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PREFACE


When I started out working for the CIA I assumed, like a lot of people, that assassination would be an easy case to make. Assassinate Hitler, and we would have been spared a lot of death and destruction. Cut out a cancerous tumour and save the host. But the more immersed I became in political murder, the more that easy assumption started to lose ballast.


My conclusion that assassination doesn’t work came at the end of a long, halting voyage – a failed attempt on Saddam Hussein, a failed attempt on a Hezbollah assassin, and, in a second life, as a Channel 4 documentary presenter looking into modern political violence. But any doubts I had about assassination were put to rest when I worked on an international investigation into the murder of a former Lebanese prime minister. It’s as clear as these things get that his assassins got nothing for their pains, and in fact they pushed Lebanon to the brink of sectarian chaos. I recognize that enduring one’s share of reality isn’t a shortcut to the truth. But for me it’s always been half the trip.


And it seems to me that modern European assassins have fared no better. It’s now been thirty years since the IRA attempt on Margaret Thatcher at the Conservative conference in Brighton. One of her would-be assassins justified it by arguing that it destroyed the notion that Britain could contain violence in Northern Ireland. In other words, violence opened the door to the Good Friday agreement. Maybe, maybe not. But to truly justify an assassination there has to be a much cleaner line between cause and effect. Assassinate Caesar, and save the Republic. And, by the way, what did Pat Finucane’s death produce other than a terrible, unnecessary tragedy?


What truly tipped the scales in my mind against assassination were drones. While I never had anything to do with them when I was in the CIA, I didn’t need to be told that you don’t kill militant Islam by killing its public face. Or take bin Laden’s assassination. At the time of writing, it looks like we might have got something a lot worse in the Islamic State.


The case for tyrannicide is never going to go away. It’s a foundation of natural law, Aquinas told us. Nor will the temptation for it. But from what I’ve seen it’s best avoided: there is no shortcut in war and peace.


Robert Baer
September 2014











PROLOGUE


I never gave assassination a lot of thought until the morning two buttoned-down FBI agents flashed me their credentials, drily read me my rights, then even more drily informed me I was under investigation for the attempted murder of Saddam Hussein.


It was of apparent indifference to them that I was a duly sworn federal agent, that Saddam was this country’s number-one enemy, that I’d been sent to Iraq to get rid of him. Which in my mind all added up to a blank check.


Things didn’t lighten up any when halfway into my “interview” one of the FBI agents let it drop that the Department of Justice might consider further charging me with a capital crime. That one also went back to Iraq when a guerrilla force serving under me overran a couple of army positions, leading to the death of who knows how many of Saddam’s soldiers.


I thought about asking the FBI agents to explain the difference between assassination and aiding a resistance movement organized to depose a sworn enemy. Aren’t they both meant to end up in the same place, the death of the enemy? But I knew I wouldn’t get an answer.


I also knew my employer wasn’t going to be much help either. Before I left for Iraq, I’d asked my boss at the CIA for a definition of assassination. He paused a beat and said, “It’s a bullet with a man’s name on it.” What did that mean? I asked myself.


It wasn’t as if I hadn’t been around political murder. The CIA had sent me to Beirut in the mid-eighties to track down the most notorious assassin of modern times. I stopped at pretty much nothing trying to put the man out of business, but only managed to get away with my own life. And then years later someone else took care of him, another bride who got away.


The FBI’s heart was never really in the Saddam investigation, and they dropped it. Life returned to normal, but I never did stop thinking about assassination. Two misses don’t make me an expert, but I’m a firm believer that engagement is the easiest path to understanding.


And there’s this that’s been on my mind for a long time: Dostoyevsky said we can know everything we need to know about a society by taking a look inside its prisons. But it seems to me who and how we murder for political ends tell us a lot more.











INTRODUCTION


Buttonwillow, California, Fourth of July weekend, 2011: It’s not even eleven a.m., and already it’s more than a hundred degrees. There’s some pewter crap in the air draped over the Central Valley like a dirty sheet. With a lane of the I-5 closed for construction, traffic’s moving at an infuriating crawl. To relieve the monotony, we pull off for coffee.


While my wife and daughter order at Starbucks, I drive across the street to the Valero station. Waiting for a pump to free up, I check my cell phone to find a text message from a British journalist in Lebanon: “Congrats. U just featured on Al-Manar during Nasrallah’s speech defending the indictments.”


I stare at my phone as if somehow the words are going to rearrange themselves so I don’t figure into them. Getting mentioned in any context on Hezbollah’s TV station is never a good thing. But “featured” on it can only spell some special doom.


Until al-Qaeda, Hezbollah had more American blood on its hands than anyone outside traditional war. In the eighties, Hezbollah blew up two of our embassies in Beirut; murdered the CIA chief there; and truck-bombed the Marine barracks near the airport, killing 241. They spread mayhem around the rest of the world, from Bangkok to Buenos Aires, from Paris to Berlin. As for “Nasrallah,” he’s Hassan Nasrallah, the fierce, black-robed cleric who heads Hezbollah. He’s a man as steeped in blood as any of his underlings.


The “indictments” are no mystery either. They refer to news leaks that the special tribunal for Lebanon is about to name four Hezbollah members in the assassination of Rafic Hariri, the billionaire and former Lebanese prime minister. His end came on Valentine’s Day 2005, when a suicide bomber rammed an explosives-filled van into his convoy as it traveled through central Beirut, incinerating Hariri and twenty-one others. The business tycoon was a darling of the White House and Riyadh’s royal palaces, and his murder rattled a lot of powerful people.


Since then, Hezbollah has tried everything to erase its fingerprints from Hariri’s assassination, from murdering key investigators to putting forward a patsy to falsely claim responsibility. So forget what the journalist just texted me: Nasrallah was damning those indictments, not “defending” them. It’s a difference of only a few letters, but one with potentially lethal consequences.


It’s too late now, but the truth is I walked into this shitstorm on my own two feet and with eyes wide open. It was two years ago when The Hague called me out of the blue to pick my brain on Hariri’s assassins. Finding I had a couple of ideas, they hired me as a consultant. They didn’t seem to mind I was an ex–CIA operative with a murky past. But idiot me failed to foresee Hezbollah would find out and squeeze it for all it was worth.


I call the British journalist in Lebanon, who gets right to it: Nasrallah railed against The Hague and everyone connected to it. He denied having anything to do with Hariri’s murder, reassuring the flock that Hezbollah is the victim of a frame-up.


I picture Nasrallah unloading on The Hague in all of his righteous fury and outrage, not to mention with the awesome authority of a descendant of the Prophet, which Nasrallah believes he is. He’s a mousy man with a fat salt-and-pepper beard and fish-cold eyes swimming behind clunky glasses, but the faithful pay rapt attention when he speaks.




The journalist says that halfway through the piece I make my appearance in the guise of a two-year-old TV clip. A voice-over narrator then comes on to accuse me of conspiring with The Hague to frame Hezbollah for Hariri. The motivation? We’re both in it for Israel, the narrator says. Zionist lackeys.


