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Prologue


ON THE AFTERNOON of Thursday, April 28, 2005, Ahmad Chalabi smiled as he stepped from one group of journalists to the next in the Baghdad Convention Center. They eagerly surrounded him with cameras and microphones. The space was modern and well lit and even air-conditioned, built under Saddam Hussein when he had ruled Iraq and now protected by U.S. soldiers who guarded the Green Zone. Silent bodyguards, like unobtrusive servants, shadowed Chalabi as he walked with dignity to the next clutch of fascinated reporters.

It was an important day for him. Two events touched him and his family: one political and one financial. The first development was the reason journalists had gathered to chat with him: the triumphant creation of a new government for Iraq, which had been scourged by violence and disorder since the U.S. invasion two years earlier. Chalabi was confirmed that day as the deputy prime minister and acting oil minister of a transitional Iraqi government. This would be a temporary government, by design, but even so, it was the first time in his life that Chalabi, now sixty, was confirmed as a member of any government at all. Exhilarated he may have been, and he held his head high that day, but he did not even refer to his own central role in all this, nor did he boast that this whole new Iraq was a product, in part, of his own making. Cajoling and shaming his American friends and enemies, Chalabi had managed to harness the power of the United States  to his own mission: the unseating of a dictator, Saddam Hussein, and the installation of a sovereign new Iraqi government.

The second event that touched Chalabi on April 28 involved money; it concerned his family business and attracted far less attention from the world. That very day, the official Trade Bank of Iraq signed a deal with a London company that, in fact, Chalabi and his relatives had founded years earlier. The Trade Bank, actually run and owned by this new government of Iraq, was created as if from the air after Saddam’s fall. The Trade Bank was headed by Chalabi’s grandnephew, Hussein al-Uzri, a forty-three-year-old man with a hearty smile. After the U.S. invasion, Chalabi had worked hard to place his younger relative in the position, pressuring his friends among the U.S. occupation authorities. It was a job of immense influence: staggering amounts of money were funneled through the fingers of the younger man.

The Trade Bank’s deal, a “strategic agreement,” was awarded to Card Tech, Ltd., owned and run by the Chalabi family for more than a decade. Ahmad Chalabi himself, the new deputy prime minister, had an ownership interest in a Card Tech affiliate in his own name. The company did a niche business specializing in helping banks around the world deal with their customers’ credit and automatic banking cards. In a final knot, Card Tech, too, like the Trade Bank of Iraq, was run by one of Chalabi’s relatives, a nephew named Jaffar Agha-Jaffar. Agha-Jaffar had the distinction of having worked for his uncle Ahmad more than fifteen years earlier at a Jordanian bank that was engulfed by scandal and allegations of fraud.

So that spring day when Ahmad Chalabi received his coveted government appointment in the new Iraq was also the day that one of his nephews in the Iraqi government awarded a contract to a family company. Everything came together on this day in a symphony of political and business success for Chalabi. He had weathered many shifts in his fortunes to arrive at this moment. What he had always sought, and at this moment appeared to have achieved, as he moved through the convention center shaking hands and giving interviews, was a glorious return to the Baghdad of his youth, when the Chalabis had been prosperous merchants, comfortably ensconced in the ruling class of pre-revolutionary Iraq, before the dark era of Saddam.

During his media interviews that day, Chalabi made no mention of Card Tech or the Trade Bank of Iraq, nor was he asked about them. It was not the news of the day. Instead, he basked in his new official role. “This government represents the Iraqi people,” he told interviewers, describing the Shiite-led government dominated by members of the Islamist Dawa Party.

Asked about the role of the United States, he cocked his head a bit toward his interviewer, raised his eyebrows, and said, “President Bush was very happy with the Iraqi elections.” He went on: this government, he said, would get American support. “The United States is a strategic ally, we believe, of Iraq, and we will work with them on this basis.”1


 



His inner circle called him The Doctor, because of his PhD in mathematics. Some of his operatives called him Our Big Brother. The Central Intelligence Agency called him by a code name—which intelligence sources reveal as PULSAR ONE. Whatever you call him, Ahmad Abdul Hadi Chalabi, a shrewd Iraqi Arab from a family of Shiite bankers, literally changed the world. The United States, which he referred to so respectfully as a “strategic ally” that day of his triumph, had sponsored him, flown him and his people to Iraq, even toppled Saddam Hussein for him, as he would boast. The Iraq War has many critics and some fierce defenders, but many insiders on both sides of the debate agree on this: without Chalabi there would have been no war.

He is a man of large appetites, with a flair for theatrics, and a brilliant and untiring mind. He had a single-minded hatred of the sadistic Saddam Hussein, a loyalty to his own Shiite heritage, and an inexplicable certitude in his own entitlement. Chalabi’s medium is people, and as an Iraqi exile his grazing area was America; his genius was his ability to make loyal friends among adventurous spirits. He epitomized “charismatic leadership.” Over dinners, lunches, and coffee, he spoke in grand and colorful language about the human right to freedom, about the delightful world to come in the Middle East, about the great things that could be done. As he talked, Chalabi was physically transformed. What strangers saw as a smug smirk curled on his fleshy lips disappeared, and was replaced by a wise yet merry smile. Whereas  once he had a stiff back and clumsy walk, now he appeared to have a regal and noble bearing.

Some of his closest advisers were Democrats. Some were liberals. Some were pro-Israel; others were anti-Zionists. It didn’t really matter once they met him. But in the end it was notoriously the recruitment of the American neoconservatives and the hawkish wing of the Republican Party that got him what he needed. They satisfied his needs, and he theirs.

He touched America in three ways. His first success could be called ideological: he was able to affirm for a generation of thinkers the urgent need to overthrow Saddam. Toppling Saddam, and ending his aggression and his feared weapons of mass destruction, became the keystone of transforming the Middle East. Chalabi was not the sole source of this vision, but he was the chief intellectual facilitator for a now well-known cadre of hard-liners whose influence was extraordinary in the early part of the new millennium. They included Richard Perle, Paul Wolfowitz, I. Lewis “Scooter” Libby, John Hannah, Michael Ledeen, and Danielle Pletka. They dined with him and met him and conversed, and through well-placed op-eds and clever talking points and sound bites, their ideas bled into the mainstream.

Second, Chalabi fed intelligence and sources to journalists and the U.S. intelligence services. This was, for him, the easiest task. Much of the world already believed Saddam had WMDs. And Saddam was indeed a sadistic tyrant. Chalabi’s contribution was to give the allegations flesh and muscle and specificity. The tidbits he provided were often quickly discredited by intelligence officers, but they had tremendous impact on public opinion. His use of the press helped prepare the political battleground for war. The New York Times, CBS News’s 60 Minutes, PBS’s Frontline, and Vanity Fair became his chosen outlets. The splash from his stories was immense. Saddam, the intelligence services knew, had no ties to the attacks of 9/11, but as Chalabi’s friend Fouad Ajami wrote once to explain the war, “These distinctions did not matter; the connection had been made in American opinion.”

Third, Chalabi had political impact that was virtually unheard of for a foreigner. He used his personal magnetism, lobbying skills, and  tactical abilities to merge U.S. policy with his own ambitions. The U.S. Congress passed a law written largely to achieve his vision and to boost the fortunes of his political vehicle, the Iraqi National Congress. He had a battery of supporters on Capitol Hill. U.S. senators like Trent Lott, John McCain, Sam Brownback, Joe Lieberman, and Bob Kerrey became his champions. But even more important, he knew how to manipulate the key aides who work anonymously in the back rooms to make Capitol Hill run. He courted key Republicans like Trent Lott’s Randy Scheunemann and House international affairs staffer Steve Rademaker, as well as Senate Democratic aides like Chris Straub and Peter Galbraith.

