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Preface to the Paperback Edition


On December 6, 2004, Jeremy Hinzman, a 26-year-old soldier with the U.S. Army’s elite 82nd Airborne Division, explained to a packed hearing room in Toronto, Canada, why he fled the United States.


“When I took my oath as a soldier it was to defend and uphold the Constitution of the United States,” he testified, as he explained why he was seeking refugee status in Canada. “I was faced with being deployed to Iraq to do what the infantry does, kill people, and I had no justification for doing so.


“They said there were weapons of mass destruction. They haven’t found any,” continued the sharp-jawed, crew-cut paratrooper from Rapid City, South Dakota. “They said Iraq was linked to international terrorist organizations. There haven’t been any links.” Hinzman told Canada’s Immigration and Refugee Board that the war in Iraq was illegal and that he would have become a war criminal by fighting in it. Hinzman’s contention was supported by Marine Staff Sergeant Jimmy Massey, who testified as a witness at the hearing that he and his platoon killed “30-plus” innocent civilians in one forty-eight-hour period in Iraq.


“What they were doing was committing murder,” said Massey, a former Marine recruiter.


It was a devastating synopsis of the lies that have passed for truths during the Bush administration. Hinzman and Massey are not alone: More and more American soldiers have been speaking out and protesting against fighting a war that was based on fraudulent claims—and conveyed to the public by an uncritical media. By the end of 2004, the Pentagon reported that more than 5,500 American servicemen had deserted since the start of the war.


We wish we could report, a year after The Exception to the Rulers was first published, that things have changed for the better on the issues that we wrote about. To the contrary: The media continues to act as stenographers to power. Coverage of the Iraq war confirms how the media has failed in its role as a watchdog of government. The corporate media has acted as an echo chamber for officialdom. No one has paid a higher price for this failure than American servicemen and women and the long-suffering people of Iraq. By early 2005, some 1,500 U.S. soldiers had died, and as many as 100,000 Iraqi civilians had been killed in a war that has devastated Iraq.


A conflict that Bush administration officials predicted would be “a cakewalk” is now ravaging a new generation of soldiers. Nearly 20,000 American soldiers have been medically evacuated from Iraq. According to the New England Journal of Medicine, more soldiers have been injured in Iraq than during the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, or the first five years of the Vietnam conflict. Even if the war ended tomorrow, the soldiers’ agony will continue for years: Some 17 percent of all returning Iraq war veterans show symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, and homeless shelters are reporting a rise in the number of homeless Iraq war veterans.


Since our book was published in 2004, the escalating scale of this preventable catastrophe—and the official admission that there were no weapons of mass destruction—finally moved a few members of the media establishment to take a closer look at how they have been doing their jobs during the past couple of years. It’s about time: With no credible evidence to back up the spectacular pre-war falsehoods that the media so helpfully trumpeted on the front pages, a little introspection was in order.


But those looking for a soul-searching mea culpa from the corporate media will have to wait. Here’s what the editors of The New York Times had to say about their Iraq war coverage in May 2004: “We have found a number of instances of coverage that was not as rigorous as it should have been.”


With thousands dead and dying in Iraq, the Times confession, buried on page A10 in that issue—in contrast to two years of front-page treatment for bogus government claims—was an insult to those who have paid the ultimate price for the government’s lies.


The editors of The New York Times blame the newspaper’s lapse of judgment partly on being “perhaps too intent on rushing scoops into the paper.” But the problem goes deeper, and continues today: Official claims are considered true until proven false, and grassroots movements—especially the peace movement—are caricatured or ignored.


Washington Post media reporter Howard Kurtz quantified just how lopsided his own newspaper’s prowar tilt was. “From August 2002 through the March 19, 2003, launch of the war, The Post ran more than 140 front-page stories that focused heavily on administration rhetoric against Iraq,” wrote Kurtz in August 2004. “Some examples: ‘Cheney Says Iraqi Strike Is Justified’; ‘War Cabinet Argues for Iraq Attack’; ‘Bush Tells United Nations It Must Stand Up to Hussein or U.S. Will’; ‘Bush Cites Urgent Iraqi Threat’; ‘Bush Tells Troops: Prepare for War.’ ”


Post assistant managing editor Bob Woodward, whose investigations once helped take down President Richard Nixon, offered this astonishing excuse for why his newspaper failed to challenge government falsehoods: “We had no alternative sources of information.”


Woodward might have found an alternative view had he thought to ask any of the leading critics of war or government dissidents. Or for a dissenting viewpoint, the Post could have sought out any one of the millions of Americans protesting against war. Instead, voices for peace were once again frozen out of the media, leaving the same group of prowar pundits, government officials, and retired generals to hold a one-sided debate.


Post Pentagon correspondent Thomas Ricks was candid in explaining his newspaper’s failures when he said, “There was an attitude among editors: ‘Look, we’re going to war, why do we even worry about all this contrary stuff?’ ”


That helps explain why half of Americans still believed in late 2004 that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction and links to Al Qaeda—notions that by then had been thoroughly debunked by everyone from the U.S. Senate Intelligence Committee to both of Bush’s hand-picked weapons inspectors, Charles Duelfer and David Kay.


Americans believe these lies not because they are stupid, but because they are good media consumers. As the Pentagon has learned, deploying the American media is more powerful than any bomb. The explosive effect is amplified as a few prowar media moguls consolidate their grip over the majority of news outlets.


Take the Sinclair Broadcast Group. Sinclair is the largest single owner/operator of television stations in the United States. It owns many ABC, NBC, and FOX affiliates and now controls news that reaches one-fourth of American households. Sinclair’s owners made 97 percent of their political donations in 2004 to the Bush campaign and other Republicans, and they have unashamedly pushed their agenda through their media outlets. In April 2004, Sinclair forbade its ABC affiliate stations to air a segment of ABC’s Nightline that was dedicated to showing the names and photographs of the 700 American soldiers who had died in Iraq up to that point.


Then in October 2004, Sinclair ordered its sixty-two television stations—including several in swing states—to preempt regular programming to air Stolen Honor: Wounds That Never Heal, a pseudo-documentary attacking Senator John Kerry that was paid for by a Bush family friend. A massive grassroots advertiser boycott campaign ultimately forced Sinclair to back down, and they instead aired a watered-down Kerry documentary a week before the election.


