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Chapter One


THE FAILURE TO SEE WHAT’S BEFORE OUR EYES


____________


THE TRAGEDY OF 9/11 was a result of the failure to see the facts that were in front of us.


On April 1, 2001, Oklahoma State Trooper C. L. Parkins stopped one of the future hijackers, Nawaf Alhazmi, for speeding. Alhazmi had been photographed at an Al Qaeda meeting in Malaysia. He was known to the CIA as a terrorist. They suspected that he might be in the U.S. illegally. The CIA was, theoretically, looking for Alhazmi. Parkins ran Alhazmi’s California license through the computer and checked for warrants. Nothing came back. The CIA had not distributed the information.


Trooper Parkins wrote Alhazmi two tickets totaling $138 and let him continue his journey.


Five months later, Nawaf Alhazmi would be one of the hijackers who took over American Airlines Flight 77.


That was just one of many instances in which 9/11 hijackers might have been picked up or kept out of the country or stopped before they boarded those planes in September.


This was not just a bureaucratic failure. By contrast, the 9/11 report offered “a reminder and an explanation of the one period in which the government as a whole seemed to be acting in concert to deal with terrorism—the last weeks of December, 1999, preceding the millennium.” It was a time when information was not just “whispered about in highly classified intelligence dailies or FBI interview memos. The information was in all major newspapers and highlighted in network television news.” The result was that “an alert Customs agent caught Ahmed Ressam bringing explosives across the Canadian border with the apparent intention of blowing up the Los Angeles airport. He was found to have confederates on both sides of the border.”1


The idea of fog facts emerged from a series of very casual conversations I had between tennis games with Robert Brill, city desk editor at the Albany Times Union. I would get to the courts full of umbrage over something that I had discovered searching the Net that had not been reported in the mainstream media.


Rob would reply, almost invariably, “Oh, there was a story about that three months ago.”


I would go home and do a search, and sure enough, the Times had indeed reported that Halliburton was being sued by its shareholders for the accounting practices instituted by Dick Cheney. On page 3 of the business section or something like that.


The things I was getting so worked up over were not secrets uncovered by political spies and underground agents of the next revolution. They were snippets picked up from the Wall Street Journal, CNN, and Fox News and now brought to my attention on a Web site. Even if they came from Greg Palast or Al Jazeera or the Atlantic or books by David Corn and Kevin Philips, they were all public facts. They were in print. They had been referred to, reviewed, and cross-referenced elsewhere.


Yet they seemed to be invisible.


I was working on a novel about an election like the one coming up in 2004. It seemed to me that the struggle to pull some of these facts out of the fog and make them important would be central to the real campaign. Therefore they had to be central to the campaign in the book, where it was described this way:


… Fog Facts.


That is, it was not a secret. It was known. But it was not known. That is, if you asked a knowledgeable journalist, or political analyst, or historian, they knew about it. If you yourself went and checked the record, you could find it out. But if you asked the man in the street if [the] president, who loved to have his picture taken among the troops and … aboard naval vessels, if you asked if he had found a way to evade service in Vietnam, they wouldn’t have a clue and, unless they were against him already, they wouldn’t believe it.


In the information age there is so much information that sorting and focus and giving the appropriate weight to anything has become incredibly difficult. Then some fact, or event, or factoid, mysteriously captures the world’s attention, and there’s a media frenzy. Like Clinton and Lewinsky. Like O.J. Simpson. And everybody in the world knows everything about it. On the flip side are the Fog Facts, important things that nobody seems able to focus on anymore than they can focus on a single droplet in the mist.


I live in the country. Sometimes the fog is so thick that you don’t even know where you are. If you’re driving, the beams from your headlights just bounce back at you. Then, as you go around a corner or the elevation changes, up or down, you emerge from the fog and suddenly everything is clear and you say to yourself, ah-hah, that’s where we are.