The Brit: “Listen to this.”


To make certain Al-Manar’s viewers know that I’m not just any bastard CIA operative, the narrator “reveals for the first time” that I was behind an old CIA attempt on Lebanon’s only ayatollah. Lest anyone forget that infamous moment, they run an archival clip of a neighborhood in flames, burning cars and bodies scattered everywhere. The car bomb missed the ayatollah but killed more than eighty people, women and children too.


The ayatollah, in fact, died of natural causes just a couple of years ago, but even today he possesses a vast, devout following, including hundreds of thousands here in the United States. (For some bizarre reason, many of them supposedly work in the used-car business.)


I’m about to plead that I had nothing to do with trying to murder the ayatollah, but now I consider the possibility some sort of jihad might have been declared on me. If so, the faithful won’t slow down long enough to consider it might be me who’s being framed in order for Hezbollah to divert attention from its own bloodletting.


I swat away my rising paranoia by comforting myself with the thought that the Lebanese have a venerable history of smoothing over political violence by blaming it on hapless scapegoats, especially foreigners. But would they really bother with a doughy, has-been CIA agent driving to his in-laws’ for the Fourth of July? As I’m about to point this out, the Brit chimes back in.


“It gets worse.”


Accompanied by some bizarre mix of timpani and a seriously warped version of Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture, the narrator’s voice starts to quaver as he steadies himself to let viewers know that I once planned a crime even more heinous than the attempt on Lebanon’s only ayatollah—assassinating Hezbollah’s revered bang man.


He was at the center of all of Hezbollah’s mayhem-sowing: the Beirut embassy bombings, the Marines, the attacks in Buenos Aires and Bangkok. He captained the most ruthless guerrilla campaigns in modern history, obliging Israel to vacate Lebanon; it was the first time in that country’s history that it gave up ground under fire. And by the way, in a fitting end, the man was assassinated in Damascus in 2008.


It was a biblical setback for Hezbollah, sort of as if the Jews had lost Moses crossing the Red Sea. Which makes him Hezbollah’s greatest “living martyr.” Today his picture’s up on giant placards all around Lebanon, his gravesite a shrine. They even built a museum dedicated to him. No one seemed to mind he was up to his lashes in blood, including Hariri’s. The way these people look at him, he’s their George Washington and Saint Francis all rolled into one, and that’s damn well it.


It takes me a beat, but it starts to dawn on me just how deeply I’ve waded into it now. I, indeed, had made a half-baked attempt on the man; I’d even alluded to it in one of my books. But come on, it was a lifetime ago, it failed miserably, and not a hair on the man’s head got touched. Why would they resurrect it now?


My thoughts by now are flapping around like trapped birds. Are they trying to pin his assassination on me? I sweep the Valero station, stupidly expecting to catch some Hezbollah cutthroat creeping up to righteously slit the throat of the evil CIA operative.


I’m about to tell the Brit I had nothing to do with murdering the man, but the connection’s gone scratchy. I want to reach down the line and grab him by the throat to get his attention, but I settle for yelling at my cell phone.


“Nasrallah should think about it the next time he goes around murdering people. He’s the assassin, not me.”


Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a bug-eyed man on the other side of the pump in a strawberry baseball cap and khaki shorts. He’s stopped licking his ice cream cone to stare at me.


The line’s gone dead, but rather than call back, I finish filling up and drive back across the street to pick up my wife, my daughter, and my Frappuccino.


As we pull back into traffic on the I-5, a trickle of sangfroid starts back through my veins, enough, at least, to think about assassination in generic terms. My old promise to myself to take a look into its dos and don’ts isn’t going to let me be. By the way, it’s the way things usually work with me, pestering me until I finally do something about it.


I’ve been around enough political murder to know that with The Hague’s Hariri probe I’ve been sucked down into a poisonous swamp. Operating off dark rules and a pitiless logic all its own, it’s a place where the capable assassin does win with one swift, precise, and violent act. One scalp’s enough to end any discussion. I could take a couple pages to list the political blank spots on the map where the rules still hold. But I wonder if it’s not more instructive to take a run at answering my old question of why it is that most assassinations add up to nothing.


Normally, I’d go home and dust off the standard references—some Clausewitz of assassination, say. But there isn’t one. Nor are the historians much help either. They’re more than happy to serve up long laundry lists of political murder, but they are too timid to include even the most deeply buried footnote about a set of possible tactics for assassination. Is it because assassination is still taboo? Then again, I suppose it’s only the fool who puts on paper that there might be a science to culling out the bad apples.


What I know for certain is that I’ll have to hack assassination down to manageable proportions. Ignoring the legality or formal justification for the act is the easiest decision. Did Hariri’s assassin care? Does any assassin care? Anyhow, that’s someone else’s book. The same holds for what Hunter S. Thompson called “celebrity assassinations”—a psychotic lone wolf with a gun. “Squeaky” Fromme’s taking a potshot at Gerald Ford tells us nothing about political murder. Finally, assassinations tied up in armed mutinies, palace intrigue, dynastic struggles, and racial hatred aren’t of much interest either. They’re more about prejudice, greed, and personal ambition than genuine politics.


What intrigues me more are political murders that truly alter history, for better or worse. For instance, Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin’s. Two bullets put an end to the best chance of a Middle East peace we’ll have for who knows how long. But what makes his any different from the rivers of blood that have drowned the Middle East all these centuries?


Long ago, the ancients decided that the most efficient way to put an end to an intolerable tyranny is tyrannicide. It beats war and civil war hands down. No one since has seriously argued against it. Which makes me wonder why I can’t borrow the same measuring stick for modern political murder. If a murder reduces violence or moves history in the right direction, it’s an acceptable social bargain. If it doesn’t, it isn’t. Going by this standard, very few assassinations would make the cut. But of those that do, surely there have to be lessons attached.


Since assassination, even pared down, is a big, unwieldy subject, I’ve decided to take as a guide someone who followed the rules and made it work. Namely, Hariri’s assassin. In one flick of a switch he decapitated his main enemy (Lebanon’s Sunni Muslims), leaving them fragmented and rudderless. With Hariri out of the picture, he and his side (Hezbollah) inexorably tightened its grip on Lebanon, and in the bargain brought a sort of peace to that troubled nation. If it hadn’t been for the Arab Spring, Hezbollah’s authority until this day would be effectively uncontested. (I’ll get serious pushback on this, but let me develop the argument as I go.)


And Hariri wasn’t a one-off either. I was pretty much there at his assassin’s coming-out—Lebanon in the early eighties. I watched as he rose from its smoldering civil war like Venus from the half shell, fluently conversant in the fine and shifting relationship between violence and power. He instinctively understood how symbolic murder and blind slaughter get the assassin nothing. How with each bloodletting, the assassin needs to measurably augment his power. How assassination is a conservative force designed to preserve force and postpone war. How, at bottom, it’s a detour around war and civil war.