As for the 2004 presidential election, we will never know who actually won. That is because the result is unverifiable: 30 percent of the votes cast were on electronic voting machines that leave no paper trail. In one precinct in Ohio, only 638 people cast ballots; 4,258 of them voted for Bush. In Warren County, Ohio, election officials insisted that “Homeland Security” had issued a Level 10 national security threat, the highest threat warning in the country, for their county. They cited this as justification for locking down the building where votes were being counted, evicting reporters and poll observers. George Bush won 72 percent of the county’s more than 92,000 votes. The FBI and Department of Homeland Security later denied issuing such a warning for Warren County. In Carteret County, North Carolina, an electronic voting machine lost about 4,400 votes, forcing a new election. And reports of vote suppression were widespread, such as in predominantly minority neighborhoods that mysteriously lacked voting machines. While some of the vote tabulation errors around the country were corrected, the unverifiability of the vote and the wholesale disenfranchisement of communities can not be. Which is why, for only the second time in over 125 years, there was a congressional challenge to the certification of the Electoral College vote in January 2005.


Going to the voting booth in November 2004, did the average American even know that the Iraq war has been a catastrophe? Not if they relied on the corporate media, especially TV, for news. Trotting out the same generals, journalists, and officials who confidently parroted the administration line before the war, the networks now turn to them for an assessment of how things are going. And what a surprise: From where they sit, the war is right on track. The only problem is that for some bewildering reason, the rest of the world hates us. Consider this exchange on CNN, as reported by Michael Massing in The New York Review of Books: “On October 15 [2004] former General George Joulwan discussed with Wolf Blitzer the need for Americans to do a better job of explaining to Muslims how much they’d done for them over the years. Blitzer agreed: ‘I don’t think a lot of Muslims understand that over the past fifteen years, every time the U.S. has gone to war, whether in Kuwait, or Somalia, or Kosovo, or Bosnia, or Afghanistan or Iraq, it’s to help Muslims.’ Joulwan: ‘We’ve saved tens of thousands of them. We need to understand that, and so do our Muslim friends.’ ”


During the 2004 election, where were the Democrats on the Iraq debacle? They were crippled. Senator John Kerry and his running mate, Senator John Edwards, and most congressional Democrats supported Bush’s move into Iraq, even promising to send more troops into the quagmire if elected. Kerry infuriated many of his supporters and delighted the Republicans when he stated in August 2004 that had he known in 2002 what he knew today, he still would have voted to authorize Bush to use force.


The media dutifully reflected this narrow spectrum of “debate” between Democrats and Republicans about war and peace in 2004, and once again largely froze out alternative voices. Kerry appealed to Bush’s base, assuming that war opponents would have no choice but to support him. He lost on both counts: Bush’s base preferred the real Republican. People opposed to war were left with no major-party candidate who spoke for them. One result: Less than 60 percent of eligible voters cast ballots in 2004; Bush “won” with a mere 30 percent of the eligible votes. For a nation that equates elections with democracy, U.S. voter turnout ranks dead last among the leading industrialized countries. According to the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, the United States places 139th out of 172 countries for average voter turnout, lagging behind countries such as Italy, Albania, Namibia, and Mongolia, all of which boast voter turnouts of over 80 percent. As for Americans under the age of 30, half of them chose not to vote at all in 2004. Rather than galvanize his base, Kerry ran away from it.


Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas once warned: “As nightfall does not come at once, neither does oppression. In both instances, there is a twilight where everything remains seemingly unchanged, and it is in such twilight that we all must be most aware of change in the air—however slight—lest we become unwitting victims of the darkness.”


America is now in that twilight zone. It is time for people of conscience to act—and they are. The oily politicians and the media that love them are confronting the limits of their power. Soldiers such as Jeremy Hinzman and Jimmy Massey are refusing to kill or be killed for a lie. Democracy works only when people can fully inform themselves and debate issues freely. When the people feel betrayed by those they trust to tell them the truth, they rebel. That is a good and hopeful thing: Democracy dies hard. People are tuning out the propaganda and turning to independent media and unembedded voices.


A new generation is becoming—what the media should be—the exception to the rulers.


—A. G., New York


D. G., Vermont


January 2005




Introduction


The Silenced Majority


THE TROOPS MARCHED SLOWLY up the road, their U.S.-made M-16s in the ready position. It was November 12, 1991, a day that would forever be seared into my memory, and into history. I was in Dili, the capital of East Timor, a small island nation 300 miles north of Australia. East Timor had been brutally occupied by Indonesian troops for sixteen years, since they invaded in 1975. The Indonesian military had sealed off East Timor from the outside world and turned it into their private killing field. A third of the population—200,000 Timorese—had died. It was one of the worst genocides of the late twentieth century.


I had just attended mass at the main church in Dili with Allan Nairn, journalist and activist, then writing for The New Yorker magazine. After the service, thousands marched toward the Santa Cruz cemetery to remember Sebastião Gomes, yet another young man killed by Indonesian soldiers. The people came from all over: workplaces, homes, villages, and farms. They traveled through a geography of pain: In almost every other building, Timorese had been held or tortured, disappeared or killed. Whether it was a police station or a military barracks, a hotel or an officer’s house, no place was beyond reach of the terror. Not even the church was safe. It was about 8 a.m. when we reached the cemetery.


We had asked people along the way: “Why are you marching? Why are you risking your lives to do this?”


“I’m doing it for my mother,” one replied. “I’m doing it for my father,” said another. “I’m doing it for freedom.”


In the distance, we heard an eerie, synchronized beat. Suddenly we saw them. Many hundreds of Indonesian troops coming up the road, twelve to fifteen abreast. People grew very quiet.


We knew the Indonesian military had committed many massacres in the past, but never in front of Western journalists. Allan suggested we walk to the front of the crowd, hoping that our presence could head off what looked like an impending attack. I put on my headphones, took out my tape recorder—I usually kept these hidden so as not to endanger Timorese caught talking to us—and held up my microphone like a flag. Allan put his camera above his head, and we went and stood in the middle of the road, about fifteen yards in front of the crowd. By visibly showing the tools of our trade, we hoped to alert the troops that this time they were being watched.


A hush fell over the Timorese. Those in the back could run, but the thousands of people in front were trapped by the cemetery walls that lined both sides of the road. The main sound was the rhythmic thump of boots hitting the road as the troops marched in unison toward the people. Children whispered behind us. Then, without any warning or provocation, the soldiers rounded the corner, swept past us, raised their U.S.-made weapons, and opened fire.


People were ripped apart. The troops just kept shooting, moving their guns from left to right, killing anyone still standing.


A group of soldiers surrounded me. They started to shake my microphone in my face as if to say, This is what we don’t want. Then they slammed me to the ground with their rifle butts and started to kick me with their boots. I gasped for breath. Allan threw himself on top of me to protect me from further injury.


The soldiers wielded their M-16s like baseball bats. They slammed them against Allan’s head until they fractured his skull. For a moment, Allan lay in the road in spasm, covered in blood, unable to move. Suddenly, about a dozen soldiers lined up like a firing squad. They put the guns to our heads and screamed, “Politik! Politik!” They were accusing us of being involved in politics, a crime clearly punishable by death. They also demanded, “Australia? Australia?”


