorists that is supposed to alert authorities whenever any of them enter or leave the United States. She also issued a lead alerting FBI field offices to be on the lookout for the men. An FBI field office agent also involved in the Cole case read the lead and contacted “Jane” looking for more information, but because he was designated as an FBI agent working criminal rather than intelligence cases, he was blocked by an internal intelligence-sharing “wall” from seeing the information. Furious, the FBI field agent fired off a prescient reply: “Whatever has happened to this—someday somebody will die—and wall or not—the public will not understand why we were not more effective and throwing every resource we had at certain ‘problems.’”

It was during this period that FBI field agents began noticing that individuals with alleged ties to al-Qaeda were enrolling in flight schools in the United States. Noting the “inordinate number of individuals of investigative interest” doing so in Arizona, an FBI agent in the Phoenix field office sent a memo to headquarters warning of the “possibility of a coordinated effort by Usama Bin Laden [sic]” to send students to the United States to attend civil aviation schools. The memo was buried in the clutter of reporting between FBI field offices and the agency’s headquarters in Washington. No managers would see it until after September 11.

At the same time, the FBI field office in Minneapolis was investigating a man with “jihadist beliefs” who was taking flight training in Minnesota. After an interview in which Zacarias Moussaoui became extremely agitated when questioned about his religious beliefs, the FBI agent concluded that he was “an Islamic extremist preparing for some future act in furtherance of radical fundamentalist goals.” Moussaoui was arrested on immigration violations on August 17, 2001, and agents at the FBI field office sought a special warrant to search his computer under the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act. That required showing probable cause that Moussaoui was an “agent of a foreign power,” however, and FBI headquarters doubted he rose to that level of threat. The Minneapolis field office supervisor was criticized by an FBI supervisor for trying to get people “spun up” about Moussaoui. “That’s precisely my intent,” the Minneapolis supervisor replied. “I’m trying to keep someone from taking a plane and crashing into the World Trade Center.”

On August 23, CIA director George Tenet was filled in on the Moussaoui case in a briefing titled “Islamic Extremist Learns to Fly.” Because there was not yet a clear connection between Moussaoui and al-Qaeda, Tenet decided to let the FBI handle the case. As a result the CIA failed to track down intelligence overseas that would soon be unearthed by Britain’s MI-6 foreign intelligence service, indicating that Moussaoui had attended an al-Qaeda training camp in Afghanistan, and to share that information with FBI agents who could have interrogated him again armed with new information. Nor did Tenet feel it necessary to discuss the case with anyone at FBI headquarters or in the White House.

“JUST FOLLOW THE smoke.” The car carrying Brian McCauley and another FBI special agent raced from the FBI headquarters building near the Capitol Building and along the grassy expanse of the National Mall. A billowing plume of black smoke loomed ominously over white marble monuments still gleaming in an otherwise clear morning, the leading edge of an encroaching shadow. There was a report that the State Department had been hit, but as they closed on Foggy Bottom, the FBI agents saw that the smoke was drifting from across the Potomac River, and they turned toward the nearest bridge.

The fires were burning uncontrollably when McCauley reached the partially collapsed western diagonal of the Pentagon, and wreckage and human detritus from American Airlines Flight 77 were strewn across parking lots and nearby lawns. All 64 people aboard the airliner had been instantly killed on impact, and 125 military personnel and Defense Department civilians would die inside the building. Fire trucks, police and sheriff cars, and emergency response vehicles were converging from numerous jurisdictions, everyone rushing to try to help the scores of seriously injured people who lay on the ground or were staggering from the burning building, some of them on fire.

The FBI agents rushed to help the wounded, triage taking precedent over evidence collection. The Arlington County Fire Department was acting as the incident commander on scene, but McCauley had watched on television as two other airliners hit the World Trade Center towers in New York. Everyone understood this was a terrorist attack, which meant that the FBI was the lead federal agency officially in charge as the Justice Department’s on-scene representative. This was now a crime scene investigation, one that McCauley could not have conjured in his own worst nightmares.