This book is a journey somewhat like that. It’s not a catalog of “fog facts.” Nor is it a thesis. That they are caused by a single thing and this is what we should do to cure it. It touches on several issues, politics, the media, economics, the Bush administration, 9/11, and the 9/11 Report among them. A multitude of books have been written about each. Where that is the case, I saw no point in duplicating those fine efforts. Rather this is a journey in search of those moments where we come around the corner, or go down low, or rise up high, and see some particular thing or some series of events that allows us to say, “Oh, that’s where we are.”


[image: image]


There were many, many warnings about Al Qaeda, Osama bin Laden, and a terrorist strike inside the United States. They came from many sources, including Vladimir Putin, who said that there were suicide pilots training to attack us.2


The standard excuse, indeed the official excuse, for having ignored the warnings is that such attacks were unimaginable:


I don’t think anyone could have predicted that these people would take an airplane and slam it into the World Trade Center.


National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice, May 18, 2002


Nobody in our government, at least, and I don’t think the prior government, could envision flying airplanes into buildings on such a massive scale.


President George Bush, April 18, 2002


That was not true.


Less than one year earlier, on October 24, 2000, the Pentagon had staged a mass casualty drill using the scenario of a hijacked airliner being flown into the Pentagon. Six months earlier, on March 4th, 2001, there had been a made-for-TV movie, the pilot for a Fox series called The Lone Gunmen, in which terrorists attempted to fly an airplane into the World Trade Center. In December 1994, Al Qaeda hijacked an Air France plane and attempted to fly it into the Eiffel Tower. On July 22, 2001, there were threats that Al Qaeda might attempt an air attack on a G8 summit in Genoa, Italy. The Italians closed the air space, kept fighters in the air and surrounded the conference with antiaircraft guns. Bush was present at that meeting and had to sleep on an aircraft carrier as a security measure, so it is reasonable to expect that he had some awareness of what was going on.3 Yet these remained fog facts.


The 9/11 report said, “The most important failure was one of imagination.”


Richard Posner, an appeals court judge who reviewed the report for the New York Times, said it revealed that:


it is almost impossible to take effective action to prevent something that hasn’t occurred previously.… The idea that [Al Qaeda] would [attack] by infiltrating operatives into this country to learn to fly commercial aircraft and then crash such aircraft into buildings was so grotesque that anyone who had proposed that we take costly measures to prevent such an event would have been considered a candidate for commitment.


Posner’s conclusion offers a social and economic foundation for that failure of imagination. That certainly gets the administration off the hook. But if he’s correct, it means that we must always be fighting the last war and that useful foresight is impossible.


“Just the facts, ma’am,” Sergeant Joe Friday used to say on Dragnet, the weekly TV show. Each episode, they told us, was taken from the actual files of the Los Angeles Police Department. A crime had been committed. The police came. They investigated. They found the facts. Those elemental, hard, and singular truths.


The criminal was arrested and tried and, invariably, convicted. Based on the facts. At the end of the show, they announced the sentence that had been handed down. Twenty-two minutes, and the world was returned to order.


After 9/11, with all the turmoil and panic, it was almost like that. In two days the White House announced that the gang was Al Qaeda and their leader was bin Laden. In two days the FBI announced the names of eighteen hijackers and a day later amended the list to add one more.


Facts are the light in the dark. The trail markers in the wilderness. They are what we need so as to go to the right places and do the right things.


It was reasonable, sensible, and logical to expect a full investigation. To get all the details of who and why and how. Including how such a disaster was possible and how it could be prevented.


At the same time, there was great resistance to an investigation.


All the relevant institutions of government, the intelligence services, the consulates and immigration, the FBI and the Federal Aviation Authority, even the military, had failed and didn’t want their failures paraded in public.


The administration didn’t want an investigation because the kindest thing that could be said about them was that they had been asleep at the wheel. Also, they knew where they wanted to go based on the 9/11 attacks. They wanted to go after Saddam Hussein. They knew that the facts of 9/11 would not support an invasion of Iraq. The facts would point to other places that the administration didn’t particularly want to bother with. They might even point to Saudi Arabia, and the administration didn’t want to go there at all.