We understood what was at stake with this question. In October 1975, Indonesian soldiers had executed five Australia-based television journalists in an attempt to cover up a military incursion leading up to the December 7, 1975, invasion of East Timor. On December 8, Australian journalist Roger East, the only other Western reporter left in East Timor, was dragged out of a radio station in Dili down to the harbor and shot.


Almost exactly sixteen years later, as Allan and I lay on the ground surrounded by Indonesian soldiers, we shouted, “No, we’re from America!” They had stripped us of our possessions, but I still had my passport. I threw it at them. When I regained my breath, I said again, “We’re from America! America!”


Finally, the soldiers lowered their guns from our heads. We think it was because we were from the same country their weapons were from. They would have to pay a price for killing us that they never had to pay for killing Timorese.


At least 271 Timorese died that day, in what became known as the Santa Cruz massacre. Indonesian troops went on killing for days. It was not even one of the larger massacres in East Timor, and it wouldn’t be the last. It was simply the first to be witnessed by outsiders.


“A Sanctuary for Dissent”


GOING TO WHERE the silence is. That is the responsibility of a journalist: giving a voice to those who have been forgotten, forsaken, and beaten down by the powerful. It is the best reason I know to carry our pens, cameras, and microphones into our own communities and out to the wider world.


I am a journalist from Pacifica Radio, the only independent media network broadcasting in the United States. It was founded in 1949 by a man named Lew Hill, a pacifist who had refused to fight in World War II. When he came out of a detention camp after the war, he said the United States needed a media outlet that wasn’t run by corporations profiting from war. His vision was of an independent network run by journalists and artists—not by “corporations with nothing to tell and everything to sell that are raising our children today,” in the words of journalism professor George Gerbner, founder of the “cultural environment” movement.


KPFA, the first Pacifica station, began in Berkeley, California. FM radio was in its infancy at the time, so KPFA had to make and give out FM radios in order for people to hear the station. As would happen so many times in the decades that followed, Pacifica Radio tried something no one thought would work—building a network based on the financial support of individual listeners. This marked the birth of listener-sponsored media in this country, a model later used by National Public Radio and public television.


The Pacifica network grew to five stations: KPFA in Berkeley, KPFK in Los Angeles, WBAI in New York, WPFW in Washington, and KPFT in Houston. In 1970, KPFT became the only radio station in the United States to have its transmitter blown up. The Ku Klux Klan did it. In 1981, the KKK’s Grand Wizard claimed that his greatest act “was engineering the bombing of a left-wing radio station,” because he understood how dangerous Pacifica was.


Pacifica is a sanctuary for dissent. In the fifties, when the legendary singer and African-American leader Paul Robeson was whitelisted during Senator Joseph McCarthy’s witch hunts, banned from almost every public space in the United States but for a few black churches, he knew he could go to KPFA and be heard. The great writer James Baldwin, debating Malcolm X about the effectiveness of nonviolent sit-ins in the South, broadcast over the airwaves of WBAI.


Today, Pacifica continues that tradition. My colleagues at WBAI, including Elombe Brath and the late Samori Marksman, have taught me how a local radio station can be the gateway to a rich world. Samori was a pan-Africanist who taught me so much about the history of Africa and the Caribbean. Elombe Brath has long provided a voice for leaders of African liberation movements. These men made the whole world our community. Great African leaders such as Kwame Nkrumah, Sékou Touré, and Julius Nyerere were local voices to WBAI’s listeners. In his role as WBAI program director, Samori would call me into his office under the pretext of discussing some bureaucratic minutiae. I would emerge three hours later, newly educated about a liberation movement in Africa or the Caribbean.


It’s still much the same. On any given day, you can listen to the news on CNN or National Public Radio, then tune in to a Pacifica station. You would think you were hearing reports from different planets.


We inhabit the same planet, but we see it through different lenses. On community airwaves, color isn’t what sports commentators provide, and it isn’t the preserve of a “diversity” reporter. We are a cross section of races, ethnicities, and social classes explaining the world we see around us.


Take, for example, my WBAI colleague Errol Maitland. In March 2000, while he was reporting live from the funeral of Patrick Dorismond—a Haitian-American who was shot and killed by police—Errol attempted to interview New York City police who were moving in on the crowd of mourners. We listened as he tried to question police, who then threw him to the ground. Errol was beaten by New York City police officers and had to be hospitalized for weeks. When I visited him in the hospital, I found him handcuffed to his bed. All for what? For reporting while black.


It was stories like Errol’s, in New York and around the world, that my WBAI colleague Bernard White and I took on each day for a decade on the morning show Wake Up Call. We heard people speak for themselves, instead of hearing them defined by officialdom. Bernard, a former New York City schoolteacher, has deep roots in the community. Whether in the classroom, on air, or as Samori’s successor as WBAI program director, Bernard’s idea of education is to have people tell their own stories, document their own lives.


I began hosting Democracy Now! in 1996, when it was launched as the only daily election show in public broadcasting. Listener response was enormous. Suddenly the daily struggles of ordinary people—workers, immigrants, artists, the employed and the unemployed, those with homes and those without, dissidents, soldiers, people of color—were dignified as news. I call it trickle- up journalism. These are the voices that shape movements—movements that make history. These are people who change the world just as much as generals, bankers, and politicians. They are the mainstream, yet they are ignored by the mainstream media.


After the 1996 election, we decided to continue the show as a daily grassroots political newshour. When the media began beating the drums of war after September 11, 2001, Democracy Now! expanded to television and became the largest public media collaboration in the country. We now broadcast on hundreds of community radio and public access TV stations. We beam out over satellite television and stream on the Internet at www.democracynow.org.*


Why has Democracy Now! grown so quickly? Because of the deafening silence in the mainstream media around the issues—and the people—that matter most. People are now confronting the most important issues of the millennium: war and peace, life and death. Yet who is shaping the discourse? Generals, corporate executives, and government officials.


In a media landscape where there are more channels than ever, the lack of any diversity of opinion is breathtaking—and boring. As my colleague Juan Gonzalez often says, “You can surf through hundreds of channels before you realize there is nothing on TV.” In a society where freedom of the press is enshrined in the Constitution, our media largely acts as a megaphone for those in power.


That’s why people are so hungry for independent media—and are starting to make their own.


Muzzling Dissent


VIBRANT DEBATE AND dissent exist in this country, but you are not reading or hearing about this in the mainstream press.


If you are opposed to war, you are not a fringe minority. You are not a silent majority. You are part of a silenced majority. Silenced by the mainstream media.