Some of the FBI special agents who would work twelve-hour shifts at the Pentagon crash site for weeks were familiar with the drill, having investigated the terrorist bombings of a US Air Force barracks at Khobar Towers, Saudi Arabia, in 1996; the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998; and the attack on the warship USS Cole in Yemen in 2000. But picking through the smoldering wreckage in the heart of the nation’s capital, recoiling from the unspeakable sights and smells on home soil, was an altogether more disorienting experience. No first responder on September 11, 2001, had any doubt that war had come home to America.

FOR BRIAN MCCAULEY and many other first responders, the 9/11 attacks struck close to home. They were connected by family or friendship to the more than 340 New York City firefighters and medics and the roughly 60 police officers killed at the Twin Towers site. They knew personally many of the 184 people killed at the Pentagon. The FBI lost one of its own when John Patrick O’Neill, until very recently the special agent in charge of the FBI’s National Security Division in New York, and arguably the nation’s most dogged investigator of al-Qaeda’s string of terrorist attacks, died in one of the Twin Towers. O’Neill had only started his new job as chief of security at the World Trade Center the previous month. His insights into the nature of the al-Qaeda threat were spot on, and later would be captured in a book about his exploits: The Man Who Warned America.

In the frantic days and weeks after 9/11, McCauley was assigned to a special joint terrorism task force targeting the perpetrators of the attack, and tasked with foiling any follow-on plots. The deaths of more than three thousand civilians in the worst attack on the homeland since Pearl Harbor had inalterably skewed the known universe. Everyone understood it was a game changer. For CIA and FBI officials who had failed to share critical intelligence that might have foiled the attack, it was a defining moment, a chance to recalibrate a still dysfunctional relationship and work together to exact retribution. Everyone threw themselves into the manhunt with grim resolve.

Every special agent and intelligence operative was querying their network of sources for possible clues. McCauley learned of an Arab man who received a money transfer from the Middle East and left the money exchange in a red Volvo with a dented fender. An FBI colleague queried car rental agencies that rented Volvos and had cars overdue for return, which led them to the dented red Volvo that Hani Hanjour, Khalid al-Mihdhar, and Salem al-Hazmi (brother of Nawaf) had driven from the Marriot Residence Inn in Herndon, Virginia, to Washington Dulles International Airport on the morning of September 11, before hijacking American Airlines Flight 77 and flying it into the Pentagon.

The investigation into the hijackers’ movements in northern Virginia led to the Dar al-Hijrah mosque in Falls Church. Both al-Hanjour and al-Hazmi had met the new imam, Anwar al-Awlaki, at Dar al-Hijrah before, when he was preaching at a mosque in San Diego. The US-born imam was a charismatic speaker and professed moderate who offered himself as a useful “bridge” between US authorities and the American Muslim population in the immediate aftermath of the attacks. McCauley and other FBI investigators privately suspected he had a role in the 9/11 plot, but they were unable to prove it during multiple interviews. Al-Awlaki was eventually dropped as a person of immediate interest.

During the investigation McCauley became friendly with Steve Gaudin, a wiry FBI agent with sandy hair and a quick, lopsided grin. Gaudin was assigned to the Joint Terrorism Task Force in New York, but had been dispatched to the special bin Laden project run out of Washington headquarters immediately after 9/11. As McCauley was soon to learn, the profane former Special Forces paratrooper from Boston arguably knew more about al-Qaeda than did any other agent in the FBI. Just that summer, Gaudin had also become the first FBI agent to complete the Arabic language course at Middlebury College, Vermont, a timely credential that was soon to pay high dividends.

He had been one of the FBI agents who deployed to Kenya in August 1998 in the aftermath of the bombing of the US embassy in Nairobi, one of the most devastating terrorist attacks in history up to that point. So little was known about al-Qaeda at the time that the US investigators weren’t sure who exactly was behind the attacks, nor what their connection was to Osama bin Laden. As luck would have it, as part of the investigation Gaudin had interrogated a suspect in the bombing.

