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Chapter 1


September 11, 2001


At 2.30 am Central European Time (CET) on August 29, 2001, Mohammed Atta, the leader of the hijackers, called his al-Qaeda handler Ramzi Binalshibh in Hamburg and asked him to solve the following riddle: "Two sticks, a line and a cake with a stick at the bottom – what is that?" Binalshibh realized that the two sticks represented the number 11 and the cake with the line at the bottom represented a 9, and that Atta was telling him that the attacks would take place in two weeks' time on 9/11.


Binalshibh was a moderately religious Yemeni who volunteered to be one of the hijackers but was denied an American visa. In exchange for not becoming a "martyr", he was to coordinate al-Qaeda's plans to attack the US. Atta communicated Binalshibh by e-mail from the United States, updating him on the progress of the plot. In his e-mails, Atta pretended to be a university student and wrote to his girlfriend "Jenny". Atta used an innocuous code to inform Binalshibh that the plot was nearing completion: "The first semester starts in two weeks […] Nineteen notes for private lessons and four exams. "The nineteen "notes" referred to the nineteen al-Qaeda hijackers, and the four "exams" referred to the four targets of the soon-to-be hijackers, four targets of the soon-to-be hijacked planes.


(Bergen, The Longest War, p. 3)


Before 1993, few Americans had thought about the threat of radical Muslim terrorism. Bin Laden had not yet been identified as a terrorist, and American authorities did not even know who or what al-Qaeda was, even though the organisation had been founded in 1988.


On February 27, 1993, six weeks into President Clinton's first term, when terrorists detonated a bomb in the underground car park of the World Trade Center, killing six people, this changed abruptly: the Clinton administration drastically increased its efforts to combat terrorism, although these were only partially successful. While the effectiveness of the Clinton administration's counterterrorism measures is debatable, for President Clinton and his administration, the threat from al-Qaeda was a top priority until the end of 2000.


According to the Bush administration, which took office on January 20, 2000, the fight against terrorism remained a top priority in the first eight months of 2001 – at least according to Condoleezza Rice, who told the National Commission about Terrorist Attacks upon the United States, set up after the attacks of September 11, 2001. However, all information that could have substantiated this claim was denied. However, press reports, for example in the Washington Post and the New York Times, suggest that the intense preoccupation with terrorism at the end of the Clinton administration diminished significantly under the Bush administration. With few exceptions, little attention was paid to terrorism, even as the number of alerts reached unprecedented levels. A new, more aggressive policy against al-Qaeda, formulated in December 2000 was not implemented during the first eight months of 2001 and had not been finalized by early September. The new Deputy Secretary of Defense, Paul Wolfowitz told an internal meeting on April 30, 2001 that the focus on al-Qaeda was wrong. He literally said, "Who cares about one little terrorist in Afghanistan?"


(Newsweek, March 22, 2004)


Just another Tuesday


The weather forecast for New York on Tuesday September 11, 2001 predicts low humidity, sunshine all day and a high temperature of 26 degrees Celcius.


There are 19 al-Qaeda fighters in the US, who have completed their flight training and are supposed to fly four planes – two United Airlines (UA) and two American Airlines (AA) – into different buildings. That is the plan.





	

	The times given are local times from the east coast of the USA (Eastern Standard Time, EST)





	6.00 am

	
National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice enters her office in the West Wing of the White House. The messages on her desk: nothing special.





	6.00 am

	
In the command center of NORAD (North American Aerospace Defence Command), officers are preparing for the two-day "Vigilant Guardian 01-2" exercise, a so-called homeland defense exercise.







President George W. Bush, who arrived in Sarasota, Florida, the night before – he had a school visit on Tuesday morning – spent the night at the Colony Beach & Tennis Resort on Longboat Key, Florida. At 6.30 am he began his morning jog, accompanied by Secret Service agents. After a shower and a light breakfast, President Bush leafed through the morning press. The headlines: The mayoral election in New York and cases of mad cow disease in Japan.


President Bush received his daily intelligence briefing at 08.00 am. Topics included: Russia, China and the Palestinian uprising in the West Bank and Gaza. The briefing apparently included references to an increased terrorist threat, which had been reported repeatedly over the summer. However, according to the Daily Telegraph of December 16, 2001, it contained nothing serious that would have prompted Bush to contact National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice. The briefing ended at around 8.20 am.





	7.45 am

	
Mohammed Atta, the hijacker pilot, and Abdulazis al-Omari board flight AA 11 in Boston. The plane is a Boeing 767-223 with 81 passengers, 9 flight attendants and 2 pilots. The destination: Los Angeles. The other three terrorists are already on board: Waleed al-Shehri, Wail al-Shehri and Satam al-Suqami.





	7.59 am

	
Flight AA 11 is cleared for take-off and departs for Los Angeles. Communication with the FAA tower and Boston departure control is routine and normal.





	8.09 am

	
AA Flight 11 reports to the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) Boston: "Good morning, Boston Centre, this is American 11 climbing from 19,000 feet to 23,000 feet."





	8.13 am

	
Boston Centre confirms.AA Flight 11 receives a new vector from FAA Boston: "American Eleven turns twenty degrees right. "This is the last routine instruction for AA Flight 11.





	8.14 am

	
UA Flight 175, a Boeing 767, takes off from Boston's Terminal C for Los Angeles with a 14-minute delay. On board are 2 pilots, 7 flight attendants, 56 passengers and 5 terrorists: Marwan al-Shehhi, the hijacker pilot, Mohand al-Shehri, Fayez Banihammad, Hamza al-Ghamdi and Ahmed al-Ghamdi..





	8.14 am

	
AA Flight 11 is now at 27,000 feet. At this point, the "fasten seatbelt" sign would normally be turned off and the cabin crew would begin cabin service. Presumably at this point, AA Flight 11 is taken over by the terrorists and one passenger is killed. FAA Boston has been trying to contact AA Flight 11 since 8.13 am.





	8.18 am

	
AA Flight 11's stewardess, Betty Ong, reports the hijacking via the "seatback airphone" in the back of the plane, which allows her to communicate directly with the airline's headquarters in Gary, North Carolina.





	8.20 am

	
AA Flight 11 stops transmitting its identification signal.





	8.20 am

	
Flight control in Boston decides that AA 11 has most probably been hijacked, but does not inform other flight control centers for five minutes and NORAD, the US air defense command center, for about 20 minutes.





	8.20 am

	
After a ten-minute delay, AA 77, a Boeing 757-223, takes off from Dulles Airport outside Washington D.C. for Los Angeles with 2 pilots, 4 flight attendants, 58 passengers and 5 terrorists on board: Khalid al-Mihdhar, Majed Moqed, Nawaf al-Hazmi, Salem al-Hazmi and Hani Hanjour. The latter is believed to have been the pilot.





	8.24 am

	
Flight AA 11 is tracked on a radar screen at Boston Air Traffic Control, making a 100-degree turn to the south.





	8.24 am

	
Because the talkback button on Flight 11 was activated by mistake, the controllers in Boston hear a hijacker talking to the passengers: "We've got some planes. Just stay calm and nothing will happen to you. We are now returning to the airport. If you try to resist, you will put yourself and the plane in danger".





	8.25 am

	
Air Traffic Control in Boston informs Air Traffic Control Command of the hijacking of Flight AA 11. A conference call is set up between Boston, Cleveland, and New York. It is assumed that Flight 11 intends to land in New York.





	8.25 am

	
Flight AA 77 reports to the FAA Washington Centre that it has just passed 13,000 feet. The remainder of the communication is normal and Flight 77 climbs to 27,000 feet.





	8.26 am

	
Another Flight Attendant on Flight AA 11, Amy Sweeney, is on the phone to the airline and, together with her colleague Betty Ong, gives the seats of the hijackers so that they can be identified. The stewardesses are no longer in contact with the cockpit.





	8.28 am

	
Boston air traffic control now treats AA Flight 11 as a confirmed hijacking. Other planes are diverted accordingly.





	8.30 am

	
At the Pentagon, Captain Leidig reports for duty as Deputy Director of Operations (DDO)





	



	for Operations Team 2, one of five teams at the National Military Command Centre. The DDO, Army Brigadier General Montague Winfield, is in a meeting until 10:45.





	8.34 am

	
Air traffic control in Boston tries to contact the military through the FAA station at Cape Cod, Massachusetts. Two fighter jets at Otis Air National Guard Base on Cape Cod are on 24-hour alert. Apparently without using the usual NORAD channels.







President Bush said goodbye to the manager of the resort, and at approximately 8.35 am, five minutes later, his motorcade left for Emma E. Booker Elementary School in Sarasota, Florida. It was supposed to be a photo-op to promote the president's education policies. No one around him or in the White House had been informed about the hijacking of the planes.





	8.36 am

	
The two stewardesses, Betty Ong and Amy Sweeney, report that the plane has begun a rapid descent. Sweeney describes the hijackers as Middle Eastern.





	8.37 am

	
Only then does Boston Flight Control call NORAD: "Hi, this is Boston Flight Control, we have a problem: … a hijacked aircraft is approaching New York. This is an emergency, not a drill. At the same time, the Homeland Security exercise "Vigilant Guardian" is taking place. Only 17 minutes after flight AA 11 has been classified as "hijacked", NORAD is informed.





	8.40 am

	
On the way to their F-15 interceptors, the two pilots receive the latest information on AA 11. However, they still have to wait for the take-off order.





	8.41 am

	
Flight UA 175 reaches the New York control area and is hijacked a short time later.





	8.42 am

	
Flight UA 93, a Boeing 757, takes off from Newark International Airport to San Francisco 41 minutes late with only 38 passengers, 5 flight attendants, 2 pilots and 4 terrorists on board: Ahmed Alhaznawi, Ahmed Alnami, Saeed Alghamdi and Ziad Jarrah, as suspected pilots.





	8.43 am

	
New York air traffic control informs NORAD that flight UA 175 has been hijacked.





	8.45 am

	
Stewardess Amy Sweeney is still on the phone to the Flight Service Manager, her boss Michael Woodward, describing the situation on board the plane.





	

	The plane is approaching New York City, but the passengers in the tourist class are still quiet, apparently unaware that a hijacking has taken place.





	

	Woodward asks Sweeney to look out the window and tell him where they are. She replies: "I see the water. I see the buildings. I see houses." She tells him the plane is flying very low. Then she takes a deep breath and says slowly, "Oh, my God!" Woodward hears a loud click and then silence. All you hear from Betty Ong on the other phone is, "Pray for us, pray for us!" Then the connection is cut.





	8.46 am

	
Flight AA 11 flies directly into the North Tower of the World Trade Centre. According to seismic records, the impact occurred exactly 26 seconds after 8.46 am.





	

	Investigators believe the plane was carrying about 38,000 liters of fuel when it crashed into the building at a speed of about 750 kilometers per hour. The plane hit the 110-storey building between the 93rd and 98th floors.