After 9/11 the media personalities on television—you can’t call many of them journalists—kept saying that 90 percent of Americans were for war.


Were you ever called and asked your views? And if you were, what were you asked? Because if someone called and asked, “Do you believe the killing of innocent civilians should be avenged by the killing of innocent civilians?” I’m sure that 90 percent of Americans would say no. We are a compassionate people. But people cannot take action if they don’t have accurate information.


Politicians who never met a war they didn’t like (and in the case of Bush, Cheney, and Rumsfeld, never fought in any of them) began to beat the drums of war after 9/11. Corporations chimed in, knowing they could make a killing off of killing. And then came the mainstream media to manufacture consent, as Noam Chomsky puts it.


To understand how the media shape the message, look at who the messengers are. The media watch group Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR) did a study of the “experts” who appeared on-camera on the major network news shows during the critical week before and week after February 5, 2003—the day Secretary of State Colin Powell made his case to the UN Security Council for invading Iraq. This was at a time when 61 percent of Americans supported more time for diplomacy and inspections. The FAIR study found only 3 of 393 sources—fewer than 1 percent—were affiliated with antiwar activism.1


Three out of almost 400 interviews. And that was on the “respectable” evening news shows of CBS, NBC, ABC, and PBS.


So if you ran to the bathroom while watching TV during that critical two-week period—sorry! You might have missed the only dissenting viewpoint the network news offered.


This is not a media that is serving a democratic society, where a diversity of views is vital to shaping informed opinions. This is a well-oiled propaganda machine that is repackaging government spin and passing it off as journalism.


Why does it matter? Well, consider the alternative: Imagine if instead of 3 voices against the war, the networks allowed 200 war skeptics on the air—roughly the proportion of the public opposed to war.


And imagine if the U.S. media showed uncensored, hellish images of war—even for one week. What impact would that have? I think we would be able to abolish war.


Instead, after our loved ones and neighbors followed orders and marched off to war (unlike the children of the top warmakers), the networks showed us a colorful, video-game version of what was going on.


In Iraq, the U.S. government discouraged independent coverage of the war—sometimes at gunpoint. And when the remains of dead soldiers began coming back, the Bush administration ordered curtains to be erected when the planes off-loaded the flag-draped coffins at Dover Air Force Base. In fact, the administration has enforced a ban on any filming of returning caskets. As of early 2004, with more than 500 dead Americans and over 11,000 wounded or medically evacuated, Bush had not attended a single funeral for a soldier killed in action during his presidency, either from Afghanistan or Iraq.2 The Bush team has invoked a basic principle of propaganda: Control the images and you control the people.


The lesson had been learned from Vietnam—a lesson in manipulation. In Iraq, there would be no daily television images of the human toll of war. The government and the media would portray a clean war, a war nearly devoid of victims.


Breaking the Sound Barrier


IT IS ABSOLUTELY critical right now to break the sound barrier when it comes to dissent. The U.S. government has used the war on terror as its rationale for the biggest crackdown on civil liberties since the McCarthy era of the 1950s. Right now, people are being thrown in jail without charges. Men from the Middle East and South Asia are being singled out as enemies. Lawyers defending dissidents are under attack.


These are the first warnings. You could be next.


The U.S. Constitution has been swept aside by myriad draconian measures that are part of the USA PATRIOT Act. When George W. Bush and his foot soldiers can’t build an airtight legal case, suspicion and xenophobia will suffice. Prisoners classified by the U.S. president as “enemy combatants” can now be tried by military tribunals on ships docked in foreign waters, beyond the protective reach of the Bill of Rights. Some are being tortured to pry information out of them. Hundreds of foreign nationals are presently being detained by the United States—at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, and Bagram Air Base in Afghanistan—without knowing the charges against them. We don’t know the defendants’ names or their purported crimes, and they don’t hear the evidence against them. According to a November 13, 2001, presidential order, their trials can be held in secret and they can be found guilty by a tribunal of military judges chosen by the secretary of defense. If the tribunal unanimously sentences the prisoner to death, he or she can be executed. We would know nothing of the case, and those with knowledge of the tribunals’ actions are forbidden to speak about them.3


If there was an honest discourse in the mainstream media, if we really did present alternatives to kangaroo court justice and war, people would be able to imagine a much wider range of options. That is one of the media’s most serious responsibilities, to open up the discussion.


The silenced majority is chafing behind the corporate media muzzle. Lines are breaking down between Democrats and Republicans, conservatives and liberals. Conservatives, like progressives, care deeply about privacy, about corporate control of their lives. People across the political spectrum are outraged by the profiteering corporations—Bush’s corporate criminal sponsors, including Enron, WorldCom, and Halliburton—robbing our treasury, raiding our pensions, ravaging our wilderness areas, and running away with the loot.


More and more people are saying no to government lies, corporate greed, and a slavish media.


The silenced majority is finding its voice.




*Democracy Now! can be heard on Pacifica and NPR radio stations. It can be seen on public access TV and PBS stations, and on both TV satellite networks: Free Speech TV and Link TV (Dish Network channels 9415 and 9410, respectively, and Link TV is also on DirecTV channel 375). It can also be heard on community radio stations across Canada, Australia, and Europe.







1.


Blowback




Those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it.


—GEORGE SANTAYANA1





THE MORNING STARTED LIKE every other. It ended like no other.


It was September 11, 2001. At about 6 a.m., I raced out of my apartment to get a stack of newspapers and hopped in a cab on that brilliant Tuesday, headed to the firehouse.


A dozen blocks past the World Trade Center, I arrived at the century-old decommissioned home of Engine Company 31. The building, with its large red doors in front of the fire truck bays, continues to serve the larger neighborhood with a community media center and the studio of Democracy Now! For the next several hours, we went about our normal routine. We prepared copy, researched stories, checked facts, and wrote leads. We were wedged into a small space with angled ceilings. As the clock ticked toward airtime, the mayhem grew louder. We are constantly shouting, debating, and discussing how we are going to cover the news of the day. To move between floors, we go up and down the old brass fire pole. (Well, I slide down it; only Anthony Sloan, our engineer, is able to shimmy up it.)


As our daily broadcast time of 9:00 a.m. approached, we checked the mikes and connected to the Pacifica Radio satellite. Unbeknownst to us, as we went about our morning rituals, the first plane hit the World Trade Center. It was 8:47 a.m. We were minutes from airtime, unaware that a global calamity was unfolding a few blocks away.


Just before nine, my pulse instinctively quickened as I heard the familiar countdown: “Five … four … three … two … one …”


“From Pacifica Radio, this … is Democracy Now!” I began my daily refrain. Once I utter those words, I quietly breathe a sigh of relief—we have made it to another day’s show.