After reading the suspect his Miranda rights, Gaudin employed what FBI agents refer to as their “Mountain Dew” interrogation techniques, slowly winning a suspect’s cooperation by subtle stroking of his ego, piecing together his story looking for holes and inconsistencies, and then gently prying at these until the story cracked. In the case of the self-professed Yemeni arrested in Kenya, he stuck to his story for nearly a week, and then on August 20, 1998, the truth came tumbling out in a torrent.

His real name was Mohamed Rashed Daoud al-Owhali. He was a Saudi from a wealthy family who had been trained in explosives at al-Qaeda’s Khalden training camp in Afghanistan. Osama bin Laden had handpicked him to be part of the “martyrdom” operation in Nairobi.

The capture of a senior al-Qaeda operative and would-be suicide bomber was the biggest break to date in the US efforts to decipher the web of relationships that undergirded al-Qaeda’s globe-spanning network. Steve Gaudin had built a rapport with the terrorist in countless interviews. In the three years it took to build a federal case against the conspirators in the embassy bombings, Gaudin went from knowing almost nothing about the inner workings and relationships at the core of al-Qaeda to arguably knowing as much or more than anyone in the US government.

When he was dispatched to FBI headquarters and the special bin Laden project after 9/11, his understanding of al-Qaeda proved invaluable. Al-Owhali had reportedly tipped off US investigators to the 2000 Kuala Lumpur al-Qaeda summit, where plans for both the USS Cole attack and the 9/11 plot were thought to have been finalized. That summit was the target of a hard stare, a focused and sustained surveillance operation involving a panoply of surveillance platforms operated by US intelligence agencies. Early in Gaudin’s interrogation of al-Owhali, the terrorist had surrendered the telephone number he called before executing the embassy bombing mission, which was eventually traced to Yemen, to the father-in-law of Khalid al-Mihdhar, one of the 9/11 hijackers.

The 9/11 attacks were a watershed for the FBI and CIA, offering an opportunity to finally leave their bureaucratic jealousies and squabbles behind. For a time their cooperation was never better. Yet when word came in March 2002 that Pakistani authorities, working with the CIA, had captured suspected senior al-Qaeda operative Abu Zubaydah, the CIA’s bin Laden unit “Alec Station” worried that transferring him to the new military detention center at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, would risk losing control of the prisoner to the US military system or the FBI, where interrogators would likely be under much stricter legal constraints and required to alert the International Committee of the Red Cross. As a result, Zubaydah was transferred to the first CIA secret prison that was hastily created in Thailand in March 2002 to receive the suspected terrorist.

The FBI immediately dispatched Steve Gaudin, along with Special Agent Ali Soufan, a Lebanese American and top counterterrorism expert who spoke fluent Arabic. Before boarding the airplane they were told to leave behind any Miranda forms, and to forget about writing up notes from the interrogation. Their purpose was not to build a case for prosecution; rather, to obtain any information that might stave off the next 9/11-like terrorist strike. In fact, in the infamous August 6, 2001, Presidential Daily Brief titled “Bin Laden Determined to Strike in U.S.,” Zubaydah was specifically mentioned as having been closely involved in the Y2K terrorist plot and as someone planning further attacks on the United States.

In February 2002, President George W. Bush had signed an executive order to the effect that the Geneva Conventions, which prohibit “mutilation, cruel treatment and torture,” did not apply to captured members of al-Qaeda or the Taliban, the regime of Islamic extremists who had ruled Afghanistan and provided sanctuary to bin Laden prior to 2001. Gaudin and Soufan were told they were to augment a CIA-led interrogation of an enemy combatant. When they arrived in Thailand, neither FBI special agent yet had any inkling that they were about to become the focal point of a controversy that would shatter the post-9/11 détente between the FBI and CIA and drive a wedge between the two agencies.