[image: ]


The flight routes of the four hijacked planes used in the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001: 1. AA Flight 11 from Boston, 2. UA Flight 175 from Boston, 3. AA Flight 77 from Washington D.C. 4. UA Flight 93 from Newark (near New York City)





	

	No one above the crash line survived; about 1360 people died. Below the crash line, about 72 people died, more than 4,000 survived. In both towers, slightly less than half of the staff were on work at the time of the attack, as many office workers had not yet reported for work. There are between 5,000 and 7,000 people in each tower.





	8.46 am

	
Flight UA 175 is no longer transmitting its transponder signal. It is 50 miles north of New York, en route to Baltimore. However, the transponder is only switched off for about 30 seconds and then switches to a signal not intended for any aircraft.





	8.46 am

	
Two F-15 fighter jets are scrambled from Otis Air National Guard Base in Massachusetts to search for Flight 11, some 300 kilometers from the plane's known position and 290 kilometers from New York City.







At 8.47 am, CNN's "Live at Daybreak" broadcast an entertaining report on a maternity fashion show in New York. Then, at 8.48 am, Carol Lin interrupted a commercial about debt relief and said: "This has just come in. You are obviously looking at a very disturbing live shot here. This is the World Trade Centre and we have unconfirmed reports this morning that a plane has crashed into one of the towers of the World Trade Centre." CNN then cut to a telephone interview with Sean Murtagh, the network's vice president, who was reporting on the plane crash from the 21st floor of the 5 Penn Plaza office building: "I just saw an aircraft that appeared to be flying at a slightly lower altitude than normal over New York City. And it appears to have crashed into one of the World Trade Towers – I don't know which one – but it hit right in the middle of one of the towers," he said. "It was a jet, maybe a twin-engine jet, maybe a 737 […] a large passenger jet […] it was rocking back and forth, wingtip to wingtip, and it looks like it crashed into the World Trade Centre, which is about 120 stories high, maybe the 80th to 85th floor. And then smoke rose from the World Trade Centre."


(James Bamford, A Pretext for War, p. 16 f.)





	8.50 am

	
A mechanic at a maintenance center in San Francisco informs Rich Miles, head of United Airlines' System Operation Centre in Chicago, that a flight attendant on Flight 175 has just called and reports: "Oh my God, the crew has been killed, a flight attendant has been stabbed. We've been hijacked!"





	8.50 am

	
Flight AA 77 requests permission to fly higher. Six minutes later, the aircraft fails to respond to a routine instruction.





	8.53 am

	
NORAD is informed that Flight 175 has been hijacked. This is preceded by attempts to contact the aircraft.







When President Bush's motorcade arrived at Booker Elementary School at 8.55 am, press secretary Ari Fleischer and advisers Karl Rove and Dan Bartlett were waiting on the sidewalk in front of the school to tell the president that a plane had crashed into the World Trade Centre. The reason was unclear. "What a terrible accident," Bush said. Ari Fleischer later explained: "The president thought it was an accident." It seems that the American president knew far less than 10 million viewers around the world, as countless TV stations immediately picked up the images broadcast by CNN. In Central Europe, the time of the attack on the North Tower, i.e. the first attack, was 14.46.





	8.56 am

	
Flight AA 77's transponder signal is switched off and, due to a technical fault, the aircraft cannot be detected by the normal radar system. At this point the hijackers take over the plane.





	9.00 am

	
Ed Ballinger, the United Airlines dispatcher, sends a warning to UA 93 to lock the cockpit door. The same warning is sent to 16 other UA flights.







As soon as the President arrived at the school building at 9.00 am, the headmistress, Gwen Tose-Rigell, informed him that a plane had crashed into the World Trade Centre. Nevertheless, the President went ahead with the reading and photo opportunity as planned. He should have gone straight to the presidential plane, Air Force One, and left Sarasota – at least according to security protocol.





	9.00 am

	
Richard Clarke, terror expert under Clinton and now Bush, is at a conference not far from the White House when he is informed by telephone of the events. His response: "Activate the CSG (Counterterrorism and Security Group), I'll be there in five minutes".





	9.03 am

	
At exactly six seconds to 9:03, Flight 175 crashes into the South Tower of the World Trade Centre, in front of millions of television viewers. The plane hits the 110-storey










	



	tower between the 78th and 84th floors. Around 100 people in the tower are killed on impact and another 600 die afterwards. The death toll is much lower than in the North Tower, because about two-thirds of the people in the South Tower have left the building in the 17 minutes after the first tower was hit.





	9.04 am

	
The air traffic control authorities issue a series of flight bans. All take-offs and landings in New York City are cancelled within one minute of the impact of Flight 175. Boston and Newark control centers follow suit within minutes. At 9.08 am, departures to or through New York and Boston airspace are cancelled nationwide, as are all departures from Washington.





	9.05 am

	
At the White House, Richard Clarke meets with National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice and Vice President Dick Cheney in his office. Cheney greets Clarke with the words: "It's an al-Qaeda attack. They like simultaneous attacks; it's probably not over yet". Rice asks Clarke for suggestions. He replies: "We'll set up a secure conference call to deal with the crisis." He also recommends evacuating the White House, but this does not begin until 9.45 am, after critical 40 minutes.







Meanwhile, President Bush had arrived in a second-grade classroom. Chief of Staff Andrew Card walked in at 9.06 and whispered in the president's ear: "A second plane hit the other tower, … America has been attacked."


James Bamford, a renowned US journalist and author, is highly critical of President Bush's behaviour and describes his reaction as follows: "Immediately after Bush was informed, a look of astonishment crossed the President's face. Having just learned that the country was under attack, the Commander-in-Chief's face seemed uninterested in further details. He did not ask if there had been other threats, where the attacks were coming from, how best to protect the country from further attacks […] Instead, in the middle of a modern-day Pearl Harbor, he simply turned back to what he was here for: the photo op of the day.


(Body of Secrets, p. 633)





	9.08 am

	
The two F-15 aircraft tasked with finding Flight AA 11 over New York are ordered to circle in a 150-mile window of airspace off the coast of Long Island. The fighter planes remain in a holding pattern over the ocean until 9.13 am, before they are ordered to conduct a CAP (Combat Air Patrol) over the city at 9.25 am with a combat mission over the city.





	9.09 am

	
Flight Control in Indianapolis reports to the FAA Regional Centre that they have lost contact with Flight AA 77. The center waits 16 minutes before relaying the information to FAA headquarters.





	9.12 am

	
Renee May, a stewardess on Flight AA 77, calls her mother on her mobile phone and tells her that her flight has been hijacked, and that she shall inform "American Airlines".





	9.15 am

	
Richard Clarke begins the crisis response video conference involving the FAA, the FBI, the CIA, the Pentagon, the Department of Justice, and the State Department.










	
Jane Garvey, the director of the FAA, explains that she has stopped all take-offs andlandings in New York and Washington. Clarke and Garvey then discuss the possibilityof cancelling all take-offs nationwide and impose a general flight ban. This is possible,says Garvey, but it will probably take time.







After the school photo session, President Bush left the classroom at 9.16 am. With his staff, he went to another room in the school with a television set to work on a speech about the terrorist attacks that he was to deliver at 9.29. In between, he kept watching at the television. Then he said: "We are at war."





	9.21 am

	
The New York City government closes all bridges and tunnels in the city.





	9.26 am

	
Jane Garvey issues a nationwide grounding order. All aircraft in the air are ordered to land immediately. The order, which has never been enforced since the invention of aviation in 1903, applies to any type of aircraft that can take off: civil, military and police. A limited number of military flights are permitted during this ban.





	9.28 am

	
Flight 93 acknowledges an instruction from an air traffic controller in Cleveland. This is the last regular contact with the plane. A minute later, the controller and the pilots of nearby planes hear "a radio transmission of unintelligible sounds, possibly indicating screams or a struggle, of unknown origin. … Someone, presumably the pilot Jason Dahl, is heard by the controllers saying 'Mayday'. Seconds later, the controller replies: "Did someone call Cleveland?" Then there is more screaming and someone yelling "Get out, get out!" Mobile phone calls from passengers describe two dead or injured bodies directly in front of the cockpit: presumably the pilots.







As planned on short notice, at 9.29 am, President Bush delivered a terse but meaningful speech to 200 students, teachers, reporters, and TV crews: "Today we have witnessed a national tragedy. Two planes have crashed into the World Trade Center, apparently a terrorist attack on our country."





	9.31 am

	
A voice can be heard over the onboard voice recorder in the cockpit of Flight 93, ordering a woman to sit down. The woman, probably a stewardess, pleads: "Don't, don't!" She asks again: "Please, I don't want to die yet!" During the hijacking, stewardess Debbie Welsh is stabbed to death.





	9.32 am

	
One of the hijackers of Flight 93 says over the radio: "Ladies and gentlemen, this is the captain. Please sit down, please remain seated. We have a bomb on board". The air traffic controllers in Cleveland hear screams for about a minute until a voice again says something about a "bomb on board". A hijacker says they will be returning to the airport. The controller notifies his supervisor, who relays the message to FAA headquarters.





	9.35 am

	
Air traffic controllers in Washington D.C. track Flight 77 as a blip on the radar screen.










	



	FAA headquarters is informed that the plane is circling and moving away from the White House. Then the blips disappear; the last known position is 10 km from the Pentagon and 6 km from the White House. The plane is travelling at 800 km/h.





	9.36 am

	
Flight 93 takes a new heading. Radar shows that the plane has turned 180 degrees. It is now heading towards Washington.





	9.37 am

	
Flight 77 crashes into the Pentagon. 125 people on the ground are later confirmed dead or missing. Flight 77 hits the side of the Pentagon that has been recently renovated. It is the only area of the Pentagon with a sprinkler system and is reinforced with a network of steel beams and braces to withstand a bomb blast. This area also has blast-resistant windows. Because of renovation work, there are only 800 people inside.





	9.40 am

	
The transponder signal of Flight 93 has been silenced. The plane can still be tracked on radar, but its altitude can no longer be determined. Its speed fluctuates between 650 and 950 km/h.







The White House evacuation began at 9.45 am – 30 minutes after Vice President Cheney had been evacuated. At first the evacuation was orderly, but soon Secret Service agents were shouting for people to leave the building as quickly as possible.





	9.45 am

	
The FAA orders a nationwide shutdown of air traffic. All flights at US airports are stopped. Around 3,950 flights are still in the air and around 75 per cent of planes land within an hour after the order.





	9.50 am

	
Flight attendant Sandy Bradshaw calls her husband from Flight 93 and tells him that the plane has been hijacked by three men with knives and that some passengers in the rear galley were filling containers with hot water to fight the hijackers.





	9.53 am

	
According to cockpit voice recorder of Flight 93, the hijackers feared that the passengers would resist violently.







Air Force One took off at 9.59 am and quickly gained altitude. President Bush had made his decision: Instead of returning to Washington, he would fly inland. His plan was to fly to Barksdale Air Force Base near Shreveport, Louisiana. Barksdale was home to an underground command post of the US Strategic Command, a bunker from which Bush could wage war if necessary. Air Force One landed at Barksdale at 11.45 am. Bush was taken to Building 245, the headquarters of the Eighth Air Force, one of America's two active Air Fleets.


(James Bamford, A Pretext for War, p. 84 ff.)