But this day, three minutes into the show, as I was presenting the news headlines, I heard a muffled explosion outside. It was the second plane hitting the World Trade Center. Listeners soon heard sirens wailing outside the studio.


Moments later, Keiko Tsuno, codirector of Downtown Community Television, the nonprofit television production and training facility that owns the firehouse, burst into our studio. She shouted, “A plane has hit the World Trade Center!” She told us that they were opening the firehouse to help people fleeing the disaster.


I stared at her in disbelief. A plane? She must be mistaken.


We’d just begun playing a taped interview from the World Conference on Racism in Durban, South Africa, so I was able to take a moment to switch on the television. The four of us in the studio crowded around the TV in horrified silence as we saw the images of the burning towers.


I broke into the program to announce what had happened. We grabbed wire reports and continued to monitor the TV. I was now on live. “It appears that planes crashed into upper floors of both World Trade Center towers in a horrific scene that left gaping holes in both buildings. President Bush has said it is the result of a terrorist attack. Possibly a plane has hit the Pentagon, and there is a fire on the mall [in Washington, D.C.] and a fire behind the Old Executive Office Building. The White House and Pentagon are being evacuated,” I said. The initial stories about fires in and around Washington were confusing; it turned out later that the Pentagon plane crash was responsible for the smoke over the city.


I continued: “You may hear the sirens in the background. We heard the explosion just a little while ago. Emergency vehicles are racing to the World Trade Center.”


Within hours of the attack, evidence began emerging that suggested that this was yet another case of what has come to be known as blowback—how backing despots in far-off places inevitably comes back to haunt us at home. If we learn anything from September 11 and the wars on Iraq and Afghanistan, it should be that there will be a price to pay every time our government backs thugs and torturers abroad—or becomes one of them. But on that terrible morning, we were more concerned with grappling with the disaster unfolding in our own neighborhood.


Downstairs, our colleagues opened the old firehouse doors onto the street. They offered water and use of telephones to the people streaming uptown. Democracy Now! producer Brad Simpson ran outside and brought in people stumbling away from the horror, like a man who came with his boss. A wave of rubble had overcome them, but miraculously they were still standing. They shared their story. We continued to broadcast throughout the day.


At 5:00 p.m., producer Miranda Kennedy and I walked outside and watched Building 7 go down. Seeing this forty-seven-story building just north of the Twin Towers crumple like a dollhouse was a surreal, sad moment. The building housed the mayor’s multimillion-dollar eighth-floor bunker, built after the 1993 attack on the World Trade Center. The command center included 130,000 gallons of oil. As many pointed out—and objected to—at the time, if the World Trade Center was attacked again, Mayor Giuliani’s command center would blow up, endanger everything around it, and poison Lower Manhattan with PCBs. That’s exactly what happened.


Lower Manhattan was declared an evacuation zone. The line was drawn at Canal Street, two blocks north of us. The Democracy Now! crew decided to stay in the firehouse so that we could be assured access to our broadcast facilities. We slept on the floor for three nights, as the military rapidly occupied Lower Manhattan.


In the days following 9/11, I felt like a ghost walking among ghosts. The only place to get food was a deli over on Broadway and Leonard. Late one night I ventured out from the Democracy Now! studio. Rescue workers were straggling in. I knew all these guys were heroes, desperately trying to save anyone they could, but they didn’t look larger than life. They were skinny and fat, some in coveralls, some in T-shirts and jeans.


Rescue workers poured in from everywhere. A group from Buffalo, that group from around the corner, all covered in ash. There were no perfunctory smiles or greetings; the group members were just trying to get some nourishment to keep going. I couldn’t bring myself to eat any of the usual foods from the salad bar because I kept thinking of the deathly ash, so I confined myself to canned goods. It was like wartime rations.


As I walked back to our firehouse one evening, the acrid air got worse. I kept my head down and heard my breathing in the flimsy dust mask I was wearing. When I looked up, I saw a car smashed to half its height. How had it gotten there? I ran my finger along the ash-covered hood, like drawing pictures in snow. But this was September.


When engineer Anthony Sloan went out to get us some food up north, he couldn’t get back across the evacuation line. We were down to three people the next day, engineering the show ourselves. I was careful not to venture too far from our studio, afraid of being thrown out of the evacuation zone entirely. We had to do the program. We were the closest daily national broadcast to Ground Zero. We heard the reports that dozens of firefighters had died, then that the number was more than a hundred, then two hundred. My God, then it was more than three hundred.


On Thursday night, I went to Ground Zero with a friend and colleague, Denis Moynihan. Once again I put on a mask, trying not to breathe in all the dust. As we walked down Lafayette Street, we passed a park where people had earlier been hammering together makeshift pine pallets to carry out bodies. All day, pounding away. The only thing worse was when the hammering stopped. That awful silence. There was no need for the pallets. They weren’t finding bodies.


On Saturday, we walked past Wall Street to Battery Park. Manhattan’s southernmost tip had become a bustling military camp. Olive green vehicles of all sizes circled the park. Signs with billeting instructions and security detachment schedules were everywhere, all in the military’s inscrutable jargon. It was still hours before dawn, but hundreds were awake and at work. We approached a woman in green camouflage fatigues, a helicopter pilot in the National Guard from upstate New York. She had just arrived and was likely to be assigned to guard duty, protecting access to Ground Zero.


I asked her what she thought was going to happen in the aftermath of the week’s attack. She first talked about how horrified she was at the scene of devastation. Then she paused, and looked around to see who might overhear. She turned back and looked directly at me, eyes sad.


“My mother recently died. And now this. I don’t want to see any more suffering. I hope there won’t be a military response to this. I’m a mother, and I don’t want to see more death coming from this.”


I asked if she would come in and speak on our show. She declined, but her words stayed with me.


Three thousand people incinerated in a moment. We will never know exactly how many people died on September 11, 2001. Those who were uncounted in life go uncounted in death. Numerous undocumented immigrants who worked in and around the World Trade Center simply vanished. Their families are still afraid to come forward because of what could happen. They could be detained or even deported because of the increasingly close relationship between police and immigration authorities. Some companies were not willing to come forward to name the undocumented workers they had employed for decades. We will never know the names of these missing.


Not in Our Name


HOLED UP IN our studio, we felt it was critical to continue to bring out the diverse views of people trying to make sense of this senseless act. We understood only too well that the war machine was gearing up in Washington. We wanted to make sure that all voices were heard, not just those calling for military retribution.


There was Rita Lasar, a 70-year-old woman who lost her brother Abe Zelmanowitz, 55, who worked on the twenty-seventh floor of the World Trade Center. On September 11, Rita heard that something had happened at the Twin Towers. She went up on her roof, where she watched the towers collapse. “It was like a movie,” she told me later. That is, until she realized that her brother was inside.