For McCauley, who would soon be swept up in the debate over who best to interview suspected terrorists, the controversy over interrogations pointed to a more profound problem. It wasn’t just the different cultures and traditions of the various US agencies suddenly thrown into the fight. They lacked a common understanding of the strengths and weaknesses that each of them brought to the effort. The threat demanded a new style of counterterrorism operations based on synergy, the whole of their collective efforts being greater than the sum of its parts. The initial decision to put inexperienced spies and low-ranking and poorly trained soldiers in charge of interrogations was the opposite of synergy. Before it could be overcome, that ignorance would send the “global war on terrorism” down a dead-end alley that rekindled tensions between the CIA and FBI, and darkened the reputation of the United States for many years to come.
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Another Kind of War

October 2001–May 2002

BIG JOHN MULHOLLAND STOOD ON THE WIND-SWEPT TARMAC OF A bleak former Soviet airbase in Uzbekistan in mid-October of 2001, the weight of America’s response to the 9/11 attacks having fallen disproportionately on the broad shoulders of the Green Beret. Karshi-Khanabad Air Base, or K-2, had recently become the headquarters for Task Force Dagger. Helicopters and prop aircraft bristling with armament and antennas cycled through a nearly constant rotation of takeoffs and landings, creating a backwash of wind, thunderous noise, and the acrid stench of jet fuel. The armada before Mulholland operated mostly at night, and was rarely seen in public: chubby MH-53 Pave Low search-and-rescue helicopters; converted MC-130 Combat Talon transports bristling with 40 mm cannons and a Gatling gun; sleek MH-60 Black Hawks and the big, twin-rotor MH-47 Chinooks. Combined, they were the razor edge of the sword of Damocles that the United States was lifting over the heads of Osama bin Laden and Mullah Omar, the one-eyed mujahedeen and commander of the Taliban. And Colonel John Mulholland had been chosen to wield it.

A few weeks earlier, Mulholland was simply the commander of the Fifth Special Forces Group out of Fort Campbell, Kentucky, in charge of roughly 315 Green Berets broken down into twelve-man A-Team detachments, one of seven such Special Forces Groups in the wider US Army. By mid-October he was in command of Task Force Dagger, responsible for operations throughout all of Afghanistan and tasked with toppling the Taliban regime, routing al-Qaeda, and capturing Osama bin Laden. Seemingly in an instant Mulholland had been elevated to a level of command for which he had never trained, operating in a land about which he knew virtually nothing, fighting among allies and enemies that he could hardly tell apart. The eyes of a wounded nation were on him, and personally he found it all massively intimidating.

Mulholland was the Irish American son of a fighter-bomber pilot and veteran of the Korean War, and two of his uncles had also served as combat aviators. As is so often the case, the instinct for military service had been passed down in the family’s DNA. Since boyhood he had known he wanted to be a soldier. From high school he went to college in South Carolina to play football. On one of his first days on campus a big redneck asked, “Which side are you on?” Mulholland was confused until he realized the guy was talking about Yankees and Rebels. When he gave the wrong answer, the redneck and a bunch of his friends pummeled him mercilessly, dishing out the worst beating of his life. He was saved when another big Irish guy and a stocky German came to the rescue. The next day the redneck asked the same question, and got the same answer in reply. Mulholland took his beating, but he never changed his answer.

The fact that a relatively low-ranking full colonel from the Special Forces had been chosen to command the United States’ initial response to the 9/11 terrorist attacks and for a time take responsibility for an entire operational theater of war was virtually unprecedented. That watershed decision reflected both the unusual nature of President George W. Bush’s declared “global war on terrorism” and Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s predilection toward Special Forces.