As a younger man, Chalabi had presided over the wholesale collapse of his family’s business empire, a worldwide venture riddled with fraud insider dealing and disastrous investments. But he was able to bounce back after locating a rich vein of financing from the U.S. government. American taxpayers generously funded him and his Iraqi National Congress during his fifteen-year campaign against Saddam. Although he was not an American, and in fact distrusted the United States, he moved from one federal agency to another with the easy grace of a hummingbird drifting from flower to flower. First he was funded by the Central Intelligence Agency, then by the State Department, and finally by the Defense Department. When he called the United States a “strategic ally,” maybe it was a taunt as much as it was reality.
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So who was he really? A corrupt businessman or a somewhat deluded visionary? A brilliant con man or perhaps, as some still see him, a persecuted genius? Was he an agent of the Islamic Republic of Iran, or of America, or solely of his own ambition? Or was he all these things? Ahmad Chalabi has refused to cooperate with this book in any way. But many of his friends and family were extremely helpful, usually requesting anonymity. Some revere him, some despise him, and some fear him. Most are in awe at the tangled plots he weaves around him.

He has left no substantial written record of his political philosophy or his life, but he has over time—in some speeches and opinion articles  and through the voices of his admirers—exposed his ambitions, disappointments, and triumphs. And just as important, around the world, in courthouses and company files in Washington, Switzerland, London, Jordan, Lebanon, Hong Kong, and the offshore tax haven of the Cayman Islands, he and some family members left a trail littered with bankruptcies, allegations of fraud, and and devastated victims. This narrative follows that trail and chronicles the improbable adventures of Ahmad Chalabi.
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Golden Age  1944-1958

“We liberated Iraq.”

—Ahmad Chalabi’s campaign slogan in Iraq, 2005

 



 



 




“WE HAVE UNDERTAKEN to liberate the beloved homeland,” announced the voice on the radio through the static one early morning in Baghdad in 1958.1 The calendar showed it was July 14, Bastille Day, the anniversary of the start of the French Revolution. Iraqis had slept on their rooftops to avoid the summer heat, and now, all over the city, people began to stumble out into the street.

The radio crackled on, repeating a lengthy message. “We have undertaken to liberate the beloved homeland from the corrupt crew that imperialism installed. Power shall be entrusted to a government emanating from you and inspired by you.”

In the palace, the Crown Prince, the power behind the throne, got out of bed and turned on the radio to hear the news of his downfall, and then rushed out to surrender.2 The story goes that when the royals gathered in the courtyard, an Iraqi army captain slaughtered them, riddling their bodies with machine-gun fire in one long-sustained burst.

It was still the early hours of the morning when members of the wealthy Chalabi family, at their homes in the Baghdad neighborhood of Adhamiya, learned of the coup. Three majestic adjacent homes all belonged to the Chalabis, a close-knit clan. The Chalabis gathered hurriedly to consult on what to do in this new and sudden crisis. The children had slept on the roofs too, under the Baghdad sky, and now they watched the adults as they debated in fright. Children can sometimes sense these things, and the children there had a foreboding that this day was different, that it symbolized an ending of things as they had known them. The grown-ups quickly reached their decision, and then they acted.

Young Ahmad Chalabi, thirteen years old, black-haired and serious, was herded with his mother and the others into a convoy of big American sedans to flee their mansion. Ahmad left behind the basketball hoop he had helped to set up. He left behind the ping-pong table, which slid behind a specially constructed wall. Abandoned as well, just for a time that day, were the pet parrots in the massive cage—almost as big as an aviary—squawking away in the excitement. The brightly colored birds were just one of the delightful and distinctive things in their stately home that the Chalabis were leaving behind.

The family split up. Some of the men, joined by the foreign minister of the country, Fadhil al-Jamali, and by Chalabi’s much older brother Rushdie Chalabi, fled from town to hide. The rest, including Ahmad and his mother and several siblings and nephews and cousins, drove to Khadimiya, back then just a suburb just north of Baghdad. Khadimiya, a Shiite stronghold, had been the Chalabi family’s main base going back for generations. In fact, Medina Abdul Hadi was an adjacent enclave named for Ahmad’s father. Luckily, on this day Ahmad’s father, Abdul Hadi Chalabi, was out of town; he was in Tehran when the revolution began.

But according to family lore, the Chalabis did not even venture into their compound in Khadimiya, called Seef, which had been a splendid place to play and hunt and celebrate in a well-tended orchard—a wonderland where Iraq’s royalty and elite held their parties and festivities. No, the family didn’t even go there; instead they crowded into the home of an ally in Khadimiya. They needed somewhere to hide from the soldiers and mobs. While the rest of Iraq was celebrating the  bloody revolution, the Chalabis were targets, clustered in their host’s estate for shelter.

At one point, according to the story the family tells of those old days, the soldiers came bursting into their hiding place, led by a high-ranking officer, demanding to know where Abdul Hadi, the patriarch, and Rushdie, the older brother, were. Over the years Ahmad Chalabi himself has told how the soldiers swept in, a platoon armed with heavy machine guns. “Like a movie” is the phrase he uses, and he tells people it surprised him at the time, even as a thirteen-year-old, that he felt no fear. As the story goes, the soldiers held a gun to his mother, and Chalabi, not even old enough to shave, volunteered as a hostage instead. Even his mother used to tell the story, laughing about it. In his version Chalabi volunteered to accompany the soldiers searching their property. Here is how one writer described it: “In the 115-degree heat of the Mesopotamian summer, the Chalabi brothers sat squashed between two soldiers, the officer slowly driving around the farm while his men performed their search.”3 In the end, the soldiers failed to find the men they were looking for until a bit later.

It was not an especially violent episode compared with the bloody life experience of many Iraqis at that time. It was downright tame compared with the gore that filled the streets. But it left an impression on Ahmad, who would dream for decades of returning to reclaim his homeland from the regime and its successors, who took it away from him. The moment must have been heavily symbolic for him: his space was invaded, his homes were no longer shelters, and the shell of privilege and entitlement he had known was shattered.

One of Chalabi’s relatives, a boy his age, Mahdi al-Bassam, had stayed overnight in Adhamiya with his cousins and uncle. But Mahdi lived elsewhere in Baghdad himself. He had watched the Chalabi clan gather to consult on where to go when the revolution broke out that morning. But instead of joining Ahmad and the rest of the family on their convoy to Khadimiya, young Mahdi, who was the son of one of Ahmad’s older sisters, walked back to his home on the Tigris, trudging through the carnage of Baghdad’s streets, alone. Ignored, just a boy on the street, young Mahdi passed the rioters in the heart of town. He walked on and on, past soldiers hunting the old regime. The coup leaders, led by the mustached Gen. Abdul Karim Qasim of the Free  Officers, treated the body of the young king they killed with respect, but they gave the corpse of the king’s uncle, Crown Prince Abdul-Ilah, to the crowd, like tossing fish guts to a flock of seagulls. The body of the hated Abdul-Ilah, despised for his subservience to the West, was paraded like a trophy through the street. It was hung up for all to see. A butcher, according to some Iraqis, was called to hack up the royal corpse properly, as if the old government itself was being dismembered by the new order.
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With the entire royal family dead, there was still one man at large who had come to symbolize the old hated Iraq: Nuri as-Said, Iraq’s seventy-year-old premier and the grand old man of Arab politics. He was a patron of the Chalabis, a friend of the British, and an ally of the Americans. He had helped to build the country himself decades ago and had survived innumerable coups. The wealthy and powerful depended on him, but everyone else loathed and feared him.