Her other brother had been screaming at Abe on his cell phone. “Get out of the building! Get out of the building now!”


But Abe wouldn’t leave. He was waiting until emergency workers came to help his best friend, Ed, a quadriplegic who worked next to him. And so Abe stayed, and died with Ed and so many others.


Rita immediately began the 9/11 death ritual. She went from hospital to hospital, hoping against hope that she would find Abe. Later, she provided samples of her own DNA in order to identify Abe’s remains.


On September 14, President Bush invoked Abe Zelmanowitz’s story in his speech at the National Cathedral in Washington. Rita quickly understood how her brother’s gentle heroism was being used. She wrote a letter that appeared in The New York Times on September 18, 2001. “It is in my brother’s name and mine,” she wrote, “that I pray that we, this country that has been so deeply hurt, not do something that will unleash forces we will not have the power to call back.”


That was also the prayer of Phyllis and Orlando Rodriguez, who lost their son. Greg Ernesto Rodriguez, 31, worked for Cantor Fitzgerald, which lost 658 of its 1,050 employees above the hundredth floor of the World Trade Center that day. As the Rodriguez family gathered to remember Greg, Phyllis and Orlando wrote a letter that circulated widely on the Internet:




We read enough of the news to sense that our government is heading in the direction of violent revenge, with the prospect of sons, daughters, parents, friends in distant lands, dying, suffering, and nursing further grievances against us. It is not the way to go. It will not avenge our son’s death. Not in our son’s name.





    Nor in Jim Creedon’s. I met him on October 7, 2001, the day the bombs started to fall on Afghanistan. Thousands of people gathered in Manhattan to protest the war, marching several miles from Union Square to Times Square, site of the armed forces recruiting station (not to be confused with The New York Times nearby). They held signs with messages such as “Our grief is not a cry for war.”


Jim Creedon stood on a pickup truck and spoke through a loudspeaker about his experience as an emergency worker. He was injured on September 11, but he went back to try to help other people. “I lost four men in my squad,” he said. “War is not going to bring our loved ones back.… Today the U.S. government began bombing in Afghanistan. We’ve seen what happens when they bomb: Hundreds and thousands of people lose their lives.”


I thought there would be a long line of reporters who would want to interview him. He met all the important criteria for a story. He was a heroic first responder. They were so hard hit.


I raced over to invite him on the program, but there was no need to run. I was first and last in line to interview him. He told me, “As a rescue worker, I can’t say, ‘We lost six thousand people, so let’s kill six thousand more.’ We need to stand together today and say, ‘No more destruction of innocent lives.’ ”


Creedon was part of a movement that started in New York called September 11th Families for Peaceful Tomorrows (www.peacefultomorrows.org). These are people who have lost loved ones and said, “Not in our name.” We watched over and over again on television as family members told the sad stories of the people who had died. But when Rita and Phyllis and Orlando and Jim and others who were opposed to war wanted to get to the second part—from description to prescription—and say, “We don’t believe that war is the answer,” the media would cut away. They would turn to the so-called terrorism experts, people like Oliver North and Henry Kissinger.


Maybe the corporate media got it right for once. Those guys are experts in terrorism—after all, it takes one to know one.


IRONICALLY, ONE OF THE topics we were covering as the planes were hitting the World Trade Center was the connection between September 11 and terror—September 11, 1973. It was on this day that Salvador Allende, the democratically elected leader of Chile, died in the presidential palace in Santiago as General Augusto Pinochet and the Chilean military seized power. The Pinochet forces were backed by then President Richard Nixon and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger,2 and had financial support from two major multinational corporations operating in Chile, Anaconda Copper and ITT, both of which were closely tied to the Republican administration. We were doing the show because declassified documents had come out that further implicated Kissinger and Nixon in that coup and in the rise to power of Pinochet, who led a seventeen-year reign of terror.


Kissinger once commented that he saw no reason why Chile should be allowed to “go Marxist” simply because “its people are irresponsible.”3 The result? As Peter Kornbluh of the National Security Archive, the guest on our show that day, has recounted, “Pinochet murdered more than 3,100 Chileans, disappeared 1,100, and tortured and jailed thousands more. He closed the Chilean Congress, banned political parties, censored the press and took over the universities. Through decree, the barrel of the gun and the touch of the electrode, he imposed a seventeen-year dictatorship that became synonymous with human rights abuses at home and terrorist atrocities abroad.”4


The Circle Closes


AS I WALKED around those first days after 9/11, I saw pictures going up everywhere. People posted color copies of photographs of their loved ones. There were pictures of a woman with her child, a man holding his cat. Signs would plead silently from lampposts, “If you have seen my son, please call his mother. He was last seen on the 77th floor of the World Trade Center. My number is …”


Thousands of these photographs went up all over the city—on telephone poles, on the walls of hospitals, in the parks. I thought of how similar those pictures were to the images carried by the mothers of the disappeared in Argentina. Since the late 1970s, these heroic, tenacious women have stood in silent witness in the Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires demanding to know the truth about their loved ones who disappeared in Argentina’s “dirty war” against alleged dissidents. The mothers stand holding pictures and placards reading “Have you seen my son?” “Have you seen my granddaughter?” Between 1975 and 1983, the Argentine military killed 30,000 of its own people. In October 1976, then Secretary of State Henry Kissinger told an Argentine Navy admiral, “The quicker you succeed, the better.”5


September 11 united Americans with people around the world who have been victims of terror. In my years working as a reporter, I have covered many horrors: war, torture, bombings, genocide. In most cases, I have had to fight to tell the stories of the victims because doing so often implicated the U.S. government and its allies. From Timor to Iraq to Haiti, there always had to be a reason, a false balance to explain away the atrocities. “It’s more complicated than that …” goes the official response. “Collateral damage is part of war …”




September 11 Around the World


September 11 has now become synonymous with the tragic events of 2001. But for others around the world, this date evokes different images and memories of terror:


September 11, 1973, Chile. President Salvador Allende, democratically elected leader of Chile, died in a CIA-backed military coup.


September 11, 1977, South Africa. Antiapartheid leader Stephen Biko, unconscious on the floor of a police van after being beaten by police, was driven 1,000 kilometers to Pretoria, where he would die the following day.


September 11, 1990, Guatemala. Guatemalan anthropologist Myrna Mack was murdered by U.S.-backed military.


September 9–13, 1971, New York. The Attica prison uprising occurred, in which New York state troopers killed thirty-nine men and wounded eighty-eight others.