Rumsfeld’s team in the Office of the Secretary of Defense were forceful advocates behind the idea of a “revolution in military affairs,” or RMA in military-speak. The concept held that advances in information-age technologies and precision airpower were changing the fundamental nature of warfare, making it possible to couple advanced US air and space power with lightly armed forces on the ground to achieve an unprecedented level of lethality and military effectiveness. Landlocked Afghanistan seemed an apt test case for that revolution, given the country’s inaccessible terrain and notoriously fractious tribes. The Afghan tribes’ reputation for fighting among themselves was only exceeded by the ferocity they had historically shown in repelling invaders. Rumsfeld and US Central Command commander General Tommy Franks figured that was a good argument for keeping the footprint of US forces on the ground small.

As a colonel in the Special Forces, Mulholland had no experience commanding a joint task force headquarters that included representatives of the Army, Air Force, Navy, and Marines. Special Forces were traditionally accustomed to operating behind the scenes in support of those conventional forces. He was even more concerned about going into Afghanistan blind. The hallmark of the Green Berets was an ethos that included immersion in the cultures and tribal dynamics of the areas within which they operate. Older and more experienced than conventional troops, they spent years learning the languages and getting to know the key players and operators in various geographical theaters. Unfortunately, the US command authorities had washed their hands of Afghanistan after the Soviet army withdrew in the late 1980s, having entered the country in 1979 to backstop a communist puppet regime. US Central Command, to which Fifth Special Forces Group was attached, was focused on the Middle East area of operations.

In terms of scope and command authority, the Afghan mission given to Mulholland and the Fifth Special Forces Group was unprecedented. The marching orders seemed custom designed to agitate resentments among conventional force commanders who ruled all the armed services, whose general view of Special Forces was memorably summarized by former army chief of staff Harold Johnson, who called the Green Berets in Vietnam “fugitives from responsibility.” Yet the situation and the enemy they would confront in Afghanistan were remarkably true to the vision of the man considered by many as the father of modern-day Special Forces.

WHEN PRESIDENT JOHN F. Kennedy took office in 1961, the Cold War struggle between liberal democracies and communism was threatening to turn hot on multiple fronts. The Soviet Union’s 1957 launch of Sputnik, the first satellite successfully sent into low-earth orbit, badly shook the confidence of the US national security establishment. In 1960, the Soviets had shot down a U-2 spy plane over their territory, capturing CIA pilot Francis Gary Powers. Tensions were flaring again in Berlin, where tens of thousands of East Germans were defecting to the West each month, and where US and Soviet tanks were facing off on opposite sides of a barbed-wire fence that within months would be fortified into the Berlin Wall. In Asia, communist China and North Vietnam supported a communist insurgency that was threatening South Vietnam, giving rise to the US doctrine of pushback based on the domino theory, the idea that if one Southeast Asian country was allowed to fall to the communists, others would rapidly topple in turn. Later in 1961, Kennedy would sign a military and economic aid treaty with South Vietnam.

The communist threat was even encroaching into the United States’ backyard. Cuba’s revolutionary leader Fidel Castro was nationalizing US companies, spouting anti-American rhetoric and moving into a closer alliance with the Soviet Union, foreshadowing the Cuban missile crisis of 1962. Under Eisenhower’s direction the CIA had already trained and armed the group of Cuban exiles that early in Kennedy’s first year in office would launch the ill-fated attack on the island that became the Bay of Pigs fiasco.

Given a nuclear weapons arms race that was gaining momentum, the United States could ill afford direct confrontations that routinely threatened to turn the Cold War into a nuclear Armageddon. As the two superpower blocks jockeyed for advantage in critical regions around the world, Kennedy foresaw instead a series of proxy and small wars, which inevitably drew his attention to the few thousands of volunteers in the US Army Special Forces.