In the confusion of that bloody morning of July 14, as-Said had escaped. The premier fled his house in his blue pajamas as soon as he sensed danger, grabbing the pair of revolvers he always kept near him, just like a gunman in an old American Western. He also apparently managed to get hold of a handful of cash, and then he scrambled along the banks of the Tigris to escape. First, dressed in his pajamas and toting his revolvers, he tried getting into a small ferry. The plan was that the boatman would row him past the flock of ducks and geese and swans he kept, to cross the river to safety. But the premier quickly abandoned the idea for some reason. Instead of crossing the river, the old man snuck into the house of his loyal neighbor Dr. Bassam, whose wife happened to be Ahmad Chalabi’s older sister, Thamina. These were the parents of young Mahdi al-Bassam.

T.E. Lawrence—Lawrence of Arabia—wrote that Nuri as-Said was a “calm” man under fire. But that wasn’t the case on July 14, 1958. As-Said was a shadow of the warrior he had once been, and in fact he was just a pale resemblance of the autocratic ruler he had been the day before. When Ahmad’s nephew Mahdi got home from his long walk from the Chalabi home in Adhamiya, as-Said was there, still in the pajamas he had escaped in, shaking in fright and talking to Mahdi’s parents. First he would go to Khadimiya, the old man swore, and then to Iran, using the old Shiite pilgrimage route, and then he would return leading a military force of allies.

So the Bassams, politely sheltering the old man but eager to get him out of their home as soon as possible, also tried to help as-Said escape. Thamina helped dress him up as a woman, borrowing a thick black abaya from her children’s old nanny. They put the abaya over as-Said’s pajamas so it concealed everything but his eyes, and he looked just like an old Arab woman. To smuggle the premier past the hunters, they helped the old man step into the trunk of their big American sedan and slammed it shut on him.

Before they could even drive out of the gates, they heard banging from inside the car’s trunk. They rushed to open it; Nuri as-Said was gasping. He was claustrophobic, he said: it didn’t matter if the crowds were looking to kill him; he could not abide the heat and horror of that airless and black space.

So they helped him climb out of the trunk and let him sit in the backseat. A driver and one of the Bassam family drove him out through the streets of Khadimiya to a relative’s house. No one outside the car realized that the shrouded figure in the back, the old Arab woman in the black abaya, was the premier, the most wanted man in the new Iraq.

 



By the next day, July 15, while the Chalabis were still holed up in Khadimiya, still crowded at their friend’s home, the new government declared a bounty on Nuri as-Said’s head. 10,000 dinars ($28,000) would go to the man who found him, came the official word, as Iraqis eagerly listened to the radio for news. That was a staggering reward in those muddy days of obscene poverty.

Rioters took to the streets looking for him. People who survived those days of revolution say just riding in a car was terrifying, as seething crowds hunted the rich and powerful. “You couldn’t see the streets for people,” says Tamara Daghistani, just a girl back in those days. She was the daughter of a loyalist and proud general who refused to participate in the coup and would face charges. She would become, when she grew older, a lifelong friend and supporter of Ahmad Chalabi. She rode in a car during the revolution and described  how the interior was darkened by the mobs all around searching for their targets. “You couldn’t see the sky. All you could see were these faces, on the window, just to see if we were sort of ‘killable.’ Are we the ones that they want to lynch and drag though the streets? All their faces were just stuck on the windows.” Men in long flowing dishdashas, carrying ropes and swords and weapons, milled through the streets.

So on July 15, in Khadimiya that second day after the end of the monarchy, a car inched its way through the crowds, not far from where the Chalabis were staying. In the back were the figures of two elderly women, covered in the full traditional black abayas. One of the two shrouded figures was the crowd’s target. It was Nuri as-Said, still clutching a revolver underneath the woman’s garb. Underneath the unfamiliar abaya, the old premier would have been breathing hard, his sparse white hair matted with sweat. The other person in the backseat of the car was Mrs. Bibiya Istrabadi, a secular and educated Shiite woman who was trying to protect her precious cargo. It was as if there was a little ad hoc underground railroad, trying to save the grand old man of Iraqi politics. Again, the furious throngs missed their target.

While the Chalabi family waited and hid, Ahmad Chalabi, the boy, saw Mrs. Istrabadi arrive and discuss things with his mother. The two women fretted over what to do with old Nuri as-Said, the hunted man. Perhaps if he could survive he could restore what had been. Chalabi family history has it that Jawad Chalabi, Ahmad’s thirty-year-old brother, also discussed Nuri as-Said with the two women. And then, it seems, the premier made a deal with Jawad. Jawad, who was already a businessman with his hands in lots of affairs, evidently offered the family’s help to the scared old man dressed in a woman’s robe. But Baghdad and Khadimiya were too dangerous for even the Chalabis to help. As one member of the family explains it, “Jawad said, ‘You get him out [of Khadimiya] and I will take charge after that.’” If as-Said could get out of Baghdad, into the countryside, where the Chalabi family owned so much land, the family would help smuggle him out of the country.

But the Chalabis’ efforts, and Nuri as-Said’s disguise, failed to save him. As he was walking along the street in his abaya, the premier tripped and stumbled, and a boy spotted the pajamas underneath.

Some say he was betrayed by a resident of a house he visited for help. A squad of soldiers came for him. Surrounded, Nuri as-Said pulled out a revolver and shot himself so he could not be taken alive, so the story goes. Mrs. Istrabadi, too, was gunned down right there on the street, dying with the old man she tried to save. What is certain is that the mob later took its fury out on the premier’s body. Vehicles drove slowly over the old man’s corpse again and again, mashing the body into the dust and blood. His fingers were held up like trophies by the mob. One account has it that at the end Nuri as-Said’s remains resembled bastourma, preserved, spiced meat. Another account says it was even worse: an Iraqi who remembers the events of the day says that “his body was pulverized. There was nothing left.”

That day, July 15, 1958, the day that Prime Minister Nuri as-Said was hunted down and killed in the garb of an old woman and pulverized, was the end of the old Iraq that Ahmad Chalabi knew as a young boy. And the Chalabis had not helped the old man at all. “I think he felt that his family was somehow responsible,” said one journalist who interviewed Ahmad Chalabi forty years later.
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Born October 30, 1944, toward the end of World War II, when the British still quietly pulled the strings in Iraq, Ahmad Chalabi was his parents’ ninth and final child. He was born nine years after his next oldest brother, Hazem, and their mother, Bibi, used to joke occasionally that Ahmad was a “mistake,” an “accident.” Yet she doted on her youngest son. And since some of his older brothers were old enough to be his father, it was as if he had a half-dozen parents tending to him.

The Chalabis were a leading Shiite merchant family, entwined with the monarchist government of Iraq. Before the monarchy they had allied themselves with the British occupiers and before that with their Turkish overlords. In the context of the Middle East, they had converted to Shiism relatively recently. Family members say that Ahmad’s great-great-grandfather was a Sunni who adopted the Shiite faith. Perhaps the zeal of the convert impressed itself on his offspring, because they became pillars of the Iraqi Shiite community.