Like the young Buddha, Hariri’s assassin learned the plumbing at an early age—his bombs always went off, he never killed the wrong person, he didn’t get caught (or, at least, until Hariri). When you put him down on the examining table with other modern assassins, with all of the dumb blood they’ve splattered the world with, he was the Leonardo da Vinci of political murder. Even his most implacable enemies conceded him that honor. Or as Hariri’s assassin would tell us if he were still alive, either get the basics right or don’t touch it.


I understand that borrowing the eyes of a dead, cold-blooded murderer to examine anything isn’t everyone’s idea of stretching out on a hammock for a pleasant summer’s read. (Nor will it be a particular recommendation that the author once plotted his protagonist’s murder.) But it’s drone strikes, not me, that have turned political murder into a fixed instrument of statecraft. In the primal ooze, as anyone who’s been there will tell you, one takes one’s lessons where one finds them. And there was never anyone better at it than the man we knew best as Hajj Radwan, roughly the “Delightful One,” a nickname not without a little irony.


I spent my best years on the bastard’s trail, and although I never laid eyes on him, we were the most intimate of enemies. His rules, as I understand them, follow. So does his life, because he lived the rules. So does mine, because for so long I lived in a world of his invention.











THE ASSASSIN’S CATECHISM


Assassination is an act of war and must be approached as such.


Assassination is a quick release from intolerable fate, an act of sunny optimism that one man’s end will alter the flow of events in society’s favor.


Assassination is a state of mind, a checkmate. Your opponent may still have pieces on the board, but with his king gone, he’s lost the game.


Assassination is an efficient and merciful act. Rather than killing everyone in the room, the assassin shoots the one person he needs to.


Assassination is the highest form of triage, its ultimate ratio being to save society rather than destroy it.


Assassination is a conservative force, the paring down of war to its absolute minimum. One murder in excess is mere murder.


Assassination is a fantastically leveraged act, a David and Goliath contest where cunning and surprise overcome brute force.























LAW
#1


THE BASTARD HAS TO DESERVE IT


The victim must be a dire threat to your existence, in effect giving you license to murder him. The act can never be about revenge, personal grievance, ownership, or status.




So the assassin—the genuine assassin, not the murderous lunatic—is, as it were, that particularly sensitive cell of the social body which reacts first and most quickly to preserve the social body.


—EDWARD HYAMS





Beirut, September 1986: Of the five of us who decided to assassinate Hajj Radwan that morning, I’m the sole survivor. The ambassador died of leukemia a few years ago. My boss died in his sleep. His deputy blew his brains out in the parking lot of a northern Virginia hospital. Chuck, my friend, died on Pan Am 103, which was blown up over Lockerbie, Scotland, on December 21, 1988. (The operative who would take over my cases also went down on Pan Am 103.)


Don’t get me wrong: I’m not saying Hajj Radwan was the author of their deaths. It’s just that when it comes to longevity he didn’t fare too badly. As a point of fact, Hajj Radwan’s passage through political murder lasted a very long and bloody quarter century, a lot longer than even his friends had predicted.


The idea of assassinating Hajj Radwan came up casually, almost as a conversation filler. The ambassador had called us up to his office in the embassy to talk about something I now can’t remember. I also can’t remember how it was we came around to talking about Hajj Radwan.


The Department of Justice had issued a sealed arrest warrant on him for the 1985 hijacking of an American airliner to Beirut and the murder of a passenger, a Navy diver. But there was nothing in the small print about how it wanted the warrant executed. And of course, there was nothing about taking a shortcut like murder.


The conversation started out as one of those what-ifs. What if we did manage to run Hajj Radwan to ground? What if we did find someone to do something about it?


Chuck shot me a conspiratorial smile. There was no doubt in his mind what he’d do. An Army Ranger detailed to the CIA, he badly wanted in on the action, never leaving the office without his assault rifle and a satchel of hand grenades.


My boss, a Vietnam vet and former rodeo rider, didn’t waste any time throwing cold water on the party, thinly noting that we didn’t even know where to start looking for Hajj Radwan, let alone have a way to grab him.


The deputy, who looked at Lebanon as a madhouse best treated with black humor, said something about knocking on Hajj Radwan’s door with a 155mm artillery round traveling at five hundred miles per hour.


The ambassador didn’t let him finish. “Gentlemen,” he said, looking over the top of his reading glasses, “I have a call to make.”


But as we started to file silently out the door, the ambassador called after us: “Find the man, and then we’ll decide how much force will be needed.”


My boss: “Sir, you know he’ll never be taken alive.”




“Keep me posted,” the ambassador said as he picked up the phone.


Out in the hall, Chuck stopped me while the others walked ahead. “I didn’t hear a no.”


I knew he was talking about assassinating Hajj Radwan. It’s something we’d been batting around for the last couple of months, with roughly the seriousness of adolescent boys threatening to join the French Foreign Legion. But Chuck was right. The ambassador had left the barn door wide open. Okay, it wasn’t exactly a Murder in the Cathedral moment—Henry II shouting at his knights, “Who will rid me of this meddlesome priest?”—but it was enough to look into the possibilities.


Chuck was a huge man, about six-foot-four, and had the manners of a surly bear. Like me, he took Hajj Radwan deadly serious. For the last couple of months, he’d been telling me how he was convinced that Hajj Radwan knew who he was and intended to kill him. After Chuck died on Pan Am 103, a couple of security people went to his apartment to clean it out. They found wires leading from the door to the overhead air-conditioning vents in the vestibule. The wires were attached to Claymore mines tilted toward the front door. Hajj Radwan’s little surprise? Fortunately, Chuck had disarmed them before he left Beirut.


I turned away to keep walking, but Chuck stopped me again. “I’m in if you are.”


I laughed. Fat chance we’d ever succeed, I thought. But what the hell? I shook Chuck’s hand to cement the deal.


As whimsical as it sounds, it was pretty much from that point forward I started to look at Hajj Radwan through the prism of assassination. I knew even then it was a stunted way of looking at anyone. But wasn’t it the way Hajj Radwan looked at us?


Chuck had every reason in the world to be paranoid about Hajj Radwan. Like I said, the assassin had truly mastered that eternal intimate dance between politics and murder, never missing or wasting a bullet. Hajj Radwan was the real-life Jackal (as in the Frederick Forsyth novel The Day of the Jackal). And it was the rare person who was beyond his reach. What I’m trying to say is that if one day Hajj Radwan decided to kill Chuck a crate of Claymores couldn’t have stopped him.


It took a while, but all too soon we came to recognize Hajj Radwan as a tactician on par with history’s best. By turning the common automobile, a ton of explosives, and a suicide bomber into a guided missile, he’d beaten the Israelis on the field of battle and did it virtually cost-free. He’d driven the West out of Lebanon the same way. The fact that he’d been able to inflict the largest single-day loss of life on the Marines since World War II forced us to adjust the way we fight war.