	9.57 am

	
An analysis of the cockpit recording suggests that the struggle between the passengers actually took place at the front of the plane. Officials later theorized that the passengers on Flight 93 used a food trolley as a battering ram and shield to reach the cockpit. They thought they recognize the sound of plates and glasses flying around.





	9.58 am

	
"Into the cockpit! Into the cockpit!" is heard from Flight 93. The hijackers are said to





	



	be holding the door shut from the inside. One of the passengers shouts outside, "Let's get them!" The hijackers shout "Allah o akbar!" (God is great). One of the hijackers wants to turn off the oxygen in the cabin, another asks: "Should we end it?" Another: "Not yet." The passengers' voices become clearer. They can be heard: "Give it to me!" and something like "Roll it up!" and "Lift it up!"





	9.59 am

	
The South Tower of the World Trade Centre collapses after 56 minutes of fire.





	10.00 am

	
Ziad Jarrah, the hijacker pilot, asks another: "Should we end it?" Another voice replies: "No, not yet. When they all come, we'll end it. A few seconds later, a passenger's voice is heard: "Get in the cockpit! If we don't, we'll die". Another voice says: "Let it go". At 10.01 the pilot stops the pitching of the plane and asks: "Is this it? I mean, are we going down?" A hijacker replies: "Yes, pull it down". The hijackers hold on, as the passengers are obviously seconds away from overpowering them.





	10.03 am

	
Flight 93 is brought down by its hijackers in a field in Somerset County, Pennsylvania. Later reports indicate that the passengers had previously heard about the attacks on the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon. All passengers are killed in the crash.





	10.28 am

	
The North Tower of the World Trade Centre collapses one hour and 42 minutes after Flight 11 hits it. (Paul Thompson, The Terror Timeline, pp. 351–451)








The Nine Eleven attacks, as it was called, claimed 2,977 lives and injured more than 25,000 people. They caused significant health effects and at least $10 billion in damage to infrastructure and property. It remains the most devastating terrorist attack in history and the deadliest for firefighters and police officers in the history of the US, with 340 and 72 deaths respectively.


The destruction of the World Trade Center and the surrounding infrastructure severely damaged the economy of New York City and triggered a global economic recession. Many countries tightened their anti-terrorism laws and, in some cases expanded the powers of law enforcement and intelligence agencies. US and Canadian airspace were closed to civilian aircraft until September 13, and trading on Wall Street was suspended until September 17.


On the evening of September 11, National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice was scheduled to give a speech in which she was to talk about "the threats and problems of today and tomorrow, not the world of yesterday". But the speech was cancelled because of the morning's attacks. The manuscript was later leaked to the media. The Washington Post described the speech as "a revealing glimpse into the administration's thinking" because it focused on missile defence and made no mention of al-Qaeda, bin Laden or Islamic extremist groups.


(Washington Post, January 1, 2002)


Clueless arrogance


As is almost always the case after serious events, the question was asked in the USA: Couldn't the attacks have been prevented? What did the intelligence services know? And why did the NSA, the CIA, the FBI not warn?


On September 14, 2001, FBI Director Mueller described reports that some of the hijackers had received flight training in the US as "apparently new" and he added: "If we had known that, we might have been able to prevent it". It later emerged that, contrary to Mueller's claims, from 1996 until a few weeks before September 11, 2001, flight school employees were repeatedly briefed on Middle Eastern students.


(Washington Post, September 23, 2001)


Three days later he said: "To my knowledge, there were no warning signs that indicated these kinds of operations in the country". (Department of Justice, transcript, September 17, 2001)


And at a Congressional hearing on May 2, 2002, FBI Director Mueller again stated: "There was nothing the security agencies could have done to anticipate and prevent the September 11 attacks." (9/11 Congressional Inquiry, September 18, 2002)


"Never in our thinking about how to protect America did we think that the criminals would fly not one but four airliners into targets in the United States … never." So said President Bush on September 16, 2001.


A month later, Paul Pillar, former deputy director of the CIA's Counterterrorism Center: "The idea of hijacking an airliner, ramming it into the ground and causing mass casualties, of course we thought about that." (Los Angeles Times, October 14, 2001)


What the CBS evening news revealed was devastating for the Bush administration: In August 2001, the president had been warned in a memo about domestic attacks by al-Qaeda. Bush had repeatedly claimed that he had received "no warning whatsoever". Press Secretary Ari Fleischer explained that while Bush had been warned about possible hijackings, "the president did not receive any information about the use of aircraft as weapons by suicide hijackers. (Washington Post, 16.5.2002) Fleischer claimed that the August memo was entitled "Bin Laden determined to attack USA". But the real title ended with "… strike in U.S.".


(Washington Post, May 18, 2002)


The memo, the President's Daily Brief (PDB), prepared by the CIA and given to US President George W. Bush on Monday, August 6, 2001, read as follows "Bin Laden determined to strike in the US". 36 days before the September 11 attacks, it warned of terrorist threats from Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda, and pointed to "patterns of suspicious activity […] consistent with preparations for an attack in the United States". The contents of the PDB, as with all PDBs, were kept secret until they were leaked in 2002. The CBS Evening News reported on the document on May 15, 2002. The PDB was then released to the 9/11 Commission on April 10, 2004 and published in the 9/11 Commission Report on July 22, 2004.


A few days after the CBS revelations, the Guardian wrote: "The memo leaves little doubt that the hijacked planes were to be used as missiles, and that the intended targets would be inside the US".


(The Guardian, May 19, 2002)


According to Antonia Felix, author of the Condoleezza Rice biography "Condi", the National Security Advisor stressed to the 9/11 Commission that the administration had not anticipated domestic attacks. It had focused on terrorist activities in other parts of the world. Commission member Richard Ben-Veniste, however, returned to the memo, pointing out that its title suggested a domestic attack. Ben-Veniste: "Isn't it a fact, Dr Rice, that the PDB of August 6 warned of possible attacks in this country?" […] Rice: "You asked if there was no warning of attacks? There was no warning of attacks inside the United States. It was historical information based on old reports. There was no new threat information. And it did not, in fact, warn of coming attacks inside the United States".


(Condi, p. 228 f.)


In the "White House Briefing" of May 16, 2002, National Security Advisor Rice described the PDB as very unspecific because it contained nothing new. It was an analytical paper on various available methods. President Bush also stated that the PDB said nothing about an attack on America. "It was about intentions, about somebody who hates America – well, we knew that".


(The National Security Archive, April 12, 2004)


Of course, the PDB did not say that al-Qaeda would carry out a bombing of the WTC on Day X. However, it is clear from the declassified part of the memo, i.e. the part that was released for publication, that bin Laden wanted to carry out attacks in the US, that he was considering the use of aircraft, and that there were already supporters in the US. "According to secret foreign government and media reports, bin Laden has wanted to carry out terrorist attacks in the US since 1997. In US television interviews as early as 1997 and 1998, bin Laden indicated that his followers would follow the example of WTC bomber Ramzi Yousef and bring the fight to America". The briefing also states: "We have not been able to confirm some of the more sensational threats, such as the 1998 […] Service report that bin Laden wanted to hijack a U.S. airliner to secure the release of the 'Blind Sheikh,' an Egyptian Islamist, for blackmail. However, since that time, the FBI has received information about suspicious activity in this country related to preparations for hijackings or other types of attacks, including the recent surveillance of federal buildings in New York".


(PDB Bin Laden Determined to Strike in US, October 4, 2004)


After the so-called Bojinka plot (see also Vol. I, p. 369) – the planning of three terrorist attacks financed by Osama bin Laden – it was clear that terrorists would use aircraft as weapons in the future. In addition to an assassination attempt on the Pope, bombings of commercial aircraft were planned, as was an attack on the CIA headquarters. In the latter case, a plane packed with explosives was to be flown into the building by a suicide pilot. The Bojinka plot and the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center on September 11 have the same signature, as both were planned by the same person, Khalid Sheik Mohammed, the uncle of Ramzi Yousef, the first WTC bomber.


The search for the scapegoat


During the congressional inquiry into the background to 9/11, it became clear that the CIA and FBI did not have enough personnel to deal with al-Qaeda. Only about 20 people worked in the FBI's Special Branch, and out of 27,000 employees, only 153 were involved in terrorism analysis. In addition, much of the FBI's analytical expertise had been lost through the transfer of experts to operational units, and only one strategic analyst was working full time on al-Qa'ida. A senior FBI official told Congress that in August 1998, when the bombings of the US embassy in Nairobi made bin Laden a household name, there were more FBI agents involved in counterterrorism than in September 2001. The CIA, on the other hand, had only about 35 to 40 people assigned to a bin Laden task force, including five strategic analysts working exclusively on al-Qaeda. Individuals in both the FBI and the CIA reported that they were overwhelmed by the volume of information and the workload prior to September 11, 2001.


(9/11 Congressional Inquiry, September 18, 2002)


Release of the CIA report in June 2015


Ten years after the CIA's Office of the Inspector General completed its investigation into intelligence failures in the run-up to the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the agency released an abridged version of its report to the public on Friday June 12, 2015. The original report, known as the Joint Inquiry, is nearly 500 pages long and includes a list of "systemic problems" that contributed to warnings about Osama bin Laden's plan to hijack planes and use them as weapons going unheeded. The report says there was also a failure to recognise the importance of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed and to fully assess the threat. According to the report, by 2000, 50 to 60 CIA officials knew from intelligence reports that two of the 9/11 threats and subsequent hijackers, Nawaf al-Hamzi and Khalid al-Mihdhar, were in the United States. But none of these officials thought to inform the FBI of the potential domestic threat, which must be seen as evidence of a systemic failure. The Inspector General recommended that several top agency officials, including former Director George J. Tenet, be held accountable for their failure to develop a strategy to dismantle al-Qaeda in the years leading up to 9/11.


(https://edition.cnn.com/2015/06/12/politics/cia-inspector-general-report-declassified/index.html)


However, no disciplinary action was taken; Director George Tenet had already resigned and left the CIA in 2004.


The report of the Joint Inquiry into the Terrorist Attacks of September 11, 2001 lists ten "operational opportunities" to track down bin Laden and his hijackers. In January 2000, for example, the FBI was not informed by the CIA that the threat actor and later assassin Khalid al-Mihdhar had a valid US visa. In March 2000, the CIA did not inform the FBI that Nawaf al-Hazmi had flown to Los Angeles on January 15, 2000; he was on the plane that crashed into the Pentagon on September 11. Nor did the FBI receive information that Taufik al-Atash, a participant in the attack on the USS Cole, met with Mihdhar and Hazmi in Kuala Lumpur.


In addition to a certain rivalry between the services, the Department of Justice's attempt in 1995 to regulate the exchange of information between the services is another reason why the exchange of information was restricted, combined of course, with the CIA's and NSA's reluctance to reveal "sensitive sources and methods". It was a policy known as "The Wall". But the FBI also avoids sharing information with law enforcement because it is not allowed to share information without a court order. Former National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice testified to the committee that the CIA and FBI competed rather than cooperated, calling it a "flaw in the system".