Iraqi historian Hanna Batatu describes Chalabi’s great-grandfather as an extremely brutal and powerful man, with his own “special prison  at his disposal” and a “bodyguard of armed slaves” that he used to impose his will on the Shiite community of Khadimiya. “When he died the people of Khadhimiyyah heaved a sigh of relief,” Batatu wrote, citing Jawad Chalabi, Chalabi’s elder brother, as the source.4


Chalabi’s father, Abdul Hadi, shed the oppressive reputation of his forebear. He functioned as a financier of the Iraqi monarchy, but also of the Shiite clerical leadership in Najaf. Family members say he gave a percentage of his wealth to the Shiite religious leaders, as was expected of those in his position. As for rulers of Iraq, in 1938 Abdul Hadi “got in the good graces of the regent-to-be, ‘Abd-ul-Illah, by coming to his assistance with loans.” The prince, a gambler, “in due course made him a minister of public works and eventually the vice president of the Senate.”5


Indeed, a year after young Ahmad Chalabi was born, Prince Abdul-Illah brought Abdul Hadi with his entourage to the United States on a state visit. They stayed at the Waldorf-Astoria in New York before going to Washington, D.C., where the prince overnighted at the White House.

The Chalabi family was part of the old Baghdad business elite: the word “Chalabi”—of Turkish origin—originally was an honorific applied to high-ranking merchants. As Batatu summed it up, “Translating economic power into political influence, and political influence into economic power, the Chalabis climbed from one level of wealth to another, and on the eve of the 1958 revolution surpassed other business families.”

Pampered and happy, Ahmad Chalabi was a studious boy. And in the play room of his father’s big house, he played ping-pong with Jasseem, the son of a police official who helped to protect the place. He and Jasseem—boys of a different class entirely—played against each other, rhythmically tapping the ball back across the fragile table.

Chalabi would later evoke the pleasant times in Iraq that preceded those atrocities of 1958. From his childhood perspective, waist-high to the wealthy, well-educated men around him, this Iraq was an eclectic, tolerant place, where Shiites, Sunnis, Christians, Jews, and even Yazidis worked together. Chalabi kept a photograph for decades that he would show to his friends. “It was the board of his father’s company,” as one man recalled, “and it was a Turcoman, a Jew, an Assyrian, a couple Shiite, a couple of Sunni. It was like a cross-section of Iraqi Society, and his big thing was, this is how Iraq was. This is how we were, this is how we will be again!”

It was, in one account by a Chalabi supporter, a “golden age.” He wrote that “Iraq had a constitution, elections, a reasonably free press, a market economy, expanding public schools, a rising middle class.”6  Another writer described it this way: “Iraq in the 1950s was multiracial and increasingly prosperous.”7 That Iraq was a place to which anyone would want to return.
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And indeed, for the rich, the Iraq of the day was a dreamland. The Iraqis mimicked the British nobility. Iraq even had the only foxhunting between Rome and Peshawar, diplomats would quip.8 But that Iraq existed for only a privileged few. The real Iraq of the day was nothing like it. Even the young Ahmad Chalabi must have caught a glimpse, or a smell at least, of the poverty of that other Iraq. The year before the coup of 1958, he has said, he had traveled to London. Like any boy, he must have looked out the car window on his drive to the Baghdad airport to see the surroundings: “clusters of medieval mud huts, holes for windows, a rusty piece of sheet iron for a door.” That was the way the Washington Post described it at the time.9 One historian writes, “Throughout the 1950s massive slums spread around Baghdad, with the hovel inhabitants periodically swamped by muddy overflows from the Tigris.” “The infant mortality [rate] is 250 per thousand. A woman has a 50:50 chance of raising a child to the age of ten. There are no social services of any kind. . . . On the adjacent dumps dogs with rabies dig in the sewage and the slum-dwellers pack it for resale as garden manure.”10
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Today, in the wake of the U.S. invasion of 2003, Iraq is often called a central front in the war against international terrorism. But the Iraq of the 1950s was considered a central front in the war against international communism. Prime Minister Nuri as-Said had endeared himself to the Americans and the British as an anti-Communist leader. They in turn funded his military, armed it, and trained it. Just days  before the revolution of 1958, in fact, the United States delivered six F-86 fighters, some of the most advanced jet fighters of the period, to Baghdad.11


Nuri as-Said was brutal in his treatment of the Iraqi Communist Party, which had a strong base throughout the country, not just among the ruling Sunni class and the Kurds but especially among marginalized Shiites. The U.S. Ambassador, Waldemar J. Gallman, considered as-Said a valuable ally against the Communist threat. “He was unshakably convinced that the Soviet Union and communism were constant threats to the Middle East,” Gallman wrote in a memoir called Iraq Under General Nuri. “He had the colleges and secondary schools closed indefinitely. Martial law was strictly applied, including military censorship of the press. Parliament was suspended.”12


Nuri as-Said crushed but did not silence the opposition. The day after Ahmad Chalabi’s eleventh birthday in 1955, the holy Shiite city of Najaf to the south erupted in riots against the government. “Down with the criminal Nuri as-Said,” said placards waved by demonstrators. As religious as it was, Najaf was a Communist hotbed too, and a haven for Arab nationalists, who often found common cause with the Communists in their protests. So as-Said, the ruler of the country, actually enlisted Ahmad’s father, the wealthy Shiite merchant, on a particularly sensitive mission, to drive down the dusty highway to Najaf and convince the ayatollahs to use their religious authority against the Communists. It was a clever gambit, but in the end the protestors defied their turbaned ayatollahs and continued their resistance.13


Another aspect of the real Iraq of the childhood that Chalabi would rarely mention as an adult is its treatment of its Jewish community. Before 1950, Jews made up as much as 30 percent of Baghdad’s population. But in 1951, after the creation of Israel, they had been pushed out under as-Said through the 1950 “Denaturalization Law.” Where their property wasn’t confiscated, they were forced to sell at rock-bottom prices, a boon for Shiite merchants.

By 1958, the fury in Iraq previously suppressed so effectively by the premier and the royal family was hard to ignore. It was not the Communist Party, nor the Baath Party, but the Arab nationalist movement, spearheaded by Egypt’s President, Gamal Abdel Nasser, that really swept the Middle East. Said tried to keep it out of Iraq, as if he were  stamping out a fire. But young men throughout the region huddled around radios listening to broadcasts, read tracts covertly, and gathered to hear the militant message of Arab pride. Even some of Chalabi’s relatives, wealthy as they might have been, marched with the Nasserite demonstrators as a prank, when they could. Young Ahmad, though, never did.
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The turmoil of that hot July in 1958, that revolution, had an extraordinary impact on Ahmad Chalabi. Nearly fifty years later, an elegant but slightly overweight Chalabi would say theatrically of the revolution: “The bastards set us back 700 years!” But it was unclear which bastards he meant: the Communists, the Baathists, or the Arab Nationalists, or maybe all of them.