But in the case of 9/11, there was an unequivocal collective revulsion at the mass killing. The model for media coverage was to find the families who had lost loved ones, telling their stories, naming names. Those are the details that dignify a life; that’s what makes us feel the loss. The portraits of grief, profiles of the children left without a parent, the deeds of unsung heroes—these should be the models for how all atrocities are covered. Because when people learn of others’ pain, they are moved to act.


Our Guy: Putting the U-S-A in “Usama”


IN A TRAGIC closing of the circle, the terror that has for so long been out of view in faraway lands has come back to us with terrible ferocity. The CIA calls it blowback—when U.S. support for repressive militaries or armed insurgencies somewhere else boomerangs back at the United States.


After 9/11, Osama bin Laden became a household name across the globe. But for two decades before the attacks, his name was familiar to a small, powerful group in Washington. The reason? Osama bin Laden was financed and trained by the United States.


A leader of militant Islamic fundamentalist groups, bin Laden was the answer to Washington’s prayers in the 1980s as the U.S. government tried to lure the Soviets into Afghanistan. In the words of President Carter’s national security advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski, the aim was to give “the USSR its Vietnam war.” Between 1982 and 1992, the CIA spent $3 billion training and arming Islamist radicals to fight the Soviets in Afghanistan (an amount matched by the Saudis bill for bill, according to a CIA official).6 It was the largest U.S. covert operation since World War II.


Brzezinski later revealed that the U.S. covert program to aid and train the Afghan mujahedeen, or holy warriors, had begun six months before the Soviets invaded.7 Some 35,000 Muslims from forty-three countries fought with the mujahedeen, while another 100,000 were influenced by the war either through military training or by attending militant Islamic schools.8


“[T]he whole country is a university for jihad,” or holy war, said Afghan commander Noor Amin.9


Asked in 1998 if he had any regrets, Brzezinski replied: “Regret what? That secret operation was an excellent idea. It had the effect of drawing the Russians into the Afghan trap, and you want me to regret it?”


Did he have any second thoughts about arming and advising future Islamic terrorists? “What is most important to the history of the world?” Brzezinski shot back. “The Taliban or the collapse of the Soviet empire? Some stirred-up Moslems or the liberation of Central Europe and the end of the cold war?”10


Brzezinski got his answer on 9/11.


Osama bin Laden was a paymaster for the Afghan mujahedeen. His father was a wealthy Yemeni construction magnate who had moved his family to Saudi Arabia. The bin Laden family business is now worth some $5 billion. According to Milton Bearden, the CIA station chief in Pakistan from 1986 to 1989, Osama and his family were crucial in fighting the Soviets. “There were a lot of bin Ladens who came to do jihad, and they unburdened us a lot,” Bearden told The New Yorker. “These guys were bringing in up to $20 to $25 million a month from other Saudis and Gulf Arabs to underwrite the war. And that is a lot of money. It’s an extra $200 to $300 million a year.”11


The United States was only too happy to foment an Islamic revolution so long as Washington’s proxies waged war on its chosen enemy. But following the devastation of Afghanistan and the breakup of the Soviet Union, the Islamic groups were predictably discarded by their U.S. patrons. The orphaned warriors then set their sights on their next enemy.


Osama bin Laden’s target was dressed in a U.S. military uniform. To Muslims around the globe, the arrival of 540,000 U.S. troops in Saudi Arabia in 1991 to wage the Persian Gulf War was sacrilege. The country is home to Mecca and Medina, the two holiest sites in Islam. Both the United States and the corrupt Saudi regime that invited the troops became the new infidels to bin Laden.


And so Washington’s guy fell out of favor. He had returned to Saudi Arabia after the defeat of the Soviets in Afghanistan, but he was soon driven into exile, first to Sudan and then to Afghanistan, where he became patron to the Taliban. He spent the 1990s training and financing Afghan Arab fighters, scheming how to murder as many Americans as possible.


Our Shah


REMEMBER THE SHAH of Iran? Most Americans don’t, but Iranians remember him well. They remember how in 1953, the United States, with British backing, overthrew the popularly elected Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddeq and brought the shah to power. Mosaddeq had the audacity to nationalize Iran’s oil industry, which was then owned by the Anglo-Iranian Oil Corporation, later renamed British Petroleum. The British, who had been helping themselves to some 85 percent of Iran’s oil profits at the time, leaned on the United States to intervene.


So President Dwight Eisenhower dispatched some familiar American names to do the dirty work for the multinational oil companies: Kermit Roosevelt, Teddy’s grandson, was the CIA operative who hired mobs to attack the prime minister’s residence, resulting in the deaths of hundreds of Iranians. Norman Schwarzkopf Sr., father of Stormin’ Norman, the American general who led the 1991 Persian Gulf War, was an old Iran hand who leaned on the shah to issue a decree firing the prime minister, which the shah had no legal authority to do.


Brimming with cash and weapons, Kermit Roosevelt took about three weeks to topple the democratic leadership of Iran, whereupon the shah, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, who had days earlier fled the country, was brought back into Iran by the United States. It took a quarter century of U.S.-backed repression under the boot of SAVAK, the shah’s secret police, to spawn Iran’s Islamic revolution of 1979. That ushered in the fundamentalist reign of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and sparked a long-suppressed anti-American backlash.


Then Henry Kissinger threw fuel on the flames. He coaxed then President Jimmy Carter in 1979 to allow his good friend, the ailing shah, into the United States for medical treatment. Iranian students vented their rage and fear by overrunning the U.S. embassy in Tehran and taking the staff hostage. They were afraid that the United States would bring Our Guy back to power in a cruel recap of 1953. In subsequent accounts of the embassy takeover, the American media rarely mentioned the 1953 coup.


In a scandal that came to be known as the “October surprise,” it was later revealed that officials of Ronald Reagan’s 1980 presidential campaign, including Kissinger, had secretly struck an arms-for-hostages deal with the Iranians. The deal ultimately ensured that the Iranians would hold the fifty-two Americans hostage through the elections, helping to humiliate and defeat Carter. The hostages were finally released on January 20, 1981, the day of Ronald Reagan’s inauguration.


We are still dealing with the blowback from Washington’s Iran policy. “When we overthrew a democratic government in Iran fifty years ago, we sent a message not only to Iran, but throughout the entire Middle East,” Stephen Kinzer, author of All the Shah’s Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East Terror, explained on Democracy Now! “That message was that the United States does not support democratic governments and the United States prefers strong-man rule that will guarantee us access to oil.… A lot of people in the Middle East got that message very clearly.”


Our Saddam


THEN THERE WAS Saddam Hussein. In 2002, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld declared, “The regime of Saddam Hussein is so vicious, and killed so many of their own people, and used chemical weapons against their own people … it’s one of the most vicious regimes on the face of the earth.” None of which seemed to matter years before, when Saddam was Rumsfeld’s favored Middle Eastern dictator.