Instead of a demonstration of how to pull the facts out of the fog, we had a demonstration of how a fog can be created. By foot-dragging, spinning, and quibbling. By hiding facts. By denying facts. By distortion and distraction. By waving the flag at nonexistent or irrelevant threats and going to war. By creating alternate narratives that are premised on things that didn’t happen and obscure the things that did happen.


Still, the families of the victims fought for a committee of inquiry. They organized themselves and kept up relentless pressure. Their cause was so obviously sensible and so unarguably just and their moral authority so unquestionable that they could not be denied.


Two commissions were formed. There was the 9/11 Congressional Inquiry that was to look at just the failures in intelligence. Then there was the 9/11 Commission—the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States—and they published a report. Benjamin DeMott in Harper’s Magazine (October, 2004) describes it this way:


[It] had to be the real thing. Some 2,500,000 pages of documents had been sifted, public testimony had been taken from 160 different witnesses, 1,200 knowledgeable persons interviewed in ten countries. . . . After twenty long months working with a staff of close to eighty, the ten Commissioners … [—] five Republicans, five Democrats, ex-senators, governors, cabinet secretaries, big-time lawyers—had all signed on.


The title of DeMott’s piece is “Whitewash as Public Service: How the 9/11 Report Defrauds the Nation.” His view is that the report is one long alibi, that all its choices, its “voice,” and its overarching narrative are designed to say that the Bush administration was not to blame.


The failure of the 9/11 report is much more basic than that. It fails to do what Sergeant Joe Friday would have done. Get “the facts, ma’am, just the facts.”


Within two weeks of the FBI’s publication of the names and photographs of the nineteen hijackers, at least seven seemed to have turned up alive elsewhere.


Saeed Alghamdi is a pilot in Tunisia, Salem Alhazmi is working at a petrochemical plant in Saudi Arabia, Ahmed Alnami is working as an administrative supervisor, and Abduaziz Alomari is a pilot with Saudi Arabian Airlines. According to the Saudi government, Mohand Alsheri is alive and was not in the United States on September 11, 2001.


The brothers Waleed M and Wail M Alshehri are also pilots and they are also alive, living in Saudi Arabia. Another pair of brothers with the same names have disappeared. But the two whose pictures appeared are alive and well.


The family of an eighth hijacker, Hamza Alghamidi, says his photo “has no resemblance to him at all.”


These reports come from the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, the BBC, the Guardian, the Telegraph, and the Independent and are conveniently collated by the Center for Cooperative Research. The list, with more details, can be found on their Web site (www.cooperativeresearch.org) or in their book, The Terror Timeline.4


Yet the list as published in the 9/11 report still mentions those seven men among the nineteen hijackers. Neither does it debunk the reports that they are alive.


We do not even know the most basic facts of what happened on 9/11. They are lost in the fog. This time the fog is deliberate and manufactured.


 


 


1. Report: The National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States (St. Martin’s Press, 2004) pp. 214-215. As several critics have noted, the report works very hard not to point out that the Clinton administration made terrorism a priority and advocated openness in government while the Bush administration downgraded terrorism in its first year in office and chose secrecy whenever possible.


2. www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,53065,00.html, “Clues Alerted White House to Potential Attacks by Carl Cameron,” Friday, May 17, 2002.


3. The Pentagon drill can be found at www.mdw.army.mil/news/Contingency_Planning.html. The Lone Gunmen is out on DVD. You can find a description and clips at propagandamatrix.com/multimedia_priorknowledge_lonegumen.html. The Air France hijacking can be found at www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/front/map/fr.html. The Genoa story is at archives.cnn.com/2001/WORLD/europe/07/17/genoa.security/.


4. Paul Thompson, The Terror Timeline: Year by Year, Day by Day, Minute by Minute: A Comprehensive Chronicle of the Road to 9/11—and America’s Response (New York: Regan Books, 2004).




Chapter Two


LIES THAT BLIND US


____________


THE OFFICIAL AND still reigning story of America in these first years of the twenty-first century is that there was a sneak attack that could not be prevented, by a new force of evil in the world, terrorists. Like the fascists and the Communists, they have decided to enlist on the side of evil and they hate our way of life because its shining goodness threatens them as a flaming torch threatens the creatures that slink through the night.