“If you are trying to find ‘Rosebud,’ look for the 1958 revolution,” a relative of Chalabi’s advised in an interview. “He’s not an idealist. But he had certain things that motivated him: The 1958 revolution that disempowered our family.” The 1958 revolution took it all away for the Chalabi family. So the only thing the Chalabis could have hoped for was a U.S. intervention. The United States had the might and the motive to invade Iraq and topple the new dictator, Gen. Abdul Karim Qasim. Historians think it came close. President Dwight D. Eisenhower was notified of the crisis at 7:30 Eastern Standard Time, and by 8:15 a.m. he had an intelligence briefing from Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. They were well aware of the threat from Arab nationalism and from Nasser’s attraction in the region, but they decided to send military forces to Lebanon, not Iraq. The Lebanese president, a Christian, had been pleading for U.S. peacekeepers for months. So the White House took preliminary action to stem the tide of Arab nationalism, ordering in two Marine battalions from the Sixth Fleet. The heavily armed Marines landed on a tourist beach in Beirut. They trudged past the sunbathers toward the airport, and then pursued their mission: to shore up the Lebanese president and fend off any Nasserite revolution there. If the Marines had landed earlier, Iraq’s coup leaders told diplomats, they would never have dared to depose the royals.14


“There seems no doubt that the U.S. and Britain would have invaded Iraq in 1958,” one historian wrote, “if there had been any reasonable  hope of restoring the monarchy. But no one could [be] found in Iraq to collaborate with. Everyone was for the revolution.”15 Everyone, that is, except the Chalabis and their allies. And in fact even one branch of the Chalabi family ardently supported the revolution as well. The Chalabi family itself was split, for some were not as wealthy as the others. “One branch of the Chalabi family were Communists,” an Iraqi who lived through the revolution recalled. “The Communists were using the revolution to settle scores.”

Three days after the coup in Iraq, the Americans made their decision after much deliberation. They would do nothing. Eisenhower met with Dulles and British Foreign Secretary Selwyn Lloyd. “West to Keep Out of Iraq Unless Oil Is Threatened,” read the headline of the  New York Times on July 18, 1958. “Intervention,” the article read, “will not be extended to Iraq as long as the revolutionary government in Iraq respects western oil interests.”16


Many years later, the gray-haired Ahmad Chalabi rested on his couch in London and talked of America to a reporter. There was no mention of the revolution of 1958, but he said something that may be relevant: “America betrays its friends,” he said. “It sets them up and betrays them. I’d rather be America’s enemy.”17


[image: 008]

The regime, under Gen. Abdul Karim Qasim, was quick to erase any remnants of the influence of Abdul Hadi Chalabi, young Ahmad’s father. It renamed Medina Abdul Hadi, a neighborhood near the old family estate, Medina Hurriya—Freedom City.

Even so, the Chalabis figured out how to adjust their sails in this new wind, and some of the family stayed in Iraq. Members of the family say they arranged to work with General Qasim’s brother. One family member says they put him on the payroll of their milling company. According to another family member, Qasim’s brother collected a 50 percent fee for helping get the family assets out of the country.

 



In a short time the world would right itself: the Chalabis settled down in a massive new flat in Britain with servants and all the luxuries they knew. But first, young Ahmad Chalabi’s eyes were opened. His father,  who had been in Iran during the coup, flew to London. There for a time the mogul rented a small one-bedroom apartment in Dolphin Square, according to those close to him, and waited for the dust to settle. Ahmad went to his father’s small flat and watched him cook a batch of rice, for the first time without servants.18
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Chalabi in America   1962-1968

“Fascists of the left.”

—Ahmad Chalabi, explaining what he thought 
of the people who took over Iraq

 



 



 




A TWENTY-YEAR-OLD Ahmad Chalabi and a handful of other students from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s renowned mathematics department huddled around the blackboard, brainstorming in their professor’s office. They called one another by their last names, each holding a piece of chalk and scribbling on the blackboard. Professor Warren Ambrose liked to hold these informal sessions for some of his best students during office hours. Ambrose even brought his teenage son, Adam, whom Chalabi would entertain with jokes.19 Ambrose, a tall, cultured New Englander, was Chalabi’s intellectual mentor during his college days in 1960s America, when theoretical algebra was the young Chalabi’s passion. Ambrose was a brilliant mathematician who dabbled in leftist activism and whose politics paralleled those of Noam Chomsky, the noted MIT linguist and political theorist.

In his first year at MIT, Chalabi lived in the East Parallel dormitory on campus, according to Whitfield Diffie, one of his classmates, who lived at the nearby West Parallel dormitory. Diffie, another brilliant  young mathematics major, who would go on to become a leading cryptographer, has one distinct memory of Ahmad Chalabi at MIT. “I remember walking with him, and he must have picked up his mail or something. It had a check in it.” Diffie said he thought Chalabi had a cheery and humorous reaction to discovering the check. “He said, ‘Unexpected funds! They must be spent!’”
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Chalabi’s ties to Professor Warren Ambrose are interesting because of Ambrose’s reputation. Ambrose was a hero to some Latin American intellectuals for the way he tried to bring attention to right-wing dictatorships. “Ambrose was about defying power. Ambrose was about not accepting the status quo for the sake of it,” said one of his students, the mathematician Graciella Chichilnisky, who is Argentine-American. Chichilnisky didn’t meet Chalabi until after his graduation in 1965, but she recalls how fond Ambrose was of him. Chalabi, she said, “always had this dual character: on the one hand he wanted to be a responsible serious intellectual; on the other hand, he was a playboy who came from a very rich family.” Still, she remembers Chalabi arguing even back then about the need to modernize the Middle East.

Ambrose was so taken by Chalabi that, Chichilnisky says, he tried to set her up with him on a date. Ambrose “always tried to get me to his house and to get me interested in him. . . . I found him interesting, but I found an edge to him I didn’t like.” She says he had a strange and yet offensive charisma.

Ambrose exposed Chalabi to more than just mathematics and ill-fated dates. In addition to his interest in social activism, Warren Ambrose was also a connoisseur of food and wine, and he loved jazz. Ambrose was such an avid follower of jazz saxaphone legend Charlie “Bird” Parker that he would follow Parker the way Deadheads would later follow the Grateful Dead around the country, up and down the East Coast, his son recalls. And Chichilnisky says Ambrose used to take his students with him touring jazz clubs. “Ambrose loved jazz, and he used to play the sax. I think he and Chalabi spent a lot of time in the middle of Boston, Beacon Hill, and some of these fancy jazz places listening to jazz. That was one of the things they had together.”

[image: 010]

After graduation, Chalabi was accepted to the University of Chicago’s elite mathematics PhD program but not to the one at MIT. In 1966, he went on the hajj—the sacred pilgrimage—to Mecca with his father. They both became “Hajis,” an honorific applied to men who have made the journey. “His father was Haji Chalabi, and he was little Haji Chalabi,” joked an old Iraqi associate in an interview, and once he returned to the United States, he focused on getting through the mathematics program as fast as he could, according to his colleagues.

Amid the activism and social turmoil of the 1960s, Chalabi seemed aloof. “Ahmad was always very dubious about mass politics and the politics of mass liberation,” according to an Arab MIT student who was close to him. “He always thought that what mattered was power. And power does not grow through street demonstrations; it grows through military power and the ability to influence decision makers.”

Perhaps part of the reason for Chalabi’s detachment was that, even during his undergraduate years, his focus was not politics in the United States or even other Arab nations but Iraq, the country he had left as a child. While other Arabs of the period were inflamed by the Six-Day War of 1967, Chalabi had little interest in the dispute with Israel. He focused on Iraq’s internal politics. His preoccupation was not so much ideological, a colleague said, but personal. He talked about Iraq occasionally while at university. “He said his country had been taken over by ‘fascists of the left,’” recalled a professor. “He used that expression. It was an odd idea to me at the time.”

At the time, the University of Chicago was going through conflict. It was a center of conservative thought, but at the same time it was saturated with the ideas of the left—and the leftists were sometimes getting their heads cracked. A case in point was the 1968 Democratic National Convention. But for Chalabi, the legendary protests and the notorious police crackdown at the Chicago convention would have been overshadowed by something much more interesting to him—developments in Iraq. While Chalabi dabbled in politics and math at American universities, Saddam Hussein was bringing fear and terror to politics and society in Iraq.