And, in a troubling twist, Hajj Radwan, like Caesar in Gaul, had taught himself to narrowly channel violence to more efficiently obtain well-defined and valid military objectives. Combining the meticulous application of surprise, speed, and precision, he threw his enemies into disarray and retreat. When offered the occasion, he preferred to limit violence to a single man. He intuitively grasped that the unexpected apparition of precise and efficient violence touches a raw nerve in man. It’s some primeval fear that trumps all other violence.


When Hajj Radwan hijacked the TWA airliner to Beirut in 1985—the same hijacking that earned him a sealed arrest warrant—he murdered only one passenger, the Navy diver. He ignored the other Americans on the plane. In an earlier hijacking to Tehran, in 1984, he murdered two American diplomats rather than the other Americans on the plane. Was it a message that his war was against the American government rather than the American people? I expect so, but the point is that these two hijackings, added to the attacks on the Marines and two of our embassies in Beirut, came with such disciplined and focused violence that it left Washington in a state of dumb dread: Who was this fucking barbarian so meticulous in the application of violence?


When, twenty years later, he came to the aid of his fellow Shiites in the 2003 Iraq war, it was evident Hajj Radwan was only getting better. One of his people was caught with a laptop oscilloscope capable of reading jammer frequencies. (Jammers counter radio-detonated roadside bombs.) It demonstrated he could beat us at our own game, steal our technological fire. But it wasn’t as if he’d let his tactics go.


At a little before six on the evening of January 20, 2007, up to a dozen sport-utility vehicles came racing up to the joint American-Iraqi provincial headquarters in Karbala. They contained about a dozen men, all dressed in American combat fatigues and armed with American weapons. They had American badges around their necks. At least one of them spoke English. One had blond hair.


As soon as they pulled up in front, they jumped out and began their assault on the compound. Their intelligence impeccable, they knew exactly where to find the two top American officers. They also knew where to put up a blocking force to keep anyone from coming to the officers’ rescue. One American soldier was killed in the attack, and another four, including the two officers, were captured and taken out into the desert and executed. But was murdering five men symbolic of something or just a coincidence?


Nine days before Karbala, American forces had arrested five Iranian intelligence officers in the northern Iraqi town of Irbil. No one officially drew the connection between the Karbala murders and their arrests, but my hunch is that the attackers murdered five American soldiers in response to the five Iranians taken in Irbil. A gruesome warning from Iran not to touch its people. (The Iranians were released in 2009.)


When I heard that one of Hajj Radwan’s lieutenants had been involved, I remembered another time when Hajj Radwan matched numbers. In the eighties, there was a small college on the Muslim side of Beirut that was anxious about the safety of its foreign staff, its American professors in particular. The Americans weren’t let off campus without an armed escort. Things went fine until one morning a contingent of police officers showed up announcing they needed to brief the Americans on a new security threat. As soon as the Americans were assembled, the faux policemen spirited them off for a long and unpleasant captivity.


The stolen uniforms, faultless intelligence, and lightning speed were Hajj Radwan’s hallmark, as was the application of proportional violence. The kidnappers had taken the four American professors because a Christian militia allied with the United States had kidnapped (and murdered) four of Hajj Radwan’s allies, three Iranian diplomats and a fellow Lebanese Shiite. Five for five at Karbala, four for four in Beirut.


I realize that when your life amounts to waiting around for a very talented and successful assassin to come cut your throat, you tend to assign him godlike powers. Did Chuck and I overestimate Hajj Radwan? Maybe. But again, it does help explain why Chuck and I came to the decision we did.


THROWING THE DOGS OFF YOUR SCENT


Finding Hajj Radwan wasn’t our only problem. For a start, the full and weighty canon of American law didn’t exactly stand foursquare behind us. In fact, assassination had been declared outright illegal in 1981 by President Reagan when he issued Executive Order 12333 banning the act.


No person employed by or acting on behalf of the United States Government shall engage in, or conspire to engage in, assassination.


But at this point in my career I knew the world well enough to know the trick is never to call anything touchy by its real name, and definitely not to use the word “assassination.” Take, for example, the SEALs’ order to “arrest” bin Laden at his Abbottabad compound in 2012. No one with any common sense expected the man to walk out on his own two feet. Or take drone attacks. Not too long ago, I was privately asked if, in my media appearances, I’d kindly stop referring to drone assassinations as assassinations. It would be more judicious to call them “counterterrorism actions against high-value targets.” Anyhow, what I’m getting at is that our first order of business was to assassinate the English language. I.e., if Chuck and I did miraculously find a way to drop Hajj Radwan into the void, we’d have to make it look like an arrest gone wrong.


The other thing I had to come to terms with was that I’d be pretty much singing this baby a cappella. While Chuck and a couple of other like-minded conspirators were ready to lend me a hand, I was the one who happened to have a couple of well-placed sources on the Muslim side of Beirut where Hajj Radwan lived. I also had a good line to a couple of professional killers. And it would be me—God help us—interpreting American law for them.


Finally, by happenstance, I knew more about Hajj Radwan than most people did. I can even mark the day I was anointed an expert. I was sitting in my pod at the CIA counterterrorism center browsing the morning traffic when I noticed my boss, Duane Clarridge, hovering behind me. Standing next to him was a neatly groomed, compact man in an expensive suit.


I stood up and Clarridge introduced me to Oliver North, then the White House’s front man on terrorism. Never one to waste an opportunity, Clarridge told North (not quite accurately) that I knew everything there was worth knowing about Hajj Radwan. He added that I’d even created a sort of Venn diagram to help explain the man.


At Clarridge’s invitation, I went over to a chalkboard and produced a spaghetti chart of Hajj Radwan’s ties as I understood them—how he’d started out as a foot soldier fighting for the Palestinians but on the side did a couple of jobs for militant Islamic groups. He only later offered his services to Iran and Hezbollah.




As soon as I started getting into the grass of it, I could see North didn’t give a shit. So I decided to throw him a piece of red meat: “We may have traced parts of his family to West Africa.”


“You know where they live?” North asked, now clearly interested.


I nodded.


“So what do we do about it?”


It was at that point I wandered onto unfamiliar and forbidden ground. Clearly, the answer should have been “Sir, I don’t know.” Instead, I impulsively and stupidly suggested we grab a couple of them and hold them in some secret dungeon until Hajj Radwan saw the light and stopped killing and kidnapping Americans. Blackmail him.


Before it was even out of my mouth, I recognized the idiocy of it. Hajj Radwan had a soul of blue ice. His own mother eviscerated before his eyes wouldn’t have moved him. As we were coming to realize to our mounting anxiety, the only thing the man cared about was raw, uncompromising power.


But North took the bait, confiding in me it’s exactly what he’d recommend to President Reagan. As North was about ready to leave, he put a hand on my shoulder, telling me that I was now 1600 Pennsylvania’s point man on Hajj Radwan. North added that if I was ever to locate Hajj Radwan he’d find me all the “firepower” I needed to “get” my man.