Michael Scheuer, head of the CIA's Bin Laden unit from 1996 to 1999 and counter-terrorism analyst until 2004, is more critical of the committee's findings: "Strangely enough, the inquiry commission did not find any guilt after September 11, 2001. "Strangely enough, after 9/11, the fact-finding mission did not find fault with the people who allowed the training camps to continue operating […].


Indeed, the commission could not even muster the courage to comment when Richard Clarke, who had monitored the camps throughout the 1990s but had done nothing about them, criticized the George W. Bush administration for not attacking the al-Qaeda camps after it had taken office. Clarke told the members of the 9/11 Commission that he could not understand "why we continue to have large al-Qaeda bases where we know people are being trained to kill Americans". Could it be that the Bush team was simply following Mr. Clarke's decades-long demonstration of restraint?


(Scheuer, Marching Towards Hell, p. 37)


In its report, the Joint Inquiry concluded that neither the US government nor the intelligence community had a comprehensive strategy to combat al-Qaeda before September 11, 2001. It accused the Director of Central Intelligence (DCI), CIA Director Tenet, of being either unwilling or unable to mobilize the full range of intelligence resources to meet the growing threat to the United States.


Investigations


Immediately after the attacks, the FBI launched the PENTTBOM investigation, the largest criminal investigation in US history. At its peak, more than half of the FBI's agents worked on the investigation, following half a million leads. According to Dale L. Watson, assistant director of the FBI's Counterterrorism/Counterintelligence Division, had concluded that there was "clear and irrefutable" evidence linking al-Qaeda and bin Laden to the attacks.


The FBI was able to identify the hijackers, particularly the ringleader Mohammed Atta, in a very short time: His luggage was discovered at Boston's Logan Airport. Atta had been forced to check in two of his three pieces of luggage separately, as space on the 19-seater shuttle to Boston was limited. Due to a new regulation on flight delays, the luggage did not board American Airlines flight 11 as planned. The luggage contained all the important information for investigators: the names of the hijackers, their missions, and their links to al-Qaeda. Within hours after the attacks, the FBI released the names and, in many cases, those of the suspected pilots and hijackers. On September 27, 2001, photographs of all 19 hijackers were released, along with information on possible nationalities and aliases. 15 of the men were from Saudi Arabia, two from the United Arab Emirates, one from Egypt and one from Lebanon.


By midday on September 11, 2001, the US National Security Agency and the German Federal Intelligence Service had intercepted phone calls that pointed to Osama bin Laden. Two of the hijackers were known to have travelled to Malaysia with one of bin Laden's associates in 2000, and hijacker Mohammed Atta had previously travelled to Afghanistan. He and others belonged to a terrorist cell in Hamburg, known as the "Hamburg cell". A member of this cell was found to have been in contact with Khalid Sheik Mohammed, who had been identified as a member of al-Qaeda and was behind the first attack on the World Trade Center.


The Hamburg cell


According to the intelligence services, the "Hamburg cell" was a group of radical Islamists in Hamburg, Germany. It included college students from various Arab countries who eventually became the main protagonists in the attacks of September 11, 2001. Among the most important ones were:



	 Mohammed Atta, who led the four hijacking teams in 2001 and piloted American Airlines Flight 11 in 2001;


	 Ramzi Binalshibh, who conspired with the other three members but was unable to enter the United States;


	 Marwan Alshehhi, who piloted United Airlines Flight 175;


	 Ziad Jarrah, who piloted United Airlines Flight 93 and crashed it into a field. He failed to hit his target in Washington D.C. because the passengers resisted. Khalid Sheikh Mohammed stated after his capture that the target was the Capitol.




On 1 November 1998, the future hijackers Mohammed Atta, Marwan Alshehhi and Ramzi Binalshibh moved into a flat together in Hamburg's Marienstrasse. It was there that they formed the so-called Hamburg cell, which also included other, less important participants in the September 11 conspiracy. In 1999, the four core members of the group wanted to support the jihad in Chechnya, where jihadists were rebelling against Russia. According to the 9/11 Commission Report, a chance meeting on a train in Germany led the group to travel to Afghanistan instead. A man called Khalid al-Masri approached Binalshibh and Alshehhi and struck up a conversation about jihad in Chechnya. When they later called al-Masri and expressed their interest, he advised them to contact Abu Musab in Duisburg. Abu Musab turned out to be Mohamedou Ould Slahi, a key al-Qaeda operative who was already known to the US and German secret services. Neither government knew he was in Germany at the end of 1999.


Binalshibh, Alshehhi and Jarrah travelled to Duisburg, where Slahi convinced them that it would be best to train in Afghanistan first, as further experience would be useful and it was difficult to get to Chechnya at that time anyway. Slahi instructed them to travel to Pakistan, first to Karachi, then to the Taliban office in Quetta. There they were to contact a man called Umar al-Masri. Atta and Jarrah left Hamburg in the last week of November 1999, with Alshehhi travelling alone at about the same time.


Binalshibh followed two weeks later. It turned out that Umar al-Masri did not exist. The name was a code word with which members of the Taliban office were instructed to take the men to Kandahar, Afghanistan, where they were told to join the al-Qaeda network and the jihad against the Unites States.


They met Osama bin Laden in person and swore allegiance to him. Mohammed Atta was chosen by bin Laden to lead the group that would later attack America. Atta was to contact bin Laden several times before the attacks. The men then returned to Germany to attend flight school and were later transferred to flight schools in the United States.


The members of the Hamburg cell were of greatest value to bin Laden because without them the 9/11 attack, which Khalid Sheik Mohammed had proposed as early as 1996, would probably not have happened. The Hamburg students had the advantage of being fluent in English, they were educated and accustomed to the Western lifestyle, yet radically Islamic. And they could learn to fly an aeroplane. "Bin Laden and Mohammed Atef did not hesitate to task the Hamburg group with the most ambitious operation al-Qaeda had ever planned," says the 9/11 Commission Report.


(9/11 Congressional Inquiry, September 18, 2002)


The planning


Mohammed Atta, Ramzi Binalshibh, Marwan Alshehhi and Ziad Jarrah, the four friends from Hamburg, arrived at the Khaldan training camp in Afghanistan in November 1999 for a preparatory course.


They arrived at an opportune time. In the three years after 1996, when Khalid Sheikh Mohammed had proposed his cave-in air operation in Tora Bora, bin Laden had proposed his air operation, al-Qaeda had been working on an alternative plan for an attack on the US. Mohammed had planned two waves of hijacked aircraft: five on the East Coast and five on the West Coast coming from Asia. They were to crash into selected targets such as the CIA, the FBI and nuclear power stations. Bin Laden initially rejected the idea, but in the spring of 1999, he summoned Mohammed to Kandahar and gave him the green light to carry out his plan.


A few months later, bin Laden, his "lieutenant" Abu Hafs and Khalid Sheikh Mohammed met in Kandahar to select potential targets; only these three men were involved. Their goal was not just to inflict symbolic damage – bin Laden also wanted to attack the White House and the Capitol. He also put the Pentagon on his list. Khalid Sheikh Mohammed suggested the World Trade Center, which his nephew Ramzi Yousef had failed to bring down in a bomb attack six years earlier. Bin Laden then decided that the attack on targets on the West Coast could wait. Initially, the plan had been to blow up aircraft in the air, so there would have been no need for trained pilots. However, the concept was further developed and when the draft of the final plan became clear, it meant that flying planes would require a disciplined group with skills that would probably take years to teach. Bin Laden assigned four of his most trusted men to take part in the operation. But none of the four could fly or speak English, which was required for a pilot's license; nor did they have any experience of life in the West. Mohammed tried to tutor them: He taught them English phrases and collected brochures from flying schools in the USA. They played flight simulator computer games and watched Hollywood films about aircraft hijackings, but the gap between the men's skills and the demands of the mission must have been enormous. Since bin Laden was unable to smuggle all his men into America, as only persons with Saudi passports were granted visas, he sent the men to Southeast Asia, to see if Mohammed's plan to blow up American planes in flight was feasible. At this point, it appeared that the grand plan to attack the USA in its own country had become obsolete.


But then Mohammed Atta and his friends made their first appearance in Afghanistan, arriving over a two-week period at the end of November, just before Ramadan. Abu Hafs realized immediately that these were educated, technically skilled men whose knowledge of English ranged from rudimentary to fluent. There was no need to explain to them how to live in the West, and visas would not be a problem either – the students were either Saudis or from the United Arab Emirates. All they had to do was learn how to fly and be prepared to die.


When Ramzi Binalshibh arrived, Atta, Jarrah and Alshehhi told him they had been chosen for a secret mission. The four were invited to a Ramadan feast with bin Laden. They talked about the Taliban and bin Laden inquired about the living conditions of Muslims in Europe. He then told them they would become martyrs. They should return to Germany and apply to flight schools in the United States.


In the meantime, al-Qaeda had developed a new "management philosophy": "Centralization of decision-making and decentralization of execution." Bin Laden decided on the targets, selected the leaders, and provided at least part of the funding. After that the planning of the operation and the method of the attack were left to the men who were to be responsible for the execution.


Arriving in the USA


Atta, Alshehhi and Jarrah first obtained new passports without the telltale entry stamp from Afghanistan. They then used the new passports to apply for US visas. Atta, Jarrah and Binalshibh returned to Hamburg in early 2000, while Alshehhi returned to the United Arab Emirates to obtain a new passport and a US visa. Back in Germany, the group tried to appear less radical: They stopped attending the extremist al-Quds mosque in Hamburg, which was their spiritual home, and changed their appearance, for example by removing their beards.


Khalid al-Mihdhar and Nawaf al-Hazmi arrived in Los Angeles on January 15, 2000. Bin Laden had chosen them, but as they were unable to attend flying school, they were to act as "muscle" on the hijacked aircraft and keep the passengers in check. On January18, Marwan Alshehhi applied for a US visa in the United Arab Emirates. Binalshibh applied for a US visa several times in Hamburg, but, as a Yemeni, he was refused because it was feared that he would use the visa to immigrate illegally. So, he stayed in Hamburg and organised the coordination between Atta and Sheik Mohammed.


In March 2000, Mohamed Atta sent 50 to 60 e-mails with the same wording to flight schools in the USA and found what he was looking for at Huffman Aviation in Florida. On May 18, 2000 he applied for and received a visa for the USA. He travelled to Prague before flying to the USA. Together with Marwan Alshehhi and Ziad Jarrah, Atta arrived in Venice, Florida. They attended Huffman Aviation and began their pilot training there. In December, Atta and Alshehhi received a pilot's licence, Jarrah a month later. About three weeks before the attacks, the four teams were assigned targets. The US Capitol was given the code name "The Law School". The Pentagon was named "Faculty of Fine Arts". Mohammed Atta called the World Trade Center "Faculty of Urban Planning".


Contrary to the popular myth that al-Qaeda chose 9/11 because of its similarity to the US emergency number 9-1-1, the date was chosen by the terrorist network because of its relationship to Islam. As Lawrence Wright writes in his book The Looming Tower, it was on September 11, 1683 that the King of Poland launched the Battle of the Kahlenberg, which finally halted the advance of the Muslim armies. "For the next three hundred years, Islam would be overshadowed by the flourishing of Western Christian societies," says Wright. Osama bin Laden saw the attack on the World Trade Center as the great comeback of Islam.