In fact, Saddam’s involvement in Iraqi politics had started even earlier, while Chalabi was attending Seaford College, an English boarding school. As Saddam was surviving on the fringes of Iraqi power struggles, Chalabi was initiated into the arcana of English “public” school life, on 400 acres of bucolic rolling English countryside in Petworth, West Sussex. In October 1959 Saddam Hussein, then just a Baath party thug, had taken part in a failed assassination attempt against Gen. Abdul Karim Qasim, who was angering people with his refusal to make common cause with Nasser and the wider Arab cause. Qasim survived to preside over the crackling mess of Iraqi power. So-called “Pan-Arab” nationalists battled for the ideology of Nasser, while Baath Party zealots pushed an organizational agenda of Arab identity liberated from Islam. The Baathists, just like the Communists, drew their recruits not just from Sunni youth but from the vast pool of disenfranchised and impoverished Shiites looking for inspiration as they turned away from their clerics. Qasim tried to build up Iraqi pride, first alienating the Baathists and then the Communists. What is key is this: while most of the Chalabi family had built a life outside Iraq and continued to repatriate their wealth out of the country, the Iraqis who remained jostled in this newly violent place.

 



In the winter of 1963, just as Ahmad Chalabi was a sophomore at MIT’s campus along the Charles River, back in Iraq the Baath Party launched a coup against the government of Qasim, arresting and executing the revolutionary leader. Later, as the Baath Party ruled in a kind of coalition government with pan-Arabists, from 1965 to 1968, Saddam, according to most authorities, built up the enforcement arm of the Baath Party, Jihaz Haneen (or Jihaz Hunein, as some call it). Even among the repressive regimes of the Middle East, the Jihaz Haneen was unparalleled in its ruthlessness and effectiveness. After a bloodless Baath Party coup in 1968, Saddam personally, at gunpoint, rousted his party’s top rival in Iraq’s intelligence service. It was his first step in taking over the country.

Plenty of Iraqis believed that the United States had a role in the coup. There is evidence that Chalabi looked at it this way as well: through the prism of American involvement. He believed the 1968 coup was “the second stage of CIA-Baath cooperation,” as cited by his  interviewer Said Aburish.20 Chalabi believed, or at least would claim, that the coup was engineered by the CIA, acting on behalf of U.S. oil and sulfur-mining interests. In reality the agency did not engineer the coup but did support it. But for Chalabi, the suspicions about the CIA and American meddling may have put him on the same intellectual route as those protesters demonstrating against American meddling in Southeast Asia.

As indeterminate as Chalabi’s politics really were in America, his fellow students could tell he both knew and loved mathematics. It was a language they could all share. He had an original mind that could come up with neat solutions to long-standing problems. “He did an excellent thesis,” recalled one adviser. “He solved a problem which had been proposed about ten years earlier. It wasn’t an outstanding problem in the field, but it was certainly something that the senior faculty members and a few others had tried and hadn’t done.” His work had no practical application whatsoever, but experts who have read it say it was a pleasing and orderly form of algebra, involving insightful solutions.

Discussing his university days in America, Chalabi has claimed he worked on a revolutionary type of unbreakable secret code. It’s one of the quiet legends about the man—giving him a certain mystique as a master of both secrecy and puzzles. The code had to do with large prime numbers, he has explained. And there was such a revolution in cryptography around that time. His friends and supporters took for granted that the accomplishment he boasted of was indeed his. The claim first arose publicly in an article in Vanity Fair in 2002: “In Chicago, he also began to work on using computers to encrypt messages with codes based on huge prime numbers. ‘I was warned off by the authorities. They told me not to pursue it, because what I was doing was at the cutting edge of work at the National Security Agency.’”21  Using secret codes based on large prime numbers was a breakthrough discovery in the 1970s. The codes were virtually unbreakable, a fail-safe way to communicate. It is usually referred to as “public key code” and sometimes as “RSA code,” for the initials of Rivest, Shamir, and Adleman, who first applied it in a practical setting. It became a common method of encryption, from the popular Pretty Good Privacy (PGP) system to national security codes and even for financial transactions. Chalabi’s sudden public move to claim that he worked on this so many years later took the mathematics community by surprise. It “just doesn’t seem very likely,” said Professor Marty Isaac, an algebraist who had helped Chalabi on his PhD thesis. “The NSA doesn’t go around telling people to stop doing things!”

The strangest thing about Chalabi’s claim is that his old classmate Whitfield Diffie was actually the one behind the breakthrough. Indeed, Diffie is quite famous for it. He co-wrote the seminal paper on “codes based on huge prime numbers” in 1976, with a mathematician named Martin Hellman. It was titled “New Directions in Cryptography.”

Diffie was simply baffled when he learned that Chalabi, almost forty years after they had last seen each other, was apparently claiming credit. Diffie, who now oversees computer security issues for computer giant Sun Microsystems, was intrigued enough when the Chalabi claim came out in 2002 that he tried to reach out to his old classmate.

“I looked for him at the time,” he said. If Chalabi really had done work on the code, “his not having contacted me once I became very public as having worked on that subject would have been surprising.” It is inconceivable that Chalabi would not have recognized his old classmate’s name. Diffie doesn’t believe Chalabi. “I don’t give the claim a lot of credence.”
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Beirut   1971-1977

“It’s a pity he did not stay in mathematics. It’s really a pity.”

—Professor Azmi Hanna, former chair of the mathematics department at the American University of Beirut

 



 



 




THEY DROVE ALONG THE CORNICHE, the cliffs to their right dropping off to the Mediterranean. It was a spring day in the peaceful Beirut of 1971, and twenty-six-year-old Ahmad Chalabi sat in the passenger seat of the beat-up old car, listening to Professor Azmi Hanna. Ahmad was a young man, and he was applying for his first job, so he sat relaxed and polite during the first drive. It is a beautiful route, the road that curves steeply uphill past the Beirut landmark of Pigeon Rock.

Hanna was a Christian Palestinian professor of mathematics at the American University of Beirut. He was in charge of hiring an assistant professor and was impressed by the young man. Thirty-five years later, he still remembers that pleasant drive.

Chalabi’s application had stood out as soon as Hanna received it. Some of the best algebraists in the United States had weighed in: Irving Kaplansky, George Glauberman, Warren Ambrose. But Chalabi also had included recommendations from heavyweights in political and academic life. One letter of recommendation even came from  Charles Malek, one of the drafters of the UN’s declaration of human rights twenty years earlier. All that political clout seemed like overkill—the professors sniffed at what looked like crude political bigfooting. “It almost worked against him,” Hanna said. But in the end they decided to test him out.

 



For that test, the faculty invited Chalabi to give a colloquium, and he had simply stunned them with his presentation. It was based on his PhD thesis, and explored Jacobson Radicals, as Hanna recalls, a theoretical concept in advanced algebra. To any layperson who had stepped in the room in the Daniel Bliss Building, the whole thing would have been incomprehensible, and the mess up on the blackboard would have looked like some strange and alien language: the young mustached Chalabi happily lecturing about obscure theoretical concepts like “semi simplicity,” “submodules,” and “nilpotence.”

After it was over, Professor Hanna offered the young man a ride home, and Chalabi accepted. That is how he ended up in Hanna’s old automobile, driving along the Beirut Corniche.