Saddam Hussein had come to prominence following a 1968 Baath Party coup in Iraq, and became president in 1979. Washington’s relations with Baghdad had been strained since the 1967 Arab-Israeli War. But in the mid-1980s, the U.S. attitude changed.


In August 2002, as the administration began its major push on Capitol Hill to win support for an attack on Iraq, Democracy Now! correspondent Jeremy Scahill reported how the United States had helped shore up Saddam Hussein at a time when he was actively using chemical weapons. “Five years before Saddam Hussein’s now-infamous 1988 gassing of the Kurds, a key meeting took place in Baghdad that would play a significant role in forging close ties between Saddam Hussein and Washington,” Scahill reported. “It happened at a time when Saddam was first alleged to have used chemical weapons. The meeting in late December 1983 paved the way for an official restoration of relations between Iraq and the U.S.”12


It was Reagan’s Middle East envoy, Donald Rumsfeld, who traveled to Baghdad “with a handwritten letter to Iraqi President Saddam Hussein and a message that Washington was willing at any moment to resume diplomatic relations.” Just twelve days after the meeting, on January 1, 1984, The Washington Post reported that the United States, “in a shift in policy, has informed friendly Persian Gulf nations that the defeat of Iraq in the three-year-old war with Iran would be ‘contrary to U.S. interests’ and has made several moves to prevent that result.”13


Rumsfeld returned to Baghdad in March 1984 for meetings with then Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz. On March 24, 1984, the day of Rumsfeld’s visit, UPI reported: “Mustard gas laced with a nerve agent has been used on Iranian soldiers in the 43-month Persian Gulf War between Iran and Iraq, a team of UN experts has concluded.… Meanwhile, in the Iraqi capital of Baghdad, U.S. presidential envoy Donald Rumsfeld held talks with Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz … before leaving for an unspecified destination.”14 The U.S. State Department had also concluded that Iraq was using chemical weapons in a report on March 5, 1984.


In 2003, Rumsfeld cited Iraq’s use of poison gas as a reason to attack Iraq. But in 1984, he was mum about the gas attacks. According to a New York Times report from Baghdad on March 29, 1984, “American diplomats pronounce themselves satisfied with relations between Iraq and the United States and suggest that normal diplomatic ties have been restored in all but name.”


In November 1984, full diplomatic relations between Iraq and the United States were restored.


On August 27, 2002, I questioned Pentagon spokesperson Lieutenant Colonel David Lapan on Rumsfeld’s 1983 meeting with Saddam. “It is my understanding that Secretary Rumsfeld was in Syria at the time,” Lapan said. “There was no evidence that he met with the Iraqis.”


“No,” I corrected Lapan. “He went to Iraq and it was widely reported, both times.… He met with Saddam Hussein, and afterwards the Reagan-Bush administration normalized relations with Iraq and … allowed the sale of goods to Iraq.”


Lapan then backed off. “I’m just not well versed in that aspect of things,” he said.15


A month later, the story became impossible to deny when CNN confronted Rumsfeld with the videotape of his now-famous hearty handshake with Saddam from December 1983. An embarrassed Rumsfeld went on the attack. “Where did you get this video? From the Iraqi television?” As the video rolled, Rumsfeld then remarked, “Isn’t that interesting? There I am.”16


CNN’s Jamie McIntyre then pressed Rumsfeld on whether Washington had aided Saddam’s chemical weapons program. “I had no knowledge. I have no knowledge today,” Rumsfeld said. He said it “was most unfortunate that even the implication of that would be raised simply because of some article that somebody wrote. I cannot believe that that would be true, and certainly I would have had absolutely nothing do with it.”


But it was true, and it remained true from the Reagan-Bush years to the eve of President Bush’s 1991 Gulf War.


Rumsfeld helped facilitate Iraq’s buying spree from American firms. As the Los Angeles Times reported, the U.S. government approved the sale of “a whopping $1.5 billion worth” of high technology to Iraq between 1985 and 1990. There was ample evidence that the equipment had dual military applications.17


In 1984, shortly after Rumsfeld’s meeting with Saddam, the State Department—in the name of “increased American penetration of the extremely competitive civilian aircraft market”—pushed through the sale of forty-five Bell 214ST helicopters to Iraq. The helicopters, worth some $200 million, were originally designed for military purposes. The New York Times later reported that Saddam “transferred many, if not all [of these helicopters] to his military.”18


What followed from this lethal shopping spree was hardly surprising. In 1988, Saddam’s forces allegedly attacked Kurdish civilians in the northern city of Halabja with poisonous gas from Iraqi helicopters and planes. The Los Angeles Times reported that U.S. intelligence sources “believe that the American-built helicopters were among those dropping the deadly bombs.” In all, some 5,000 people are estimated to have died in the Halabja attacks.*


In response to the gassing, sweeping sanctions were unanimously passed by the U.S. Senate that would have denied Iraq access to most U.S. technology. The measure was killed by the Reagan-Bush White House. The reason? There was money to be made in Iraq.


In December 1988, with the graves in Halabja still fresh, Dow Chemical sold $1.5 million worth of pesticides to Iraq, despite concerns expressed by some in the U.S. government that they could be used as chemical warfare agents. According to The Washington Post, “An Export-Import Bank official reported in a memorandum that he could find ‘no reason’ to stop the sale, despite evidence that the pesticides were ‘highly toxic’ to humans and would cause death ‘from asphyxiation.’ ”19


Former Senator Bob Dole was especially eager to dance with the dictator. Described by The Washington Monthly as President George Bush I’s “goodwill ambassador” to Saddam Hussein, Dole was assigned the task of derailing sanctions against Iraq. In 1989, less than a year after the Halabja gas attacks, Dole traveled to Iraq to meet with Saddam Hussein, along with Senators Howard Metzenbaum, Frank Murkowski, Jim McClure, and Alan Simpson. Dole proclaimed the dictator “an intelligent man” and insisted there was real “potential for improving our relationships.”20 What he did not say was that U.S. loan guarantees approved by President Bush had made Iraq one of the largest overseas importers of American rice, corn, and wheat—some of which was grown in Dole’s home state of Kansas.21


As one congressman observed of the U.S. government policy toward Iraq, “Their attitude is ‘Business über alles.’ ”22


That logic also helps to explain why the United States was double-dealing with Iraq’s mortal enemy, Iran. In 1986, the United States illegally sold $30 million in arms to Iran. The Reagan-Bush White House was forced to disclose that it used the money from the Iran arms sales to illegally finance the Nicaraguan Contras. This became the biggest scandal of the Reagan-Bush years—the Iran/Contra affair.
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