Trust me, I took North seriously. I’d just heard that he’d authorized Delta Force to randomly hijack an innocent and unsuspecting freighter plying the Mediterranean, hold the crew hostage, and under the guise of noble commerce, sail into the middle of whatever crisis du jour there was. By the time the world had figured out the United States had stooped to piracy, the hostage rescue or whatever mission Delta had been charged with would be done and over. As far as I know, Delta never did commandeer a ship, but what it told me was that North was game for the bold and audacious—just the sort of boss you need when you’re out there where the fires burn brightly.




From that day forward, I started to scour every official file and public record I could think of for little gems related to Hajj Radwan. I spent weeks in the Library of Congress, reading archived Lebanese newspapers, thick references on Lebanese families, and every book there was on the Lebanese civil war. I enlisted the National Security Agency to do a run through its “chatter”—intercepted telephone and walkie-talkie conversations—connected to Hajj Radwan. I studied high-resolution satellite images of his Beirut neighborhood and village.


A year of this, and I’d produced a not-bad family tree for the man, tracing his ties by blood and marriage. I also came up with a fairly comprehensive list of his friends and schoolmates and, of course, the gunmen who worked for him. We dubbed them the “Ayn al-Dilbah Gang” because most traced their origins to a Beirut slum of the same name.


As nice as all the trivia was, I was convinced it would be the chatter that would put me in the game. The Lebanese may be a dear and generous people, but their political currency is rumor and conspiracy mongering rather than hard fact. A conversation grabbed out of the air would be my best chance of fixing Hajj Radwan. And with the right combination of lady luck and a little Kentucky windage, I’d get a nice, clean shot.


After our meeting with the ambassador, I went back to my office, which was as dark and rank as the bottom of an elevator shaft. I didn’t need to flip the switch up and down to know it was thanks to a city-wide electricity cut. I would have pulled back the curtains, but I knew on the other side was a foot-thick steel blast wall and a hermetic outer cocoon of antimortar screens and razor wire blocking out the rest of the natural light. If I wanted to see, I could go find a flashlight.


As I sat there in the dark alone with my thoughts, there was no avoiding the cold truth that I was forced to exist in this shithole of a modern-day Crusader’s castle thanks to Hajj Radwan. Since he’d blown up two of our embassies and the Marine barracks, we could only assume he’d try again.


The more I thought about it, the more I realized that the chances of finding and murdering Hajj Radwan were about even with those of the Bolshoi Ballet’s calling me out of the blue for a tryout. I just couldn’t see my way around the fact that while I was obliged to cower in an iron-and-concrete womb, Hajj Radwan was out there somewhere as invisible as a wish and with all the time and opportunity in the world to experiment with his endless ingenuity for murder. And indeed, even to this day, I wonder just how many of us Hajj Radwan did manage to kill.


It was almost as if Hajj Radwan had been there at the meeting that morning in the ambassador’s office, a ghost standing in the corner, his arms crossed, coldly taking our measure for death as we joked about ramming a hot 155mm artillery round up his ass. I know it’s not the officially sanctioned view, nor do I have anything like irrefutable proof to offer the reader in support of it. The Department of Justice would dismiss it as worthless hearsay.


Here’s what I believe to be fact: The American ambassador to Lebanon was booked on Pan Am for its December 21, 1988, flight from London’s Heathrow to New York’s JFK, but the reservation was canceled that same morning. It’s a small detail generally overlooked, thanks to the fact that the embassy administrative officer had made the reservation in a name not the ambassador’s. Not even Pan Am management knew it would be carrying the ambassador on its Flight 103 that fateful night.


It’s also generally not well-known that the State Department was in the middle of an investigation into whether Hajj Radwan was running a mole in our Beirut embassy, a local-hire Lebanese guard. By the time Pan Am 103 exploded, the investigators had narrowed it down that the mole was very likely in the ambassador’s security detail. From that perch he would have been aware of the ambassador’s every movement, including plans to travel overseas.




None of this went beyond a working hypothesis, but several investigators wondered whether Pan Am hadn’t been an attempt on the ambassador . . . with Hajj Radwan at the center of it. It was all the eerier because one of the investigators looking into the mole also went down on Pan Am 103.


When I first heard this theory, I dismissed it as conspiratorial hog-wash. A Libyan intelligence official was indicted, tried, and found guilty of the bombing. One of the lead FBI Pan Am investigators told me—categorically, I might add—that I was flat-out wrong about the Hajj Radwan angle, as well as the Iranian role. Case closed.


I never thought about it again until it came out in the Hariri investigation more than twenty years later that Hajj Radwan’s people had been making multiple calls to the embassy, most likely to a local Lebanese employee. To the same mole? Maybe. Or just as likely, with retirements and all, a replacement. Anyhow, you get the point that I still have my suspicions that Pan Am 103 was bigger than one Libyan intelligence officer.


There is, of course, no way for me to prove that the calls from Hajj Radwan’s people to the embassy had any connection to Pan Am 103. I also can’t tell you for certain whether the downing of Pan Am 103 had anything to do with an attempt on the American ambassador to Lebanon. Easy to believe, impossible to prove.


I only dredge up this old history to show the kind of grip Hajj Radwan had on us in Beirut—and why we thought he deserved it. I also should add this wasn’t some random epiphany. In a fashion, I’d crossed paths with Hajj Radwan years before.




NOTE TO ASSASSINS: Murder, like treachery, works best when it’s deserved.


























LAW
#2


MAKE IT COUNT


Power is the usurpation of power, and assassination its ultimate usurpation. The act is designed to alter the calculus of power in your favor. if it won’t, don’t do it.


THE PARADOX OF THE MORAL ASSASSIN


Sam Thong, Laos, early 1970s: It was with a profession in mind that Joseph Westermeyer decided to go to medical school. But his other love was anthropology, that abiding curiosity about how different people go about their lives. While still studying medicine at the University of Minnesota, Westermeyer carved out the time to start taking anthropology courses. He would go on to get a master’s in it. It then didn’t take much for one of his professors to convince him he needed to do some original fieldwork. Having cut his teeth on the Cheyenne Indians, his teacher advised Westermeyer to pick a people as different from average Americans as he could find.


Mrs. Westermeyer wasn’t exactly thrilled to move to hot, dirty Vientiane, Laos. On top of it, the country was in the grip of civil war. Large parts of it were off-limits to foreigners, especially to Americans, whose country had taken sides. But it didn’t keep Dr. Westermeyer from helping out at a remote up-country clinic, in a place called Sam Thong—Three Jars. His wife and small son stayed in Vientiane.


Westermeyer’s work at the clinic involved tending to casualties of the war, both soldiers and civilians. But during the monsoon season, when the fighting abated, he had occasion to travel to even more isolated parts of Laos. It wasn’t long before he started to come across odd cases of political murder. They were particularly intriguing because they didn’t fit the character of the Laotians, some of the least violent people in the world.