Hanna reached into his pocket and peeled off $50. He was a bit apologetic to the young scholar. Usually, he told Ahmad, mathematicians were honored with $100. But the well was running dry at the mathematics department. “He took the money,” Professor Hanna recalls, “and he thanked me. And I was happy that I helped a striving person looking for a job. Fifty dollars was quite an amount of money at that time. You could have ten dinners, ten good dinners at very good restaurants!”

The next day Hanna heard about Ahmad’s wealth, from an Iraqi colleague, as they talked on campus. “Are you crazy?” said the colleague. “Don’t you know a limousine was waiting for Ahmad Chalabi, with a chauffeur? And you take him in your lousy car!”

Chalabi was hired for the next school year, and thus his short academic career began. The life of the intellect suited him, it seemed back then, better than the mercantile trade of his family. The American University of Beirut 1971 yearbook has a picture of him on the mathematics faculty page. He is in a sweater, sitting back with his head cocked, eyeing the camera. He has longish hair and wears a mustache that is something like Pancho Villa’s, long and droopy but not as  bushy. Above the array of faculty photographs, the professors had selected as a quote the famous line credited to the English statesman Benjamin Disraeli: “There are three types of lies. Lies, damn lies, and statistics.”
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Beirut floated in a rare and gentle peace. And the American University of Beirut, up on the hill overlooking the Mediterranean, was a haven even there. Chalabi would walk along the huge oval, past fan palms, where students gathered on benches and on the lawn, flirting or talking politics. The gardens of the campus are threaded with walking paths, and cats sleekly skulk around as if they own the place.

Chalabi’s office was at the mathematics department at Daniel Bliss Hall. He ordered new furniture for his first-floor office and paid for it himself, Hanna remembers. It wasn’t gaudy or expensive enough to upset his colleagues, but it was good enough to remind them he had money. Other than his office, Bliss Hall was a disheveled wreck, with paint peeling off the walls, broken furniture, and books and papers piles around. Rats infested the upper floors of the building like little djinns.

Chalabi knew all along that “ultimately, he would have to get into the family banking business,” as one friend explains. Abdul Hadi may have indulged his young son, but it was inconceivable that he could do this forever. The family ran the Middle East Banking Company, with interests in England, Abu Dhabi, Sudan, Cairo, and elsewhere. The family calls the network The Group. Chiefly Chalabi’s brother Jawad ran it, but the Chalabi family corporation was not so much a strict vertical structure as a cloudlike, informal one, without edges and run by consensus. The employees tended to be happy and were treated well, and at the beginning, at least, it seems that the bank was content to operate in a stable, conservative way.

 



Ahmad Chalabi’s venture into academia was not a first for the family; the second oldest brother of the family, Hassan, was a law professor. Hassan was considered brilliant beyond all the others in the family. He was also blind, because of a childhood infection, and required a secretary to help with daily chores. But just because Hassan was in academia did not mean the young prodigy Ahmad could remain there as well. “His father was pressuring him to leave academic life and get into business,” Professor Hanna recalls. “And Ahmad resisted! For this I began to admire him more and more. A person who so rich accepts a job as an assistant professor! Maybe at that time, he was paid maximum $7,000 a year.”

In Lebanon, the Chalabi clan solidified its ties to the Shiites through a series of marriages. One of the Chalabi brothers married into the wealthy Beydoun banking family; another had married another wealthy Shiite bride; and Ahmad married the daughter of the nearly seventy-year-old Adil Osseiran, a stalwart Shiite chieftain. Osseiran was a legend, a hero of Lebanese independence who had once been thrown in jail by the French colonialists. Osseiran, a landowner as well as a politician, had a strong political base among the repressed and impoverished Shiites of southern Lebanon.

When Ahmad Chalabi married Osseiran’s daughter, presiding over the ceremony was the mystical leader of the Shiite community, Iman Musa Sadr. Sadr was not a mere cleric but a political leader. He had refined the doctrine of Shiite political life, pushing for the sect to establish a stronger presence in Lebanon’s government and internationally. Sadr’s family was a key element in Shiite cultural life in both Lebanon and Iraq. And he was a key connection for the Chalabi family, spiritually, politically, and later financially as well.

His legacy would be made permanent because of his sudden disappearance. He vanished while on a trip to Libya to visit the young Muammar Qaddafi. In time, that turned him into something of a cult figure, as impoverished Shiites waited for Musa Sadr to return as the legendary twelfth imam, the Mahdi whose reappearance would signify the end of the world. Chalabi’s friend Fouad Ajami wrote a book about him years later called The Vanishing Iman, for which he relied somewhat on Chalabi’s information. (Years later, Musa Sadr’s relative Muqtada al-Sadr in Iraq, born after Musa’s death, called his militia the Mahdi Army.)
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As for Ahmad Chalabi, although he was living the secluded and tranquil life of a professor at Bliss Hall, he kept dipping his toes in chaos.

“He was smuggling guns to the Kurds,” exclaimed a longtime friend of his with admiration. Chalabi managed to get himself in the rind of one of the notorious covert operations of the 1970s. It was 1974, the height of an effort by Mullah Mustafa Barzani, the old revered head of the Kurdish Barzani clan, to win autonomy from Saddam Hussein in northern Iraq. Barzani got weapons and supplies from the Iranian government and its feared secret service, the SAVAK.

Iran wasn’t alone in backing Barzani’s rebellion: the old Kurd, in his tribal headdress, was getting money and weapons from the United States and Israel at the same time. All the players might have been doing the same thing, but they had different motivations and wanted different outcomes: Barzani wanted autonomy from Saddam; the United States wanted to destabilize Saddam but wanted to make sure Barzani didn’t get autonomy; and the Shah of Iran was involved mainly to keep pressure on Saddam because of a long-running border dispute.

Ahmad Chalabi, coming on thirty years old, wanted to be in the thick of it. He did what he could, encouraging journalists to cover the fray. A young journalist named Peter Jennings, then a bright and handsome reporter trying to understand the Middle East for ABC News, wanted to cover the conflict. Jennings’s soundman and researcher at the time was Charles Glass, who would later become a correspondent for the network. Glass recalled how Ahmad Chalabi arranged for Jennings to contact Barzani’s forces. Jennings and Glass and cameraman Vince Gaito flew to Iran on their way toward Kurdistan. At the last minute the Iranians pulled the plug on their coverage—forbidding them from crossing into Kurdistan. The journalists guessed that the Shah probably had a change of heart: it would be bad press if a famous American journalist got killed in a bombardment during his covert operation.

Ahmad Chalabi was more successful with Guardian reporter David Hirst, who has been the chief Middle East correspondent for the British Guardian for thirty years. He met Chalabi in 1975 and was immediately impressed by him. The two men formed a friendship that would last for decades. Chalabi made a plea, arguing that if the Kurds of the north and the Shiites of the south banded together, they could overthrow the young dictator Saddam Hussein.

Chalabi, even as a young mathematician, seemed to have developed a knack for understated blandishments. Or perhaps he simply liked to compliment people who deserved it. “He was always very flattering to me,” Hirst recalled. “He always used to say, ‘Oh, David, you are the only journalist who really knows what’s going on!’”

The little war in Kurdistan ended in 1975, when Barzani was betrayed by virtually all the powers involved. The Shah of Iran dropped his support for Barzani’s rebellion as soon as Saddam reached an agreement over their petty border dispute. The Israelis and the Americans quickly followed suit. The CIA barely even waved good-bye, abandoning the Kurds after pouring $16 million into their cause. Saddam’s forces swept north to punish the abandoned Kurds. Back in Washington, Henry Kissinger came up with a terse justification: “Covert action is not missionary work,” he said. He was understating the facts: the Kurds were massacred when Saddam finally went in. Like he would with many incidents to come, Chalabi blamed this debacle on America and the CIA.