The Special Forces were established in the early 1950s during the Korean War, but their lineage traced back to the World War II Office of Strategic Services (OSS), a precursor to the CIA that was charged with co-ordinating spying activities behind enemy lines. The OSS deployed three-man Jedburgh teams deep into Nazi-occupied territory to help organize and support partisan militias, such as the French Resistance. US Army Special Forces also had an antecedent in Ranger units in World War II; these unconventional light infantry units sometimes worked behind enemy lines in both the European and Pacific theaters, going under the monikers of their commanders, with such names as “Darby’s Rangers” for Major William Orlando Darby, and “Merrill’s Marauders” for Brigadier General Frank Merrill. Their mission of working behind enemy lines, conducting sabotage, and organizing local militias and resistance groups was institutionalized in 1952 with the formation of the US Army’s Tenth Special Forces Group. Although there was only one unit numbering a few thousand soldiers, it was called the Tenth Group in hopes that the Soviets would conclude there were many more where these tough men came from. The soldiers specialized in airborne tactics, psychological warfare, and cultural expertise in the regions where they operated. The motto of the group was “De Oppresso Liber” (To free the oppressed).

As commander in chief, President Kennedy viewed US Army Special Forces as the epitome of the kind of troops needed to fight the unconventional wars to come. In that sense modern-day US Special Operations Forces (SOF) were birthed shortly after ten a.m. on June 6, 1962, in the field house of the US Military Academy, where Kennedy shared his vision of a new kind of warfare with the West Point graduating class. The president rejected the idea then in vogue that nuclear weapons had made land wars obsolete, and he presciently foresaw a long, twilight struggle ahead against an enemy that would try and impose death by a thousand cuts, “seeking victory by eroding or exhausting” the United States rather than engaging it. Such a patient and pernicious enemy, Kennedy recognized, required a new strategy and a very different kind of military force.

Rarely has a US leader’s vision been more rapidly realized than Kennedy’s call for a “wholly different kind of force” to fight another kind of war. The president backed his idea in both deed and symbol, promising $100 million to strengthen US Special Operations Forces and unconventional warfare capabilities. The increased attention and resources for unconventional warfare coincided with the United States’ deepening involvement in the counterinsurgency war in South Vietnam—US Special Operations Forces were the first troops that Kennedy would deploy to the conflict. He also for the first time authorized the wearing of the previously banned green beret that SOF troops had traditionally received on graduating from a grueling commando training course administered by Britain’s famed Special Air Service (SAS). Kennedy called the green beret “a mark of distinction,” sealing in that moment the bond between the brash young president and the Special Operations Forces.

THERE’S NO DOUBT that the Rumsfeld Pentagon saw the “global war on terrorism” as just such a conflict as Kennedy envisioned—new in its intensity, ancient in its origin, war by insurgents and terrorist assassins bent on exhausting the United States rather than engaging it, preying on ethnic conflict—and thus believed that Special Operations Forces would have an outsize role in prosecuting it. And so, just days after 9/11, Colonel John Mulholland was running four of his A-Teams, or Operational Detachments Alpha, through a crash course on Afghanistan, conducting a compressed mission planning and rehearsal cycle in anticipation of a deployment. Since the CIA had the most institutional memory of the players inside Afghanistan from its long ties to the Afghan mujahedeen, they sent a top analyst to help bring the Fifth Special Forces Group up to speed with the latest developments there.

After getting the green light, Mulholland deployed Fifth Special Forces Group in mid-October 2001. He quickly began pairing his A-Teams with various warlords and tribal factions that were willing to fight the Taliban, which came from the Pashtun tribe dominant in the south and east. The legendary leader of the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance, Ahmed Shah Massoud, had been killed weeks earlier by al-Qaeda assassins, clearly in anticipation of a US response to 9/11. Massoud’s successor, Fahim Khan, was eager to join the fight. Another Northern Alliance fighter, General Abdul Rashid Dostum, was a warlord and leader of Afghanistan’s Uzbek community, and he had also fought the Taliban in the 1990s. Yet several of the proposed warlords concerned Mulholland because they were known to have radical Islamist leanings and were dependably anti-Western. Although he pushed back against forming alliances with the most questionable warlords, the final decision was made far above his paygrade. The operational imperative was apparently “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