Although there was nothing like an official account, Westermeyer was able to piece together that in each case the local community had come to a consensus that the man or woman to be murdered represented a grave threat to its existence. Whether the crimes were imagined or real, it was believed that if they didn’t act, the community would suffer terrible harm or even extinction.


Westermeyer told me that in one case the victim was selected because he had started burning grain stocks, which resulted in shortages and price spikes. The way the local community saw it, they could either murder him or starve.


Since none of the victims was elected, there was no voting them out of office. And since the central government’s writ didn’t reach these remote communities, there was no appeal to higher authority. Attempts at mediation failed. In other words, assassination was the first and only recourse to justice.


After the act, none of the Laotian assassins was arrested or punished, and all returned to their normal lives. There were no revenge murders or reprisals. No blood money was ever paid. In fact, the assassins were quietly celebrated as heroes.


Westermeyer came across no evidence the assassins suffered from psychopathic illness or murderous ambition for political office. Nor was there evidence of spontaneous rage—no mob violence or lynchings. The wrong person was never killed, and no assassin missed. “Cool decisiveness” weighed in all cases, Westermeyer wrote in a monograph on the subject.


At the time, Westermeyer couldn’t help but compare the Lao assassinations to contemporaneous ones in the United States—John F. Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, Malcolm X. While the American assassins were mostly loners, the Laotian assassins were anything but. All well integrated into their communities, they conducted the murders from an unshakable conviction that the murders served their communities. Again, personal grievance or revenge played no part in any of it.


“After each assassination, there was this big sigh of communal relief,” Westermeyer said. “They were, I guess you might say, family affairs—the face-to-face settlings of scores. But hasn’t murder of this sort been around for eons?”


He paused a moment before adding, “But I suppose what the Lao assassinations really come down to is conflict resolution, albeit the extreme form. The sacrifice of one man to save society.”


Kill or perish.




The first condition of understanding a foreign country is to smell it.


—RUDYARD KIPLING





Beirut, December 1982: It’s the rare moment when some earth-shattering event comes barreling down on you like a freight train with its brakes burned out . . . and you’re too blind and deaf to jump out of the way. I got my opportunity when I decided to make a short personal trip to Lebanon. Like most things in my life, it took me a long time to put it in perspective.


When I cabled the chief in Beirut to ask permission to make a visit, I detected in its terse reply a sotto voce bitching. Did I really need to take a vacation to Beirut less than six months after the Israeli invasion? In my favor, though, the chief wasn’t exactly in a position to say no. For some months now, the Reagan administration had been billing Lebanon as this phoenix miraculously risen from the ashes. It was as safe as a Sunday-afternoon stroll down Fifth Avenue.


As the plane started to circle Beirut on approach, I fell in love with the country at first sight. The snowcapped mountains spilling out into the sea were a thing of great beauty. My enthusiasm wasn’t in the least dampened by Beirut’s shot-up, rocketed terminal leaking rain by the bucketfuls. I’m not sure what it was that attracted me to the Lebanese. Their effervescence, their polyglot chattering, all the pandemonium they made tempered by a Mediterranean lightheartedness? Okay, even at the time I knew it was the sort of love only an outsider could feel. If I’d been through the shit the Lebanese had, my take would have been a bit more jaundiced.


Here in a nutshell is Lebanon’s recent history: Israel invaded Lebanon on June 6, 1982, thanks to a Palestinian attempt on Israel’s ambassador to London on June 3. It was a massive display of force meant to teach the Palestinians a lesson they’d never forget. But three months later, Lebanon’s pick for president was assassinated before he could assume office, which caused things to really fall apart. President Reagan sent the Marines in as peacekeepers, but they were soon sucked into a hopeless quagmire that included the October 23, 1983, bombing of the Marine barracks at the airport. Reagan wisely threw in the towel, pulling out the Marines. The tally: One assassination attempt, one assassination, and one suicide bomber forced the United States to abandon its old dream of turning Lebanon back into the Switzerland of the Middle East. But I’ve gotten ahead of myself. The unraveling wouldn’t start until two months after I left Beirut.


I also owe it to you to let you know that as I walked out of the terminal I didn’t have the faintest premonition of the coming storm. In fact, when I caught sight of a jeep with three Marines chatting with a couple of Lebanese kids, the Stars and Stripes snapping in the wind, I fell for the phoenix myth hook, line, and sinker: America, indeed, was about to succeed in Lebanon where so many had failed.


Leave it to me to find the worst taxi driver in Lebanon. On the ten-mile-or-so run into town, the lunatic weaved through traffic like he was at the wheel of a penny-arcade race car, deliberately aiming for the cars in front of him, only peeling off with an inch to spare. Another challenge to his virility seemed to be the craters in the road. He’d laugh evilly every time one of them would catapult me into the ceiling. Never for a moment did he take his hand off the horn of his ancient piece-of-shit Mercedes, which, by the way, had three bullet holes through the front window at head level. The icing on the cake was when he’d yell back at me: “Welcome to Lebanon! I love America! Give me visa!”


I noticed that the airport road ran right through a miserable slum. But like most foreigners, I ignored it, sort of like how people ignore Jamaica as they drive into Manhattan from JFK. Beirut’s glitter is what I came to see, not its ugly poor.


As soon as he pulled up in front of the Palm Beach, I grabbed my backpack, dropped a twenty-dollar bill into the front seat, flung open the door, and ran into the hotel before the maniac could stop me. I didn’t care that what I’d left him was probably ten times more than the going rate, just as long as I didn’t have to argue about the visa.


While the outside of the Palm Beach was scalloped with bullet holes and shrapnel and its shot-out windows were covered with plastic sheeting, the inside was a sea of tranquillity. The manager himself—white linen shirt, a heavy gold watch, cashmere blazer—showed me to my room. He opened the curtain to a luminous topaz sea.


He stood behind me and pointed at an abandoned, fire-scarred Venetian-style pink building a little ways up the Corniche: “The St-Georges.”


If you had to pick one center of French colonial gravity in this city, it would be the venerable and celebrated St-Georges hotel. British secret agent turned KGB mole turned defector Kim Philby started to drink himself to death here. It was supposedly Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton’s favorite hotel in Beirut. At the beginning of the civil war, the hotel’s last guests famously fled in armored limousines, leaving the hotel to be looted and burned.


“They’re going to refurbish it,” the manager said. I thought about telling him it was “restore” it, but I didn’t; his English was better than my French and Arabic would ever be.


Right next to the St-Georges sat a row of one-story shops with sun-faded touristy crap in the windows. In one window, though, there was on display what looked like Greek and Roman antiquities. Could they be genuine?


Going out for a walk that night along the Corniche, I didn’t see any lights on in the hotel other than my own. Was I the Palm Beach’s only guest? There was always a lot of banging and yelling in the kitchen, but I never ran across any other diners. No wonder the manager had so much time for me.