Then George Bush rose to the occasion. He rallied the nation and struck back. He struck back where he thought the danger was the greatest, in Iraq. He thought that the Iraqis had weapons of mass destruction. He thought they were connected to the people who attacked us. After all, they were terrorists, Saddam Hussein ran a terrorist state, it was all one, like all those Communist states used to be, and all those Axis countries were. Fight one, you fight them all.


There are several great lies in there.


The most obvious ones and the most frequently refuted ones are that Iraq had WMDs and that Iraq was connected to Al Qaeda or to 9/11.


But there are others, perhaps more important, that are never addressed.


It is a lie that there are terrorists. At least in the sense that there are Christians, Moslems, Communists, Iraqis, and Americans.


Clearly there are people who commit acts of terror. There are people who have ideologies who use terror as a weapon. Lots of them. There are Chechnyan, Sikh, and Irish terrorists, leftist-anarchist Greek terrorists, there’s Chakuku-Ha in Japan, the Armenian Secret Army for the Liberation of Armenia, the Tupac Katari Guerrilla Army in Bolivia, Puka Inti in Ecuador, and the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka. But there is no Terror for the Sake of Terror Army. There is no Movement to Change the World to a Terrorist Place.


The Department of Justice, during the eighties and nineties, classified domestic terrorists into six groups: Puerto Rican, Special Interest, Left Wing, Jewish Extremist, Anti-Castro Cuban, and Right Wing.


This was the hot terrorism story in 1981:


PUERTO RICAN TERRORISTS ALSO THREATEN REAGAN ASSASSINATION5


Since 1975 … Puerto Rican terrorist groups have perpetrated 260 acts of violence on the island,… from bombings of banks, post offices and U.S. business enterprises to blowing up electric power plants and assaulting military installations and personnel. An estimated 70 or more violent attacks were committed on the mainland during the same period. The FALN6 opened the “second front” with five bombings of prominent Manhattan locations, including the Rockefeller Center, on the very same day, October 26, 1974.


Mere weeks later, it killed a policeman in reprisal for the alleged murder of a Puerto Rican activist poet “by the racist New York Police Department.”


Perhaps the FALN’s most notorious act was the bombing of historic Fraunces Tavern in Lower Manhattan in January 1975, killing four and injuring more than 60 persons.


Imagine if we had hit San Juan with Shock and Awe.


Or, to follow the logic of this administration, if we had invaded Brazil. And rained bombs and missiles down upon Rio de Janeiro. And in the course of it, killed 20,000 to 100,000 Brazilians.


The way we responded to the Puerto Rican terrorists was with cops and prosecutors, just like on Law and Order. They were investigated, arrested, tried, and convicted. Some assuredly got away. Nonetheless, the Puerto Rican terrorist movement died down.


The second great lie that is never challenged is the War on Terror.


If we take “War on Terror” to be simple hyperbole, like the War on Poverty and the War on Drugs, meaning simply “great, maximum effort, with lots of publicity,” that’s fine. But when we take it to mean actual invasions with lots of dead people who are irrelevant to the issue and the serious curtailment of our own civil rights and the employment of torture, then it’s way over the top.


The lie that is necessary in order to tell all these other tales is that we could not have known about the 9/11 plot and we could not have stopped it. And this is a lie.


Should we have known? Yes, we should have. Could we have known? Yes.


Porter Goss, then-chairman of the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence and Republican co-chair of the Joint Intelligence Committee investigating 9/11, now director of the CIA


They don’t have an excuse because the information was in their lap, and they didn’t do anything to prevent it.


Senator Richard Shelby, ranking Republican on the Senate Intelligence Committee


I don’t believe any longer that it’s a matter of connecting the dots. I think they had a veritable blueprint, and we want to know why they didn’t act on it.


Senator Arlen Specter, Republican member of the Joint Intelligence Committee Investigating 9/11


There were lots of warnings.


Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld


If we could have known, utilizing the resources that were already in place, which were normal police and intelligence functions, and all we had to do was pay better attention, then that’s all we have to do: pay better attention.


Instead of merely paying better attention we have had two wars with a few thousand of our people dead, over 100,000 Iraqis dead, some number of Afghans dead that has never been estimated or mentioned in public, the creation of a vast new homeland security bureaucracy, and serious incursions into our civil rights.


This has cost well over $200 billion. That’s on top of all our normal defense and intelligence and criminal justice spending. Yet not a single one of the 9/11 backers, planners, or supporters has been brought to trial, convicted, and sentenced. As of March 13, 2005, “The 120 terrorism cases recorded on Findlaw … have resulted in only two actual terrorism convictions—both in a single case, that of Richard Reid, the notorious shoe bomber.”7


Yet there are places where terrorists are arrested, tried and convicted.


FRANCE SENTENCES 6 TO PRISON TERMS IN 2001 PLOT


… for their role in a 2001 plot to attack the United States Embassy in Paris.…


The plot is one of three major Islamic terrorist operations that French intelligence and police officials have foiled in recent years—the others were an attack in Strasbourg in December 2000 and a plot in 2002 to attack the Russian Embassy.… Fourteen people have been sentenced to prison in the Strasbourg plot. Those arrested in the Russian Embassy plot are awaiting trial.


New York Times, Wednesday, March 16, 2005


The “cheese-eating surrender monkeys,” members of the “axis of weasels,” have actually managed to catch, try, and convict twenty terrorists. More on the way.


They did this without invading Afghanistan or Iraq. Without endorsing new policies of torture, cutting back on civil rights, or bombing cities.


THE SACRED COW OF AFGHANISTAN


Even those who criticize the war in Iraq always, very quickly, add that of course the war in Afghanistan was good—we had to do that.


The primary reason we entered Afghanistan, we were told, was because they were harboring a specific felon, Osama bin Laden, plus a group of unnamed felons, his co-conspirators in the events of 9/11 as well as previous terrorist acts. We were going to get those people and shut down their operations.


We were, secondarily, there to oust the Taliban and to get their leader, Mullah Omar, technically for the offense of harboring this criminal gang and more generally because they were an oppressive, dangerous, fundamentalist Islamic government.


Bin Laden escaped.


It appears that almost all the major members of his gang escaped with him. An article in USA Today (March 2, 2003), “Al-Qaeda’s Most Wanted: The Dead, the Captured and the At-Large,” lists only one major Al Qaeda figure captured in Afghanistan and only three that were killed there, all of them by air strikes.


Although Afghanistan has had elections, and that’s a wonderful thing, the country is generally in a state of chaos. Opium and heroin production have returned and are reaching record levels. The country is devolving rapidly toward being a narco-state. I would never argue that replacing an excessively moral religious government with drug gangs is a bad thing, but surely there must be somebody out there who thinks so. Why have we not heard their voices?


STATISTICS ON AL QAEDA KILLED AND CAPTURED


If the War on Terror is about getting the terrorists who attacked us in any way, shape, or form, surely we should know how we’re doing. How many of them we’ve caught. What level they are. What they’ve done. How many are still out there.


Here’s what our president has told us:


Some two thirds of Al Qaeda’s key leaders have been captured or killed. The rest of them hear us breathing down their necks.


President George W. Bush, March 2, 2004


Which is about as specific as the administration has gotten. No one has ever said how many Al Qaeda members there were to begin with. So it’s hard to say how many two thirds would be. We do know that few of the top leaders have been captured or killed.


In April 2004, a month after the president’s “two thirds” statement, MSNBC published an “alive and at large” list of the top Al Qaeda leadership. There were forty-seven names on it. They included:


1.   Osama bin Laden: The “emir” of Al Qaeda, the group’s undisputed leader.


2.   Ayman al-Zawahiri: The former head of Egyptian Islamic Jihad and an adviser and personal physician to bin Laden.


3.   Saif Saif al-Din al-Ansari al-Adel: Al Qaeda’s number three man, its military commander and chief military strategist.   There is a reward of $25 million for information leading to his capture.