After the weather repeatedly delayed their operations, Task Force Dagger was able to insert most of its A-Team detachments by the end of October, and they made an immediate impact on the fighting and anti-Taliban air campaign. Once A-Teams were embedded, the disorganized Northern Alliance forces showed greater tactical discipline and direction. Each A-Team included one or two CIA operatives and an Air Force Special Operations Command combat air controller, the team’s critical link to US airpower. US Air Force combat controllers were outfitted with portable global positioning satellite (GPS) receivers, laser target designators and a handheld device featuring a digital map display, and a digital radio to communicate directly with the Combined Air Operations Center (CAOC) at Prince Sultan Air Base in Saudi Arabia via a satellite data link. The combat controllers enabled the Green Beret A-Teams to call in air strikes against Taliban troop formations that were positioned dangerously close to friendly forces. They would “rack and stack” a dozen or more aircraft circling overhead and then talk their pilots’ eyes onto Taliban positions in a process they called terminal attack. These US Air Force joint terminal attack controllers (JTACs), represented an unprecedented level of air-ground integration on the battlefield. The Special Forces A-Teams became so dependent on the air controllers that they began referring to them as their personal American Express cards: “don’t leave home without him.”

With the images of the 9/11 attacks vividly in mind, the A-Teams and CIA paramilitary forces shared a sense of common purpose not always evident in their quarrelsome relations. The failed attempt to rescue American hostages in Iran back in 1980 had created suspicions among Special Forces that the CIA had withheld critical intelligence from them. There was also a natural competitiveness between the elite groups owing to the fact that a majority of the CIA paramilitary troops were former Special Forces operators themselves.

The success of the US commando units in organizing fractious warlords and spearheading offensives on Taliban strongholds quickly paid dividends. The joint commando teams of Fifth Special Forces Group were effective as the conduit to US airpower, and at times even rode horseback and took part in cavalry charges on Taliban positions.

Despite concerns about the vulnerability of A-Teams’ being thrown into an extremely chaotic and uncertain fight, Mulholland was soon able to report marked progress in his daily video teleconference with US Central Command (CENTCOM) headquarters at MacDill Air Force Base, Tampa, Florida. Perhaps the greatest attribute of US Special Forces is their ability to thrive outside their comfort zone and adapt to a fluid situation, not only with courage, but also creativity. Mulholland’s A-Teams had been inserted into alien and dangerous country in the middle of the night, and the next day were fighting alongside people they had just met. Looking across a vast cultural chasm, the Green Berets and the tough Afghan warlords experienced the recognition of fellow warriors with a common enemy. For a time at least, that recognition was enough to bind them in combat.

With Mulholland’s A-Teams calling in heavy air strikes on the Taliban’s defenses on the outskirts of Mazar-i-Sharif, destroying hundreds of enemy vehicles and bunkers, and killing or causing thousands of Taliban fighters to flee, the city fell on November 9, 2001, marking the first victory of Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan, the initial front in the Bush administration’s “global war on terrorism.” Four days later the capital of Kabul fell, and by early December the Taliban was losing its grip on its stronghold of Kandahar in the south. With al-Qaeda’s terrorist infrastructure largely destroyed and its leadership’s fleeing to the mountains, US airpower, several hundred Special Forces ground troops, and a handful of CIA paramilitary and their ad hoc allies were on the cusp of toppling the Taliban regime and routing al-Qaeda. The only unmet objective was capturing Osama bin Laden. For a brief, shining moment the revolution in military affairs seemed real, and America’s enemies were fleeing before its seemingly invincible power.

THE AIR FORCE officer conducting the air war over the heads of Mulholland’s Fifth Special Forces Group was a man with a vision. Like a maestro with baton in hand, Air Force Major General David Deptula orchestrated the air war of Operation Enduring Freedom. Each day Deptula stood before the giant video screens in the cavernous Combined Air Operations Center at Prince Sultan Air Base. Stretched out on the floor of the 70,000-squarefoot facility were scores of computer stations in stacked rows, each manned by a mission specialist and connected to a global command-and-control system and an aerial armada unlike any ever assembled. Long-range bombers, tactical fighters, airborne command-and-control and electronic warfare and surveillance aircraft, midair refuelers—all circled above landlocked Afghanistan just weeks after the September 11 terrorist attacks.