Every morning when I came down, he’d be at breakfast. “Our establishment has everything one could ask for,” he’d say, pulling back my chair. “Bacon and eggs, French toast, Cheerios.” His smile couldn’t hide his disappointment when I would stick with a croissant and a coffee.


One night a violent thunderstorm knocked out the electricity. It wasn’t ten minutes later that there was a knock on my door. The manager was outside holding a candle cupped in his hand as if he were a monk. He came in and set it on my side table. He asked if I needed anything. When I said no, he said he would be downstairs. I decided he must live in the hotel.


I spent my days walking around Beirut. I’d start off heading due east in the direction of Martyrs’ Square and the old gold market. The fighting had reduced this part of town to great mounds of rubble crowned by weeds and saplings. The old Ottoman buildings still standing looked like sandcastles hit by a wave, some with their top floors completely blasted off. When I’d seen enough of this, I’d usually make my way to the old Christian neighborhood of Ashrafiyah, which the fighting had barely touched.


Afternoons, I’d usually end up in Hamra, the old business district. There were a couple of first-class bookstores there where you could find just about anything decent written on the Middle East. I’d buy as many books as I could carry and head back to the Palm Beach. Invariably, I’d stop at the Café de Paris and start leafing through them, sitting among the old men in their elegant suits drinking coffee and reading newspapers.


I’d been living in the Middle East almost a year now, but I was still in the first inning of a furious catch-up game, trying to make sense of the place. The unfamiliar names, the important dates, the sharp, unexplained turns in history were an endless source of confusion. For instance, how was it that Egypt and Syria, two countries that don’t share a border, managed to unite as one country for a couple of years? It was nuts.


What I did figure out early on was that I’d better understand the logic of the violence that was so endemic to the Middle East. If the locals have a nuanced sense of it, I’d better have one too.


When I was in the middle of studying Arabic in Washington, D.C., I’ll never forget watching on television the 1981 assassination of Anwar al-Sadat. I kept asking myself what kind of people these were, the Egyptian president’s own soldiers, approaching the reviewing stand in a half crouch and emptying their Kalashnikov rifles into him. What induced them to take a life in such a disciplined way, not to mention trade their own lives to destroy someone they didn’t know? More important, I wanted to know how it was that Sadat’s assassination failed to change anything in Egypt. Because the fact is the Egyptian military came out of it all the stronger.


The 1982 assassination of the Lebanese president-elect seemed to me to be of a different order altogether. It set in motion hidden forces that sharply altered the course of events, becoming a shot to the head of the Lebanese phoenix. Why then did Sadat’s assassination fail to move history but the Lebanese president-elect’s did?


One obvious answer is that a junta runs Egypt, meaning the generals are pretty much interchangeable and easily replaced. While on the other hand, Lebanon is a continuously negotiated compromise between squabbling tribes. When France gave Lebanon its independence in 1943, the pro-French Maronite Christians were left in charge, controlling both the presidency and the army. But as the demographics shifted against the Maronites in favor of the Muslims, the consensus naturally started to fray. It didn’t help that the last census was conducted in 1932, leaving a lot of people to simmer about usurped power. It was made all the worse after a large influx of Palestinian refugees arrived in the seventies and started to arm themselves. Couple that with the fact there are eighteen officially recognized religious sects in Lebanon and the country became the perfect laboratory for me to study political violence.


My way of imposing order on chaos was to write down important facts and dates on three-by-five cards and arrange them in various orders. For instance, I noted down the name of the young man who had loaned out the apartment used to blow up the hall where the Lebanese president-elect was giving a speech. He was a secret member of an obscure Christian political party called the Syrian Social Nationalist Party. The party had a long history of violence, but naïf that I was, I couldn’t fully grasp its motivations for murdering the president-elect. It was something I promised myself to look into one day, adding new cards to my stacks.


As I wrote this book after all of these years, my five broken-down boxes of three-by-fives were indispensable in reconstructing Hajj Radwan’s story. The grainy detail I jotted down on them you won’t find on Google or anywhere else on the Internet. Okay, I understand they at best amount to a partial truth, and are certainly not material that scholars could ever put any stock in. But without them, I’d have to depend on that notorious liar, my memory.


The other thing worth noting is that when I first visited Lebanon in 1982, I knew violence only from a distance—I knew the Vietnam War from protests and watching Walter Cronkite on TV. And to be sure, I never had to face the decision the Lao assassins had to, that binary choice whether to kill or not. And when the CIA did have the occasion to issue me a gun, the only advice offered me was to avoid gunfights at all costs, and of course to never even think of provoking one. In other words, I didn’t have a clue under what conditions murder could be a moral or legitimizing force. Things like self-defense and tyrannicide were too abstract for me to do anything with.


Which brings me to this: To paraphrase Stendhal, the “I” in this book isn’t so much about ego as it is a shortcut to telling a story. I’ve written about my hunt for Hajj Radwan in other books, as I have my Iraq story. While I would have preferred to avoid the self-plagiarizing, I can’t because my understanding of political violence depends on those events. And anyhow, the way I look at it, I needed to sit through Act III—Hajj Radwan’s assassination—before I could complete my journey through political murder. This will sound pathologically callous, but it’s a fact that you have to watch something die before you can truly understand it.


Finally, you need to know that there was no getting around my CIA censors, which in practical terms meant that I’ve unfortunately been uable to write about the true set-piece plot against Hajj Radwan. It left me with writing about a couple of sideshows. It’s for this same reason I’ve had to alter the names of sources, change personal details, and adjust time frames. And for reasons too obscure to bother with here, I can’t get into all the details of my CIA career. What I can say is that I was assigned to Beirut from 1986 to 1988, and then spent three years in Paris—the main years of the Hajj Radwan story. I understand that leaving out the key event is akin to Homer writing the Odyssey but omitting the scene where Odysseus returns to Ithaca. But there’s nothing to be done about it. In the end, though, does any of this really matter? It’s a rulebook rather than history I’m trying to write.


I don’t intend to give away the ending here, but what I will do is state the obvious: The utility of political murder can only be judged in context and time. Assassination may have worked for the Laotians at a certain point in their history, but that doesn’t mean it’s a universal instrument of justice. Like pornography, you know a good kill when you see it.


One night after dark I walked up Hamra Street. It was dry when I started, but the air was heavy and fresh: A storm was on the way. When it did start to rain, I ducked into the first shelter I came across, a below-street-level movie theater. Blade Runner was showing. Since the movie had just come out in theaters in the United States, I expected a crappy pirated copy. But it was the real thing.


Afterward, it was sheeting rain outside. Just like in the movie, broken lights sparked, coils of steam coming off them. It wasn’t keeping people inside, though. Couples leaning into each other under umbrellas ran along the sidewalks. I watched as one disappeared down into an underground nightclub. A French armored personnel carrier passed by, a tricolor at the top of its whip antenna and a soldier in a poncho and beret in the hatch. From under a store marquee, three giggling, sleek Lebanese girls in tight jeans and leather jackets waved at him. He waved back. It was at that moment I decided to ask for a transfer here, to join whatever party this was at the edge of the apocalypse.