(https://foreignpolicy.com/2013/05/03/how-jihadists-schedule-terrorist-attacks/)


This date has since been used by other terrorists, such as the Ansar al-Sharia jihadists who killed US Ambassador Chris Stevens and three other Americans on September 11, 2012, when they attacked the US compound in Benghazi, Libya.


Could 9/11 have been prevented?


This is a rhetorical question. If the Americans had prevented the attack of September 11, al-Qaeda would certainly have succeeded in carrying out an attack later. It would only have been a matter of time. As terrorism expert Richard Clarke put it: "It would be too easy to say yes. What is clear is that the organizations we trusted to protect us failed, failed to get information to the right place at the right time and failed to act decisively to reduce or prevent the threat. (Clarke, Against All Enemies, p. 238)


CIA and FBI, according to the author elsewhere, had realized too late that there was a threat to the USA, and even after they agreed that the threat was real and significant, they were unable to thwart it.



	  Ronald Reagan (January 20, 1981–January 20, 1989) failed to order retaliation for the murder of 278 US Marines in Beirut and violated his own policy on terrorism by trading arms for hostages in the so-called Iran-Contra scandal.


	  George H.W. Bush (January 20, 1989–January 20 1993) He avenged the murder of 259 passengers on Pan Am flight 103 (Lockerbie bombing). He had no official anti-terrorism policy and left Saddam Hussein in office, forcing the US to maintain its large military presence in Saudi Arabia.




• Bill Clinton (January 20, 1993–January 20, 2001) recognized terrorism as the greatest threat since the Cold War and took steps to improve the fight against terrorism in the USA. Little known to the public is that he suppressed anti-American terrorism from Iraq and Iran and thwarted an attempt by al-Qaeda to dominate Bosnia. But weakened by relentless political attacks, he failed to get the CIA, Pentagon and FBI to take sufficient action to counter the terrorist threat effectively.


	  George W. Bush (January 20, 2001–January 20, 2009) Despite repeated warnings in the period before 9/11, he did nothing to counter the threat from al-Qaeda and then reaped the rewards after the attacks with obvious but inadequate measures.



(Clarke, Against All Enemies, p. XXIV)


Regarding Bill Clinton and George W. Bush, it should also be noted that Richard Clarke oversaw counter-terrorism and any kind of activism or special activity during that time. His criticism is justified, but coming from him it seems more like an attempt to cover up his own inaction or to whitewash himself. The war in Afghanistan, which began after 9/11 and eventually lasted 20 years, would not have been necessary if the Clinton administration had not failed to kill bin Laden when it had several opportunities to do so. Former President Clinton injected this issue into the 2006 congressional elections by telling Chris Wallace of Fox News that his administration had taken every opportunity to kill Osama bin Laden and thus eliminate him and the threat he posed. That was a lie, but at least he admitted that he had failed, according to Michael Scheuer. He, Bill Clinton, added that his national security team had provided the subsequent Bush administration with a complete master plan for invading Afghanistan, defeating the Taliban, and eliminating bin Laden and al-Qaeda. Clinton described this plan as a "comprehensive counter-terrorism strategy". According to Michael Scheuer, this too was a lie because there was no master plan that the Clinton administration left behind for the subsequent Bush administration. The military had drawn up a list of targets in Afghanistan that could have been attacked immediately, but Clinton did not want to use it because of the upcoming presidential election, from which he wanted to keep the issue out.


After the al-Qaeda attack on the USS Cole on October 12, 2000, according to Michael Scheuer, the National Security Council (NSC) instructed the CIA and other relevant services to compile a list of Taliban and al-Qaeda targets in Afghanistan that could be attacked by the US military, to be kept up to date if bin Laden were to harm US interests again. This NSC directive was based on the concept of "if al-Qaeda attacks US interests again", which proved that the members of Clinton's National Security Council who dealt with counterterrorism considered al-Qaeda's authorship of the Cole attack to be proven. Whatever the reason for President Clinton's decision not to respond militarily to the almost sinking of the Cole: It was not for lack of intelligence pointing to al-Qaeda. It could also be that the Director of Central Intelligence, George Tenet, as well as senior FBI officials who dealt with President Clinton and his staff on this matter sensed that the White House did not want to start a war in Afghanistan in the middle of a presidential election.


(Scheuer, Marching Toward Hell, pp. 102–104)


As great as the failures of the Clinton administration after the Cole attack may have been, the new Bush administration discarded the Clinton-era military's target list even before September 11, and thus voluntarily abandoned the only well-prepared basis for an immediate retaliatory strike by the USA.


(Scheuer, Marching Toward Hell, p. 105)


Crisis meetings


The President was flown back to Washington on the evening of September 11. The first meeting to discuss the attacks began at 9.30 pm in the Presidential Emergency Operations Center, a room in the White House bunker. Cabinet members were escorted by Secret Service agents through thick armored doors and a long underground tunnel under the East Wing, where the bunker is located.


The meeting was brief and focused mainly on the damage. On the morning of September 12, the National Security Council met again. Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and his top deputy, Paul Wolfowitz, immediately pushed for war with Saddam Hussein, having raised the issue the night before. Bush said, "Wait a minute, I didn't hear a word about him being responsible for the attack". Wolfowitz and Rumsfeld tried to use the catastrophe of 11 September to push for the overthrow of Saddam.


On 15 September, a Saturday, the cabinet met at Camp David in Maryland. Rumsfeld wanted to attack more countries than just Afghanistan: also, the sponsors of terrorism, such as Iraq, Libya, and Sudan. According to Wolfowitz, bin Laden had to have the support of a country such as Iraq to carry out such an attack. Wolfowitz was convinced that Saddam Hussein was the head of the snake, but the CIA representative contradicted him: Saddam had nothing to do with the attacks. The head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Hugh Shelton, presented two military options: a cruise missile attack or a cruise missile and strategic bomber attack on targets in Afghanistan. He was unable to convince the members of the Cabinet. CIA Director George Tenet then circulated background material for his proposal: first, a small group of CIA officials familiar with Afghanistan should ally with the anti-Taliban forces, also known as the Northern Alliance. The idea was to attack jointly the Taliban and al-Qaeda. Tenet also advocated the use of armed drones in the hunt for bin Laden.


On Monday 17 September, President Bush told his war cabinet at the White House that he wanted the CIA to go to Afghanistan first to prepare for the deployment of soldiers. "I want you to develop a plan that complements what the CIA will be doing once they are on the ground, and that you develop a plan for further but more robust military action on the ground."


Three days later, on 20 September, in a speech to Congress, President Bush demanded that the Taliban hand over Osama bin Laden. The Taliban's spiritual leaders debated for two days and then called on bin Laden to leave the country voluntarily. But bin Laden ignored President Bush's request.


(Bergen, The Rise and Fall, pp. 160–164)


Well prepared


Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda were so well prepared for the most serious attack by the USA and the West that they not only survived the fall of the Taliban, but also avoided arrest. Moreover, Washington gave them time to distribute their resources, as it did not attack until October 7. The reason for the delay was the Pentagon's lack of planning for a war in Afghanistan and the Bush administration's fear of losing or capturing its own soldiers. The problem was that sufficient search and dispatching rescue units to the war zone were necessary.


The documents found show that the evacuation of al-Qaeda was not completed by 7 October, but it was well planned and executed. Nothing had been left behind that could be dangerous for al-Qaeda – to track down their leaders, to trace their worldwide network, to gain insight into their financial resources and transfer mechanisms or to learn about their intentions, objectives goals or timetables.


(Scheuer, Osama Bin Laden, p. 129)


Sources: September 11, 2001
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Chapter 2


Tora Bora or the USA against al-Qaeda


Having seen Washington panic after the bombing of the Beirut Marine barracks in 1983, panic after the loss of several soldiers in Somalia in 1993, panic after the bombing of two US embassies in East Africa in 1998, and panic after the bombing of the USS Cole in 2000, Osama bin Laden assumed that his Mujahideen in the Afghan mountains would survive a US offensive.


Bin Laden's son, Omar bin Laden, said that when they were in Tora Bora in 1996–1997, his father often crossed the border into Pakistan; he, Omar, had to accompany him. Osama had said to him: "Omar, we never know when war will break out. […] Nothing is more important than knowing secret escape routes". When Omar heard after 9/11 that his father had gone to Tora Bora, he was convinced that it would be difficult to find him there because Osama knew the area well and spoke fluent Pashtu. "Nobody knows these mountains as well as my father". (Michael Scheuer, Osama bin Laden, p. 132)


Development of an invasion plan


The US Department of Defense did not have a plan for an invasion of Afghanistan. President Bush and his cabinet met at Camp David. The military leaders presented three options: The first was a cruise missile attack, the second a combination of cruise missiles and bombraids, lasting three to ten days. The third option involved cruise missiles, bombing raids and the deployment of ground troops to operate in Afghanistan.


The CIA also presented a war plan that included the use of paramilitary teams, Special Forces, and the Afghan Northern Alliance, who were seen as opponents of the Taliban. The planners wanted to keep the use of American ground troops to a minimum so as not to provoke the Afghan population. Together, it was hoped, relatively few Americans and many Afghans would be able to defeat the Taliban and eliminate al-Qaeda with the help of US air power. At the same time, the Americans wanted to prevent the Northern Alliance from taking control of Afghanistan. The CIA leadership was convinced that Northern Alliance rule would anger the country's Pashtun majority.


(Daniel P. Bolger, Why We Lost, p. 38)


On September 17, Bush approved the CIA plan and instructed the military to draw up a detailed war plan. However, planning was hampered by the fact that the Taliban had little physical infrastructure that the military could attack. […] This war plan was completed by September 21 and was called "Operation Enduring Justice". However, this name was considered culturally insensitive, as Islamic theology considers only Allah's justice to be infinite. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld then changed the name to "Operation Enduring Freedom".


(Bob Woodward, Bush at War, pp. 79–80 and pp. 134–135)


The Afghanistan War


On September 26, the US dropped ten CIA operatives in the Panjshir Valley, the stronghold of the Northern Alliance, using a Russian Mi-17 helicopter. It was the Liaison Team for Northern Afghanistan, who became known as "Jawbreaker". In addition, the team carried three million dollars in $100 bills to buy support. Jawbreaker established contact with Mohammed Fahim, who was the actual Northern Alliance forces leader in the Panjshir Valley, and prepared for the arrival of special army forces. The Jawbreaker team brought satellite communications equipment with them so that their intelligence reports would be immediately available to CIA headquarters. The team was also to define objectives for the subsequent operation: search and rescue missions in extreme cases, and assessment of bomb damage from the air campaign.


(Bob Woodward, Bush at War, pp. 139–155)


As it became clear that the US would respond militarily to the September 11 attacks, bin Laden wrote a letter to Taliban leader Mullah Omar. He expressed the view that any "US campaign against Afghanistan would impose a great long-term economic burden", which, as with the Soviets, would be followed by "withdrawal from Afghanistan, disintegration and contraction".