Deptula was considered one of the preeminent airpower theorists of his generation of officers, a strategic thinker in the mold of General William “Billy” Mitchell, the airpower advocate regarded as the father of the US Air Force. He had spent much of his career contemplating next-generation uses of airpower. A decade earlier, in 1991, Deptula had been the de facto air planner for Operation Desert Storm. His performance in that conflict—one of the most lopsided victories in US military history—explained why he had been chosen to coordinate the air war over Afghanistan.

Deptula had something of the air of the passionate professor. He had earned a master of science degree in national security strategy at the National War College, along with other advanced degrees in warfighting, systems engineering, and science from the Armed Forces Staff College, the Air Command and Staff College, and the University of Virginia. In the student lounge, the soft-spoken and studious Deptula might have been mistaken for an adjunct professor, his theories about advances in the technologies of airpower representing a “revolution in military affairs” intriguing if slightly futuristic and far-fetched.

Like most of the US Air Force leaders who had been groomed since the 1980s, Deptula was a fighter pilot and a member in good standing with the fighter mafia that still ruled the service. He clocked nearly 3,000 hours in F-15 fighters, more than 400 of which were flown in combat. He had also graduated from the elite Fighter Weapons School, the Air Force’s version of Top Gun. If Deptula came off like a well-mannered professor, there was one critical distinction: he routinely turned theory into practice, and if you were an enemy of the state, he would slit your throat in a heartbeat.

At Prince Sultan Air Base in 2001, Dave Deptula marveled at how precision-guided munitions and stealth technology had improved exponentially in the decade since Desert Storm. A second-generation B-2 stealth bomber was able to accurately destroy twenty targets on a single bombing sortie, representing a dramatic improvement over bombers’ dropping unguided bombs. The relatively new Joint Direct Attack Munition (JDAM), provided an all-weather precision guidance system utilizing GPS technology.

Advances in the realm of reconnaissance and intelligence were even more dramatic, and Deptula was frustrated that the Air Force had yet to realign itself to leverage those advances. Instead, it continued to function as a group of interlocking “fiefdoms,” distinct communities representing strategic nuclear missiles and bombers, tactical fighters, air transport and midair refueling aircraft, space systems and satellites, and reconnaissance and surveillance aircraft and systems. The vital mission of intelligence gathering did not even rate having its own major command. Perhaps the most dysfunctional wall was the one that separated operators from intelligence gatherers. He remembered vividly how during Desert Storm intelligence shops had clung to a methodical, Cold War mind-set that required three days just to conduct bomb damage assessments. Surveillance planes at that time took photographs on film that had to be developed at a common processing facility and then flown to the intelligence center, where they were then carefully analyzed and, only when absolutely necessary, hand-carried to and shared with units and command nodes that had a declared “need to know.”

Worst of all the Cold War hangovers in Deptula’s mind was the attrition-based mentality that held that little had been accomplished until everything had been destroyed. Deptula had read Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, embracing the wisdom in the adage that “the supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting,” and certainly not to slug it out with the enemy in a knife fight on ground of his choosing. Sun Tzu held that the goal of warfare is not to destroy, but to compel. That was the essence of Deptula’s concepts of effects-based targeting. What really assaulted his keen sense of airpower theory was the belief that the old Cold War “bomb them until the rubble bounces” mentality was still blinding the Air Force to potentially transformative operational concepts. Billy Mitchell and Giulio Douhet, the early pioneers of aerial warfare and strategic bombing from the 1920s, had the airpower theories largely right, he believed, but they were ahead of their time. New technologies were finally catching up with the theory.
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