The next morning I made a courtesy call on my contact in the embassy. The view from his office made me feel like I was standing on the bow of a ship cutting through an emerald sea. He pointed at a chair for me to sit down.


“I’ve only got five minutes,” he said. “So, what’s up?”


He was a slight, nervous man, someone I couldn’t imagine ever at rest. His tie was loose at the neck, his shirtsleeves rolled up, a pencil behind his ear. I’d met his wife earlier, a charming young woman who also worked in the embassy. I got the impression neither of them was happy about being here.


The phone rang. His French was curt and halting. He said something about pushing back lunch. His secretary stuck her head into the office, walked over to his desk, and left a piece of paper. He picked it up, glanced at it, and dropped it into his out-box with a sigh. When he looked back up at me, it was with an expression that made me wonder if he’d forgotten who I was.


I got to it before he was interrupted again: “Do you think they could use another Arabic speaker here?”


I was about to add that I’d be more than happy to break my next assignment for Beirut, but the phone rang again. He listened for a moment before pointing at the door to let me know he’d need to continue the call in private. I never did get an answer to my question.


For dinner that night I stopped by a bakery and bought a sort of pizza topped with olive oil and thyme. The Lebanese call it manaeesh. When I made it back to Beirut four years later, it pretty much became my staple. Chuck and I would take turns buying a stack of them in the morning, warm out of the oven and wrapped up in waxed paper. When it came Chuck’s turn, he’d come in and drop them on whatever file I was reading, usually Hajj Radwan’s. If the file hadn’t later been burned during a particularly bad round of fighting, I’m sure it would still smell of thyme. If there’s a smell for the world’s most accomplished murderer, in my mind it’s thyme.


Thyme manaeesh is usually meant for breakfast, but right now, as I stood in the window of my room watching the sea, I couldn’t imagine a better dinner. I opened the window to get a better look at the St-Georges’ black hulk, imagining what it must have been like for the last guests leaving in their bulletproof limousines. Did they know it was the end of the Lebanon they’d fallen so hard for?


The traffic along the Corniche was thinning out now, the honking dying away to the occasional beep of a taxi looking for the last fare of the night. I noticed in front of the faux-antiquities store a parked car, two men standing by it smoking cigarettes. The tremulous streetlight played over their clean-shaven faces. Were they waiting for someone?


One of them looked up at my window, saw me, and said something to the other one. They flicked their cigarettes in the middle of the road, got into their car, and drove away. There’s no way to know whether or not they had any connection to what was to follow less than four months later. It’s unlikely, but it doesn’t keep me from associating the two events in my mind.


On April 18, 1983, at about a quarter to one, a young man sat behind the wheel of a late-model GMC pickup parked along the Corniche in almost the same spot where the two men had been standing smoking. The truck’s engine was running. According to witnesses, the pickup was sagging on its springs, something heavy under the tarp-covered bed. No one would remember the driver other than he was young, like the tens of thousands of men who’d flocked to Beirut to help with the back-breaking job of rebuilding it after nearly ten years of civil war.


Other witnesses said they saw an old green Mercedes race up the Corniche, weaving through traffic and honking. There were three men in it. When it came abreast of the GMC, the driver of the Mercedes stuck his head out the window and motioned to the GMC’s driver to get going. The GMC’s driver put the pickup in gear and slowly started down the Corniche in the opposite direction the Mercedes had come from.


With lunchtime traffic, it took the GMC about fifteen minutes to reach the American embassy. When the pickup finally came parallel with the embassy’s covered portico, it abruptly dove through a gap in the oncoming traffic and headed up the embassy’s semicircular driveway. When it came to a short flight of stairs leading to the front entrance, it exploded. The embassy’s center collapsed like a failed wedding cake. Among the dead was my embassy contact, as well as sixty-three others. My contact’s charming wife wasn’t in the embassy and survived.


MAKE IT SHARP, DISCRETE, AND FINAL


The April 1983 Beirut embassy bombing brought to an end the long love affair between Lebanon and the United States. But the main reason I retell this story is that it’s likely the bomber’s intent was to assassinate President Reagan’s envoy to the Middle East, Ambassador Philip Habib. The evidence for it is circumstantial but, taken in context, convincing.


Within days of the bombing, a local embassy guard confessed under interrogation that the three men in the green Mercedes had stopped by the embassy shortly beforehand to ask him one thing: Is Ambassador Habib in the building? The guard told them he was, and without another word, the Mercedes roared off, heading up the Corniche—in the direction of the idling GMC.


The guard said he immediately regretted not having told the three that he hadn’t actually seen Habib; he’d just heard someone say something about Habib’s having returned to the embassy. (Habib, in fact, was in a meeting across town, and as a consequence, survived the attempt on him.)


It’s no surprise at all that there were Lebanese who wanted Habib dead. He was Reagan’s point man in the attempt to broker a peace treaty between Lebanon and Israel. With the deal set only in diplomatic aspic, it’s likely they calculated that with Habib gone Reagan would pull out of the negotiations and the treaty talks would collapse. There, of course, was the symbolism of destroying an American embassy, but if the guard was telling the truth—from my reading of the transcripts, I believe he was—the April 1983 embassy bombing was a clear case of a bullet with a man’s name on it.


I’ll go farther out on a speculative limb and say it’s almost certain Habib’s would-be assassins framed the act in their minds as one of survival. The way they looked at it, a peace treaty between Israel and Lebanon would lead to a strong central government and ultimately to their destruction. So, à la Laos, it was a case of kill or perish.


Hajj Radwan’s name would eventually be attached to the embassy bombing. But he would only have been twenty-one at the time. Was it possible for a man so young to carry out a complicated attack like this? Based on circumstantial evidence, I believe so. And if I’m right, it meant that at an early age Hajj Radwan recognized the tactical advantages of narrowly channeling violence to obtain a precise objective. It certainly wouldn’t be the first or the last time he’d take or try to take a scalp to end an argument.


A little more than twenty-two years after my first visit to Beirut, a suicide bomber would drive by the Palm Beach on his way to assassinate Hariri. His van would blow up in front of the St-Georges, destroying what was left of it. The St-Georges and the Palm Beach, of course, would only be mute witnesses to history, collateral in what otherwise was a fairly precise attack.


I’ll get more into it later, but Hariri was murdered because the assassins, one, believed he was a threat to their survival, and two, believed he couldn’t be replaced. Like the Lao assassins, they believed they had no choice in the matter. To be sure, not everyone will share this view, but the point is that it’s what Hariri’s assassins believed.




NOTE TO ASSASSINS: The assassin can’t afford to entertain abstract notions such as determinism and cowardly fatalism. Nor does he think people are of equal value. He must grasp how it’s possible to adjust history (in his favor) by the destruction of one man.
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