On October 7, journalist Faraj Ismail, working for a Saudi magazine, interviewed Taliban leader Mullah Omar in Kandahar. He said he didn't believe bin Laden was behind the September 11 attacks: "I am in control of Afghanistan. I am sure he did not do it. I believe the perpetrators came from the United States itself". But that same day, bin Laden made a television appearance – his first since the 11 September attacks. Dressed in a vest and with a rifle at his side, bin Laden said the attacks were revenge for the humiliation of the Muslim world by the West. "There is America, full of fear from north to south, from west to east. Thank God for that. What America is now is insignificant compared to what we have enjoyed for tens of years. Our nation, the Islamic world, has experienced this humiliation and degradation for more than eighty years".


(Peter Bergen, Osama bin Laden, p.168)


First American strikes


On October 7, the US launched its military operations in Afghanistan with air strikes on 31 targets across the country. Most of the Taliban's obsolete surface-to-air missiles, their few MIG-21 and Su-22 fighters, and their radar and command posts were destroyed in the first night.


That same night, the CIA carried out the first air strike using a Predator drone. It circled over Mullah Omar's house and followed several men leaving the house. The group went first to Omar's mother's house and then to a school west of Kandahar. The men stayed at the school for several hours, and the CIA asked the Air Force to attack the school with a conventional bomb, but General Franks refused, citing the risk of collateral damage and the uncertainty of whether Omar was there. The CIA fired a Hellfire missile from a Predator drone at a truck outside the school to lure the men out; they did leave the school, but Omar escaped.


The Predator drone had been in development since the early 1990s. It was used in the hunt for bin Laden since 2000, and as a means of assassinating him before 9/11. The first use of armed Predator drones in Afghanistan marked the beginning of a new era of drone warfare. (Steve Coll, Directorate S, pp. 70–74)


In his book "Against All Enemies", Richard A. Clarke criticizes President Bush's hesitant conduct of the war. "The war the US waged in Afghanistan was not the swift, uncompromising operation one might have expected. We did not immediately commit US troops to capture the leadership of al-Qaeda and the Taliban. The Bush administration decided to continue to appeal to the Taliban to hand over bin Laden and his followers, and when we attacked, we treated the war as a regime change rather than a search for terrorists and their destruction. Strangely, it was the White House and the Pentagon that tried to give the Taliban another chance after 9/11. Even four days after bombing of al-Qaeda facilities on October 7, 2001, President Bush again publicly appealed to the Taliban to cooperate and hand over bin Laden. When they failed to do so, he later said the US would get him 'dead or alive'."


(Richard A. Clarke, Against All Enemies, p. 274 f.)


After the air strikes began, most of the Taliban training camps were destroyed within a few days, and there was no longer any so-called air defense. Air strikes then focused on command, control, and communications targets. In the first week of the bombing, the United States dropped some 1,500 bombs. It also began airdropping food and medical supplies to civilians in Northern Alliance controlled areas. By the second week of the campaign, most of the planned targets identified by the Clinton administration had been destroyed.


On October 19, Teams 555 and 595 of Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA), both 12-man teams from the 5th Special Forces Group, and Air Force combat controllers from Karshi-Khanabad Air Base in Uzbekistan were flown over 300 kilometers into Afghanistan. ODA 555 went to the Panjshir Valley in support of General Fahim, and ODA 595 was assigned to General Dostum in the Darya Suf Valley, south of Mazar-e-Sharif. The Special Forces of ODA 595 were divided into two groups, Alpha, and Bravo. Alpha rode on horseback with General Dostum to his headquarters to plan an attack on Mazar-e-Sharif. Bravo's mission was to clear the Darya Suf Valley of the Taliban and advance into the Alma Tak mountains to conduct reconnaissance there.


Dostum and General Mohammad Atta had been fighting the Taliban all summer and were gradually losing ground. In early November, the US Air Force began bombing Taliban positions, with Special Forces teams using Air Force combat controllers with laser targeting to guide the bombs with pinpoint accuracy. On November 9, the Northern Alliance conquered the Tanghi Pass, triggering the Taliban's retreat from Mazar-e-Sharif. On November 10, Northern Alliance troops marched into the city. On November 12, in an air strike on Kabul, the US killed the number three of al-Qaeda. On the same day, the Taliban also left Kabul and decided to regroup in Jalalabad and Kandahar. By the evening of November 13, Taliban units had cleared the city; the next day, Northern Alliance troops – supported by ODA 555 – arrived and took over. The fall of Kabul led to a massive collapse of Taliban positions in the north-west. Within 24 hours, all the Afghan provinces along the Iranian border, including Herat, had fallen. Local Pashtun commanders and warlords also took control of the entire north-east of Afghanistan, including Jalalabad. Some of the Taliban retreated to the city of Kunduz in the north, while others withdrew to their heartland around Kandahar.


Osama bin Laden before and after 11 September


According to journalist and al-Qaeda expert Peter Bergen, it was not so easy to trace Osama bin Laden's whereabouts before and after 11 September. On November 8, however, he was in Kabul, even as the Northern Alliance was approaching the city. On that morning, during breakfast, he gave the Pakistani journalist Hamid Mir, who wrote bin Laden's biography, an interview. He defended the attacks on New York and Washington by saying: "America and its allies are massacring us in Palestine, Chechnya, Kashmir and Iraq. Muslims have the right to attack America in retaliation".


(Bergen, https://newrepublic.com/article/72086/the-battle-tora-bora)


On November 10, 2001, Osama bin Laden delivered what was probably his last public speech in Jalalabad. The al-Qaeda leader had placed his right hand on his heart, the traditional Pashtun sign of respect. He wore a grey tunic and his trademark camouflage vest. The bodyguards, 15 fighters, wore green camouflage and their new Kalashnikovs had been fitted with grenade launchers. Bin Laden described how he saw things developing: "The Americans have a plan to invade, but if we are united and believe in Allah, we will teach them a lesson, the same lesson we taught the Russians." With this speech, bin Laden outlined his plans to stay one step ahead of the US campaign. He would move to his favored and fortified Tora Bora base, as the US expected, but he would also provide safe escape routes. During bin Laden's speech, members of the audience repeatedly shouted out: "God is great! Down with America! Down with Israel!"


In one of his typical messages, bin Laden made a final appeal to his audience: "God is with us and we will win the war. Your Arab brothers will show us the way. We have the weapons and the technology. What we need most is your moral support. And may God give me the opportunity to see you and meet you at the front. With these words, bin Laden and his men left Jalalabad for Tora Bora.


(Philip Smucker, https://www.csmonitor. com/2002/0304/p01s03-wosc.html)


Tora Bora (Pashto for "black cave") is a cave system in the Spin Ghar mountain range, which belongs to the so-called White Mountains in eastern Afghanistan. This cave system is located around 50 kilometers west of the Khyber Pass and 10 kilometers north of the border with the Pakistani province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. The Spin Ghar Mountains have natural caves formed by streams and rivers that have eaten into the limestone. In the 1980s, the cave system was developed into a complex financed by the CIA, which was set up for the Afghan Mujahideen. Tora Bora was considered the stronghold of the Afghan Mujahideen, which was used in the fight against the Soviet Union in the 1980s.
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Tora Bora, bin Laden's hideout, is located about 10 kilometers north of the Pakistani border. Bin Laden knew every path that led through the high mountains to Pakistan.


As early as 1987, Osama bin Laden had begun building a mountain road from Tora Bora to Jalalabad from his camp at Jaji, about 30 kilometers west of Tora Bora. When the Londonbased Palestinian journalist Abdel Bari Atwan accepted an invitation from bin Laden to visit Tora Bora in 1996, Osama bin Laden told him that Tora Bora had special significance for him because it had been his military headquarters during the war against the Soviet Union. The Tora Bora complex covers an area approximately 9.5 kilometers wide and 9.5 kilometers long and withstood Soviet attacks in the 1980s.


In May 1996, bin Laden and his family returned to Afghanistan from Sudan and settled in the Tora Bora cave complex a few months later. On August 23, 1996, he declared war on the US from there, as American troops were still stationed in Saudi Arabia. In September 1996, the Taliban conquered Nangarhar province and sent a delegation to Tora Bora to receive bin Laden. In April 1997, he left Tora Bora and moved his residence to Kandahar, some 400 kilometers (as the crow flies) south-west of Tora Bora.


(Anne Stenersen, Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, pp. 58–66)


Bin Laden awaiting the battle


In late October 2001, about seven weeks after the attack on the World Trade Center, bin Laden, who was still in Kandahar, sent a group of al-Qaeda members to Tora Bora to begin planning for the battle and to store weapons and ammunition in caves. The preparations were not very extensive, al-Qaeda had very little ammunition and only one grenade launcher. By the time bin Laden arrived in Tora Bora, Abu Hafs, the co-founder, and military commander of al-Qaeda, had been killed in a US air strike. Bin Laden's other key military commander, Saif al-Adel, who had denied the 9/11 attacks because he feared the scale of the likely American response, had not followed his boss to Tora Bora. So, bin Laden made Ayman al-Zawahiri his deputy in the expected battle.


Parts of the CIA's paramilitary team, codenamed "Jawbreaker", had set up a command center in an old schoolhouse in the foothills of the Tora Bora mountains. Satellite images and photos taken by reconnaissance planes showed deep snow that stretched from the passes to the valleys. From this, the team concluded that bin Laden would probably not be able to leave the mountains soon. Intercepted signals and interrogations of captured Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters also indicated that there was a significant number of foreign fighters and possible high-ranking leaders of al-Qaeda in the area. The White House, as well as the Pentagon, decided to isolate and destroy these al-Qaeda units in the area. In doing so, the US special forces were to support the locally recruited Afghan militias.


In Tora Bora, bin Laden said goodbye to three of his younger children, who were to be taken out of the combat zone by one of his followers. According to Peter Bergen, bin Laden was very touched as they said their goodbyes because he did not know if they would ever see each other again.


(Peter Bergen, Osama bin Laden, p. 175)


ODA 572 and a CIA team were sent to Tora Bora to support the eastern anti-Taliban militias under the command of two "warlords": Hazrat Ali and Mohammed Zaman. The CIA team was led by Gary Berntsen, who had replaced Gary Schroen as the CIA's senior officer in Afghanistan in November 2001. On December 2, Berntsen requested that a Ranger battalion be sent into the mountains to set up blockade positions along potential escape routes from Tora Bora to Pakistan. In addition to the Rangers, 1,000 Marines under Brigadier General Jim Mattis in Kandahar and soldiers from the 10th Mountain Division in Uzbekistan would have been available. But General Franks rejected Berntsen's request.


On December 3, the General ordered the use of heavy bombers. Over the next four days, B-52 bombers and other aircraft dropped some 350 tons of bombs on suspected al-Qaeda positions. ODA 572 and its assigned combat controllers guided the bombs to their targets, while the Afghans launched a series of poorly executed attacks on known al-Qaeda positions, with limited success. The militias mostly gained ground the morning after the US air strikes, but relinquished control of the area the same day. They also retreated to their bases each evening to sleep and break their fast, as the battle took place during Ramadan, the month of fasting when Muslims do not eat or drink during the day.