4.   Amin al-Haq: Bin Laden’s personal security coordinator.


5.   Suleiman Abu Ghaith: Al Qaeda spokesman.


6.   Mafouz Ould Walid: One of bin Laden’s top aides.


7.   Thirwat Saleh Shirhata: An Egyptian Islamic Jihad deputy emir, Zawahiri’s number two. He has received two death sentences in absentia in Egypt for alleged terrorist activities. Believed to have been part of the plot to assassinate Anwar Sadat.


8.   Abu Musab al-Zarqawi: Has ties to Al Qaeda, Al Ansar, and Hezbollah. He has participated in acts of terrorism, trained terrorists, led terrorist cells, and facilitated transport of terrorists and is being cited in the international press as a suspect in the recent devastating bombing of the Jordanian embassy in Baghdad. The U.S. has established a reward of $25 million for information leading to his capture.


9.   Mustafa Ahmed Hassan Hamza: Commander of the military branch of the Islamic Group. He was sentenced to death in absentia by an Egyptian court in the Returnees from Afghanistan case. It is believed he took part in the 1981 assassination of Egyptian President Anwar Sadat, the attempted assassination of President Mubarak in 1995, and the Luxor massacre, in which more than sixty German and Japanese tourists as well as Egyptian guides were killed, in 1997.


10. Fazul Abdullah Mohammed: Director of Al Qaeda operations in East Africa and a leading suspect in the November 28, 2002, terrorist attack on a beachfront hotel in Kenya who has been indicted by the FBI in connection with the August 6, 1998, bombing of the U.S. embassies in Nairobi, Nigeria, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.


11. Bilal bin Marwan: One of the oldest operatives in Al Qaeda, a senior lieutenant to bin Laden.


12. Mullah Omar: The Taliban leader who wouldn’t hand over bin Laden and so precipitated the invasion of Afghanistan, is not on the MSNBC list. But, according to Fox News, he is still out there.8


On September 8, 2004, President Bush abruptly upped the estimate, saying that “more than three quarters of Al Qaeda’s key members and associates have been detained or killed.”


When pressed by the Newsweek reporters Michael Isikoff and Mark Hosenball to explain how and why the estimate had been revised upward, the president would not give any specifics or backup data. When they asked what methodology had been used to revise their statistic, the White House said the methodology was “classified.”


The president’s remarks were widely seen and heard, a result of the high impact of his television presence. Any notice that this was bombast, with no hard facts, was invisible.


If there is any realistic evaluation inside the government of the progress being made in the War on Terror, with names and numbers, it is hidden inside the black box of national security. If anyone cries out that the terrorists have not been found and are still at large, their voices are like sounds that you hear in the fog, muffled and indistinct and some immeasurable distance away.


The War on Terror is not about finding terrorists or combating terror. It’s about something else.


 


 


5. Daniel James, “Puerto Rican Terrorists Also Threaten Reagan Assassination,” Human Events, December 19, 1981.


6. Armed Forces of National Liberation.


7. Karen J. Greenberg, “The Courts and the War on Terror,” Mother Jones online, March 14, 2005, http://www.motherjones.com/news/dailymojo/2005/03/courts_war_on_terror.html


8. “Military Installs New Afghan Commander,” Tuesday, May 03, 2005, “the military has shifted its focus from the fruitless search for fugitives such as Osama bin Laden and Taliban leader Mullah Omar.”




Chapter Three


THE ETHICAL HEIGHTS DISAPPEAR IN THE MIST


____________


I HIGHLY RECOMMEND the second season of the TV series 24. It’s The Perils of Pauline on crack. Like crack itself, it is neither coherent nor deep, but it is addictive.


Terrorists are about to set off a nuke in Los Angeles. The show is called 24 because it takes place over a twenty-four-hour period. It is urgent! Not only are the terrorists going to nuke L.A., the bomb is going to go off within twenty-four hours.
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