With the Afghan offensive faltering and the CIA and ODA teams overstretched, Franks decided to send a 40-man Delta Force detachment into battle on December 9. Small teams of Delta Force and CIA officers monitored the bombing of al-Qaeda positions from the hillsides and directed further attacks from there. Radio transmissions were also intercepted which, according to what CIA analysts said, indicated that bin Laden was talking to his followers. Al-Qaeda was outnumbered by the small American force of just 70 men on the mountain, as well as the legions of foreign journalists reporting from Jalalabad. In other words, there were more journalists in the war zone than American soldiers: counting as many as 100.


(Steve Coll, Directorate p.104)


The Delta soldiers had formed small teams to search for bin Laden. The commander of the Delta task force agreed with the Jawbreaker group's assessment of the situation and requested that mines be laid from the air to block the enemy's mountain passes. When the Ranger Battalion's deployment was rejected, he suggested that his soldiers carry out the proposed task, but this request was also rejected by General Franks.


The decisive moment


By now, bin Laden's followers were desperate. The caves in which they sought shelter were at an altitude of over 3000 meters, where the temperature was ten degrees below zero. The situation was becoming increasingly precarious. There was no water, only ice. It was snowing incessantly, while a hail of bombs rained down around the clock. Bin Laden addressed his followers saying: "I am sorry for involving you in this struggle; if you can offer no more resistance, you may surrender with my blessing.


(Peter Bergen, Osama bin Laden, p. 175)


December 12 and 13, 2001 were eventful days: on the 12th, Defense Secretary Rumsfeld presented his attack plan for Iraq, revised since the 4th of December. On December 13, Pakistani militants attacked the Indian parliament; India mobilized and sent troops to the border with Pakistan. Pakistan's focus was no longer on its north-western border and the possible escape of al-Qaeda. More important was the conflict with India.


As it turned out, December 12 and 13 were also the decisive days in the battle for Tora Bora. Hajji Zaman, one of the Afghan warlords, entered into negotiations with members of al-Qaeda about a surrender. They spoke over the radio, after which Zaman declared that al-Qaeda was ready to surrender at 4.00 pm. He informed the other commanders and the Americans. Al-Qaeda then declared: "We have to organize a meeting with our people. Could you wait until 8.00 am tomorrow?" Zaman agreed.


It was the 27th day of Ramadan, celebrated in the Muslim calendar as the "Night of Power", when the gates of heaven are opened. This year, however, the night was rather used for the escape, through which several hundred al-Qaeda fighters and Taliban managed to flee across the border to Pakistan. At 8.00 am on December 13, no al-Qaeda fighters surrendered in the mountains of Tora Bora.


(Peter Bergen, https://newrepublic.com/article/72086/the-battle-tora-bora)


The head of the CIA's Jawbreaker team in the school building believed that two large groups of al-Qaeda had escaped: The smaller group of 130 jihadists had fled east towards Pakistan, while the second group, which included 200 Saudi and Yemeni jihadists and possibly Osama bin Laden, had stayed in Afghanistan and then made their way across the mountains near the Khyber Pass to the town of Parachinar in Pakistan. The commander of Delta Command suspected that bin Laden had crossed the border into Pakistan around December 16. A Delta reconnaissance team with the call sign "Jackal" spotted a tall man in a camouflage vest entering a cave with a large number of fighters. The team called in several air strikes, assuming it was bin Laden, but later DNA analysis of the man's remains did not match with those of bin Laden.


On December 12, at around 11.00 pm, Osama bin Laden, and his deputy Zawahiri used the ceasefire to escape from Tora Bora at night. Bin Laden had planned the escape carefully. In the first half of November 2001, before the battle for Tora Bora began, he had paid a local commander, Awal Gul, 100,000 US dollars. He trusted Gul, because he had taken care of bin Laden's security when he lived in Tora Bora in 1996.


On the morning of December 13, bin Laden and Zawahiri reached Gul's house in Jalalabad, about 50 kilometers north of Tora Bora, where they took a break. The next stage was 160 kilometers away, in the north-eastern district of Shigal in Kunar province. Shigal is a valley at an altitude of 1500 meters, surrounded by the high mountains of the Hindu Kush. The region was so remote that there were no paved roads, and bin Laden and Zawahiri had to travel there on horseback. They settled in the hamlet of Khwarr, which was also so remote that it was not on any map. It was an ideal place to go into hiding. There, bin Laden, and Zawahiri were under the protection of the warlord Hekmatyar, whom bin Laden knew from the anti-Soviet jihad.


(Peter Bergen, Osama bin Laden, p. 176 f.)


Blocking the escape routes failed


The Pakistani generals responsible for closing the 'back door' to Afghanistan had no way of transporting troops into the Hindu Kush mountains in the time available. When they asked the US for help – for helicopters – they were refused. Pakistan's then Director General of Military Operations later explained that he had "first heard about Tora Bora from television" and that the Pakistani army had responded to the battle by putting its units on alert. […] It was not until December 8 or 9, after days of heavy bombardment, that General Franks asked XI Corps in Pakistan to seal the border. […] The Pakistani army moved ground troops into the region by truck, but this only blocked a few escape routes from Pakistan.


(Steve Coll, Directorate S, p. 107 f.)


On December 27, a video was broadcast on television channels around the world showing bin Laden in very poor condition and visibly aged. Although he usually gesticulated with both hands when speaking, he did not move his entire left side in the 34-minute video, even though he was left-handed. This indicated that he must have suffered a serious injury. "I am a poor slave of God," he said resignedly. "Whether I live or die, the war will go on." But the mood on the American side was also low. A week later, on January 4, 2002, Michael Morell, who had to keep the president informed of CIA intelligence, had the unenviable task of telling Bush that the CIA believed bin Laden had escaped from Tora Bora. Bush rarely raised his voice, but now he was angrier than Morell had ever n him. Bush asked: "How the hell did he get away from you? What are your plans now?" Morell did not answer. Bush then held a video conference with then Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld, National Security Adviser Rice and Tenet, the director of the CIA. The President asked: "What the hell is going on? Michael just told me about bin Laden's escape."


Later, senior Bush administration officials claimed that there was no evidence that bin Laden had even been in Tora Bora. After all, it was tantamount to defeat that the man responsible for the attacks of 11 September 2001 had escaped. As President Bush later said: "If we had ever known for sure where he was, we would have moved heaven and earth to bring him to justice". Defence Secretary Rumsfeld claimed: "Nobody knew for sure if Osama bin Laden was there," adding that "the threat of Islamist extremism is much bigger than one man". Rice claimed: "There were conflicting reports about the location at the time, which is why the military did not ask for additional sources to conduct an attack." In truth, however, there was extensive intelligence that bin Laden had been in Tora Bora for weeks in the late autumn of 2001. Top Bush administration officials were aware of this at the time, and even talked about it publicly.


(Peter Bergen, Osama bin Laden, p. 177 f.)


Reasons for the strategic failure


The harshest criticism of the attempt to capture bin Laden in or around Tora Bora was that the Bush administration had failed to commit enough US troops; as a result, bin Laden escaped capture or death. The deputy commander, Lieutenant General Mike DeLong, said: "The fact is we did not have a sufficiently large number of our troops in Tora Bora." It would have taken 9,000 to 15,000 troops to completely seal off the 100 to 150 possible escape routes from Tora Bora.


The roads from Jalalabad to Tora Bora were bad and passed through villages loyal to the Taliban and al-Qaeda, making it difficult to move large numbers of US troops in secret or efficiently. In addition, the weather conditions at the high altitude of Tora Bora and the lack of potential landing or airdrop zones and resupply would have made such a mission dangerously unpredictable and logistically unprecedented.


General Tommy Franks explained: "I was aware of the experience the Soviets had had for more than ten years – with 620,000 troops in Afghanistan". He believed that the deployment of large numbers of US troops would inevitably have led to conflict with the Afghan villagers and alienate the Afghan allies. Warlord Zaman had made it clear that the eastern Afghans would not fight alongside the American infidels. Finally, General Franks argued that the concept of the "light footprint" – US air power in support of troops – had been successful in overthrowing the Taliban and would be successful in Tora Bora.


The Committee on Foreign Relations noted in a 2009 report that "the full spectrum of American military power, from sniper teams to the most mobile divisions of the Marine Corps and the Army, was kept on the sidelines" while "bin Laden and his entourage of bodyguards walked out of Tora Bora unchallenged and disappeared into Pakistan's ungoverned tribal areas. The report was published as "Tora Bora Revisited, How we failed to get bin Laden and why it matters today", concluded that the military leadership should have been more flexible.


After Osama bin Laden went into hiding, President Bush and his advisers wanted to believe that his survival did not matter much. All that mattered was justice for the victims of al-Qaeda in New York, Washington, Nairobi, Dar es Salaam and elsewhere. But the failure at Tora Bora had far-reaching and almost unforeseeable consequences. As the Senate Inquiry later found, the events at Tora Bora changed the course of the conflict in Afghanistan and the future of international terrorism.


(Steve Coll, Directorate S, p. 109)


Ironically, one of the guiding principles of the so-called "Afghan model" developed by Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld and General Franks was that the United States should not become embroiled in a protracted insurgency. Therefore, troops were barely deployed; otherwise, anti-American sentiment would have been fuelled. In the Committee's view, this deployment plan should have been changed. The number of necessary troops that could have captured or killed bin Laden was based on reliable information. The unwillingness to change the operational plan led to the opposite effect: a protracted insurgency that has by now cost more human lives than, according to current estimates, a full-scale attack on Tora Bora.


In addition, the increasing violence and instability in Afghanistan spread to Pakistan, a nuclear-armed ally of the United States: Pakistan was plagued by terrorist bombings as it waged a military campaign against a Taliban-initiated insurgency.


However, the Committee also took the view that the end of Osama bin Laden would not have eliminated the global threat from extremists. But the failure to kill or capture him allowed bin Laden to continue to exert his influence on events in the region and in other countries. History shows that terrorist groups are much stronger with charismatic leaders than without them, and the ability of bin Laden and his terrorist organisation to recover from the loss of their Afghan sanctuary underscores this lesson.


After the war


Eight years after being driven out of Afghanistan, al-Qaeda had regrouped and bin Laden had inspired a new generation of extremists to adopt al-Qaeda's doctrine.


And the Americans and their allies, the NATO countries? After 19 years, 10 months, 3 weeks, and 2 days, on August 30, 2021, there was a more or less hasty retreat from Kabul, the Afghan capital: the Taliban had regained control of the country. In these almost 20 years of undeclared war, between 170,000 (Brown University) and 210,000 (UCDP – Uppsala Conflict Data) people died.


Sources: Tora Bora or the USA against al-Qaeda
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Chapter 3


War under the Sign of the Rumsfeld Doctrine


At dawn on March 2, 2002, 200 soldiers from the 101st Airborne Division and the 10th Mountain Division were airdropped into the Shahi-Kot Valley in Afghanistan to support the coalition forces in the fight against the Taliban regime. Contrary to expectations, it turned out to be a tough fight against a resilient enemy. As it progressed, there were 1,700 US soldiers and 1,000 Afghans facing 500 to 1,000 Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters trying to secure the valley. A combination of strategic miscalculations by the high command and a lack of infantry, artillery and air support resulted in eight US soldiers killed and 72 wounded.


It was the new Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld, who focused more on special forces and less on conventional armed forces. Vice President-designate Cheney had recommended him to the President for the post of Secretary of Defense. Both knew each other from the neo-conservative think tank "Project for the New American Century" (PNAC). This think tank, co-founded by Richard Perle, strove for US supremacy in world politics. The following theses were put forward: US leadership would not only be good for the USA, but also for the whole world. Such leadership would require military strength and diplomatic energy. If diplomacy fails, military action is an acceptable and necessary means. Critics accused the PNAC of merely propagating a new form of imperialism motivated by energy policy, i.e. oil.


Bush had appointed Rumsfeld to implement the so-called "Revolution in Military Affairs" in the USA. Since the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the US military strategy had not been adapted to political developments. "The current strategy is not working," declared Rumsfeld on June 21, 2001 at his first public appearance before Congress after his inauguration in January. Secretary Rumsfeld outlined a new multi-layered strategy that he said would be further tested over the course of the four-year defense review. The old requirement that the military be capable of winning two regional wars simultaneously was toned down; instead, US forces should only be able to quickly defeat one enemy while keeping another at bay.


Rumsfeld's comments showed a willingness to take a more aggressive military stance. Rumsfeld had added a new dimension to the old concept of deterrence, aimed at dissuading adversaries from even thinking about developing certain weapons or taking actions that would threaten the US. Overall, Secretary Rumsfeld said, he was trying to lay the groundwork for what he hoped would be a major restructuring of the armed forces that would allow new weapons and increased investment in high-tech areas such as space, information systems and intelligence.


(Bradley Graham, By His Own Rules, p. 243 f.)


According to the New York Times of 8 September 2001, Donald Rumsfeld's appearance before Congress was probably not very convincing: he had sold his military reform plans "lousily" not only to the generals and admirals, but above all to Congress.


(https:// www.nytimes.com/2001/09/08/opinion/the-bush-merry-go-round.html)


The Rumsfeld Doctrine


Rumsfeld's aim was to increase the operational readiness of the armed forces and to reduce the supplies required for this. This was to be achieved by reducing troop strength. The remaining troops were therefore very mobile and only lightly armed; they were only supposed to locate the enemy so that they could be destroyed by air strikes. The early phases of the war in Afghanistan and the war in Iraq are regarded as the first two implementations of this so-called Rumsfeld Doctrine.


As Minister, Rumsfeld also led the planning for the war in Afghanistan. On September 21 2001, General Tommy Franks briefed the President on a plan to destroy al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and to eliminate the Taliban government. Gen. Franks initially proposed that the USA should invade Afghanistan with a conventional force of 60,000 men, with a six-month preparation period. Rumsfeld feared, however, that a conventional invasion of Afghanistan could stall, as had been the case with the Soviets and the British, and rejected the plan.


Instead, CIA paramilitaries and Special Forces were deployed, with the result that Osama bin Laden and some al-Qaeda fighters were able to escape from Tora Bora. The mistake was the lack of flexibility on the part of the military leadership, according to the Committee on Foreign Relations in its final report.


Operation Anaconda


In February 2002, a Special Forces intelligence analyst found evidence that led him to believe that surviving al-Qaeda forces were gathering in the lower Shahi-Kot Valley, about 90 kilometers south of Gardez. The lower Shahi-Kot Valley bordered the Pakistani tribal areas to which many al-Qaeda fighters are believed to have fled from Tora Bora.


Other analysts and the CIA came to the same conclusion. More and more evidence from the population pointed to a strong presence of Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters in the Shahi-Kot Valley; it was assumed that around 150 to 200 fighters were wintering in the valley and possibly preparing for a spring offensive. The intelligence information also suggested that high-level targets were in the valley. In February, plans were drawn up for an attack on the Shahi-Kot Valley with Afghan military forces (AMF), advised and supported by US special forces.


The plan envisaged an attack on the valley, together with units that had previously taken up positions in the mountains to the east to prevent an escape to Pakistan. The expectation was that the Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters, as in the case of Tora Bora a few months earlier, would again flee during this attack and the blockade units would then stop them.


According to Seymour M. Hersh, probably the best-known American investigative journalist, General Franks wanted to deploy the Marines stationed in Kandahar at Tora Bora. According to his book "Chain of Command", the units refused to take part in the mission under the given conditions. This was repeated in the planning for Operation Anaconda; again, the Marines refused to participate without their own artillery and air support. In addition, General Franks, and the United States Central Command (CENTCOM) refused to change the plan of attack after a SEAL team had discovered a cave system in the Shahi-Kot Valley that appeared to be occupied by al-Qaeda. The SEAL team demanded a bombing. But General Franks and CENTCOM rejected the bombing, saying that the surprise effect would then be lost. The US Air Force stated laconically that a surprise attack would be problematic; it was already known in the region that an attack was imminent. Furthermore, a Pentagon official explained that the key aspects of the battle plan, which were communicated in advance by CENTCOM had not been determined by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, but by civilian officials in the Office of the Secretary of Defense. These included the deployment of Special Forces.


(Seymour M. Hersh, Chain of Command, p. 136 ff.)


The high valley Shahi-Kot ("place of the king") is about 9 km long, at its widest point about 5 km wide and lies at an altitude of 2700 meters. It consists of the lower and upper Shahi-Kot, which run roughly parallel to each other. The lower Shahi-Kot is formed by several imposing mountains dominating the landscape, the most important of which is Takur Ghar at the southeastern end of the valley. To the north-east, the Tsapare Ghar towers over the northern entrance of the valley. During the Soviet-Afghan war, the Mujahideen leader Mansoor was responsible for the valley and fortified it: he had trenches dug, bunkers built and set up firing positions in the mountain ridges, many of which were also to be used in Operation Anaconda. The American plan envisaged an attack on the valley, supported by units that were to take up positions in the mountains beforehand to prevent the Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters from fleeing to Pakistan. The target area in the high valley was Shir Khan Kheyl. CENTCOM had also decided to deploy conventional US infantry: the 187th Infantry Regiment ("Rakkasans") of the 101st Airborne Division and soldiers of the 1st Battalion of the 87th Infantry Regiment of the 10th Mountain Division. With Chinook helicopters, secured by six combat helicopters, the soldiers were to be flown in to take up their blockade positions.


The first trucks that Afghan fighters drove up the road were shot at by grenade launchers and up to 40 people were injured or killed. The Afghans retreated and hesitated when they were ordered to go back up the mountain; they knew that the first wave had been fired on. A Pentagon adviser told Seymour M. Hersh that it had probably been a mistake to systematically prepare the area for the attack with mortars or artillery.


General Franks explained at a press conference on March 4: "I think you should be very careful when you bomb indiscriminately. Anaconda was a task for a conventional army. At the end of the day, the safest way to take action against the enemy is to put soldiers on the ground, and that's what we did in this case and why we did it that way." The American ground attack was to be supplemented by a helicopter attack in the mountains. The helicopters were to carry troops from the 10. Mountain Division and the 101st Airborne Division in the landing zone at the end of the valley; these were the blockade units that were to attack and destroy the al-Qaeda forces and Taliban if everything went according to plan. It was expected that the enemy would flee from the special forces and the Afghans.
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The aim of Operation Anaconda was to fight al-Qaeda and Taliban units in the Shahi-Kot Valley, located at an altitude of 2700 meters.


But things turned out differently: the Americans came under fire as soon as they left the helicopters and immediately suffered casualties. There was a total breakdown of the unit; young soldiers cried and threw away their weapons. The landing zone was littered with weapons, rucksacks, night-vision goggles and radios as the soldiers fled down the mountain to safety. In an interview with Seymour M. Hersh, retired Gen. Wesley Clark (Supreme Allied Commander Europe from 1997 to 2000) defended the fleeing soldiers. He criticized the army leadership for sending troops into battle who were barely trained and did not have sufficient information.


Seven of the eight American casualties during Operation Anaconda were members of the Special Forces, together with other special units, having the task of driving al-Qaeda fighters from their hiding places into the arms of the waiting army units. This part of the attack plan was cancelled on the very first morning when a SEAL jumped out of the helicopter to help the American soldiers on the ground and, left to his own devices he was shot at while barely armed. To rescue him, a team of his Special Forces flew to the jump site, unaware that the SEAL was already dead. One of their helicopters was badly damaged by fire from the ground. Over the next twelve hours, six more Americans died and eleven were injured before more helicopters were allowed to help the Special Forces in distress. "What exactly happened during those hours remained a mystery," the Los Angeles Times later wrote. Hersh learned that the survivors were not rescued by American comrades, but by a team of Australian Special Forces who abandoned their mission in the mountains and attacked the Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters. Without the Australians, the entire rescue team would probably have been killed.


(Seymour M. Hersh, Chain of Command, pp. 138–142)


On March 18, 2002, General Tommy Franks declared Operation Anaconda to be over and later described it as "an unqualified and incomplete success". After the events described the units involved were replaced, the valley bombed and the caves blown up.


These failures in the fight against al-Qaeda were not accidental, but the result of the new system of small, mobile units introduced by Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld. To some extent this was understandable: according to General Franks, it would have taken six months to prepare and deploy 60,000 US troops to Afghanistan. But as Tora Bora and Operation Anaconda showed, and as the war in Iraq was to show, there are certain disadvantages to an attack on short notice. In planning phase four, the so-called state- or nation-building, little was done, or it was cancelled. This was the case in Afghanistan and even more so in Iraq. As a result of the so-called Rumsfeld doctrine, the terrorist organisation Islamic State was able to spread very quickly in the Middle East. On May 1, 2003, the day President George W. Bush declared the end of hostilities, the uprising of various jihadist groups in Iraq against the Americans began.


The war in Iraq


Just hours after a plane hit the Pentagon on 11 September 2001, US Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld had ordered his staff to look for evidence of Iraqi involvement, according to the notes of one of his staff members. These handwritten notes, some parts of which had been made unrecognizable were released under the US Freedom of Information Act in February 2006. The Pentagon confirmed that the notes were written by Stephen Cambone, the current Under Secretary of State for Intelligence and a senior political official at the time. He was responsible for contingency planning and met with the Minister that afternoon. The report states: "On that afternoon of 11 September, Secretary Rumsfeld directed the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Myers, to obtain as much information possible as quickly as possible."


The notes indicate that he also told General Myers, "that he was not only interested in attacking empty training centers. In his opinion the US response should consider a wide range of options. The Secretary said his gut told him to hit Saddam Hussein and not just bin Laden. Secretary Rumsfeld later explained that at the time he had considered either one of the two or someone else as the person responsible." The notes suggest that the focus was on Saddam Hussein. (The Guardian, 24 Febr., 2006, Julian Borger Washington, Blogger bars Rumsfeld's post 9/11 orders)The National Security Council met again on the morning of 12 September. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and his first deputy, Paul Wolfowitz, immediately pushed for war with Saddam, having raised the issue the previous evening. Bush said, "Wait a minute, I didn't hear a word about him being responsible for the attack." Wolfowitz and Rumsfeld were already trying to use the terrorist attacks of 11 September to push for the overthrow of Saddam.
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