 



Just then, Chalabi’s obsession with Iraq and Kurdistan had to be put aside. In 1975 war fractured Lebanon. It was just the first wave of a long war that few saw coming. That first bit of chaos, really, had nothing to do with the Chalabis: phalangist Christians clashed with Palestinians, who were regarded as pesky intruders in Lebanon by the Shiites, who had Chalabi’s sympathies.

The war, indirectly, caused Chalabi to experience a moment of true academic freedom before he walked away from his mathematics career forever. What happened was this: in 1976 the Board of Trustees of the American University of Beirut regretfully ordered the school shut until peace returned to Beirut. The place could not operate in conflict.

The professors protested en masse, according to Professor Hanna. As he describes the protest, it seems like academia at its best: intellectuals in solidarity against violence. Imagine it: Ahmad Chalabi and his friends in the mathematics department, joined in the auditorium with the assembled intellectuals of the campus. Whether they were agricultural experts or theoretical physicists or literary experts, they all came. And there in the ad hoc meeting of professors, Chalabi for the first time saw true democracy in play. War wouldn’t close down  their schools. Ordered to abandon their students, the professors were defiant. “We refused,” said Professor Hanna. Hanna recalls how the meeting filled him with immense pride. “We all took a unanimous vote to keep open the university against the decision of the board of trustees, and to teach for free.” He paused and then repeated it. “To teach for free.”

The professors defied the trustees and kept their university open on their own steam. “We taught for free for three months,” Hanna said. He smiled: “Honesty compels me to say that AUB later paid us.” With four other professors, Chalabi and Hanna now ran a skeletal math department.

The war changed everything for Chalabi personally. Professor Hanna and Chalabi family members say that Chalabi’s brothers and father, who had been based in Lebanon, fled to England, leaving their banking empire in the youngest son’s hands. Living at the family home, he would dash to work nearby at the Beydoun building, doing the best he could. Then he’d rush back to the school, his driver speeding along the Corniche and up the hill to AUB’s main entrance, where a handful of graduate students waited for him in their classroom. It was a challenge that he was undertaking, and it was a workload that would fatigue anyone.

As it turned out, it was perhaps too much for him. Professor Hanna was feeling the pressure. In the end, all he had—with no money coming in, a handful of students, and a mathematics department to run—was pride at doing things right. “I noticed that Ahmad Chalabi was coming late to his classes, and then I found out that he was taking care of the MEBCO bank,” Hanna said.

Hanna called Chalabi to his office for a rare rebuke. “Ahmad, it doesn’t work that way!” Hanna recalled saying, “coming late or missing classes. Although we are working for no pay, but still, we aren’t here to do it that way!” Hanna told Chalabi that he had to come to his classes on time and teach. Or if he wanted to, he could go off and take a leave of absence. No one would think the worse of him. Hanna says he didn’t intend to offend Chalabi. “I did not mean to make him angry. He was really busy with MEBCO bank, and I thought I would relieve him, to let him take leave without pay.”

Chalabi stood up without a word and left the office. “Maybe he felt insulted,” said Hanna, of the man he had mentored and befriended. Hanna sometimes wonders if he should have been more delicate, as he wonders what must have gone through Chalabi’s head. “‘Azmi Hanna comes and tells me to apply for leave or come on time to classes!’ But I did not mean it that way. I meant only to help him! But maybe I was abrupt in the way I did it, you see!”

The next day, early, Chalabi had made his decision. He didn’t take the leave of absence. Instead he submitted a curt letter of resignation, dropping it on Professor Hanna’s desk at Bliss Hall. He never even told Professor Hanna to his face.

“This ended his career as a mathematician,” Hanna said, with almost a pained expression on his normally cheery face. Hanna believes that the Lebanese civil war cemented Chalabi’s destiny as a banker. “It seems the war convinced him to be in the family business, in the banking business. So he left.”

Chalabi’s legacy in mathematics was a minor one: he never liked to write or publish. He published a total of three algebra papers, all based on his PhD in “group rings.” Two were in rather obscure journals in Trieste and Hong Kong, and the third was in the well-regarded Annals of Mathematics.

Still, to those who know him, it was clearly what he loved and where he belonged.

Professor Hanna shook his head. “It’s really a pity. He should have stayed in mathematics.”
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Petra Bank   1977


AHMAD CHALABI SHED HIS CAREER as a mathematician at the age of thirty-two and plunged into his family’s trade as if that had always been his plan. There was a bit of tension in the clan, although it was bickering rather than a family feud. Family members recall that Ahmad, the youngest of the brothers, was in competition with his nephew Ali Allawi. Each wanted to run the new family venture being launched in Jordan. Unnerved by the war in Lebanon, the Chalabi family had been probing for new terrain, and they needed to bring new blood into their expansive but brittle banking group. The Kingdom of Jordan, with a bubbling economy, seemed like a good choice politically, financially, and geographically. The Hashemite king was of the same blood-line as the old pre-1958 regime of Iraq, where the Chalabis were known as staunch monarchists. Also, Crown Prince Hassan stumbled across some of the Chalabi brothers in London and gushed at the idea of their bank.

So Ahmad Chalabi’s brother Jawad paid a visit to the chairman of the Jordanian Central Bank in Amman to get his blessing for a bank license. The chairman, Jordanian economist Mohammed Said Nabulsi, recalled the visit. Jawad was a real fixer in the family, just like Ahmad,  who could make loyal friends quickly, practically as fast as it takes to drink a cup of tea. “He’s a smooth talker,” one family member explains.” The chairman of the Central Bank agreed to push for the Chalabis. But who would run it: Ahmad or his nephew? Both were brilliant and highly educated and wanted a chance to play at the big table. Their elders decided on a compromise: they would run the bank together. But the Chalabi family soon learned that two objects couldn’t occupy the same space. Before long, through some familial elbowing, Ahmad took sole command of what would be called Petra Bank.
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Ahmad Chalabi built and controlled Petra Bank, but his ownership interest was minuscule, less than 1 percent of the shares, with only about 25,000 dinars, equal to about $75,000 at the time. Banks, like most businesses, are started with capital investments, and Petra Bank’s entire initial capital investment was quite small—just 3 million dinars, or about $9 million. The Chalabi family, through businesses and as individuals, put in a little less than 20 percent of that, or about $1.4 million. Most of the other substantial owners of the shares were rich Palestinians, like Sabih Masri, who owned about 5 percent of the shares.22 (Masri was heavily involved in financing for the Palestine Liberation Organization, or PLO.) Some were rich Christian Palestinians, like Farah Tamari, and some apparently were from Gulf states, like Hamdan Nhayan of the United Arab Emirates, and the Wazzam family of Kuwait.23 Even though Chalabi only invested 25,000 Jordanian dinars personally, as the head of the bank he would single-handedly and without challenge control assets of hundreds of millions of dinars and exercise remarkable control over the economy of Jordan.

[image: 014]

Ahmad Chalabi liked to show off the new computers he bought. They were big gray noisy things in those days, of course, and computers were still a novelty in the Middle East, with intimidating DOS programming. For the mathematician in Chalabi, it was a love affair. One day he showed them off to David Hirst, who was visiting from Beirut. He took Hirst down to the basement, Hirst recalled, and announced 


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_001_r1.jpg
THE MAN WHO PUSHED
AMERICA TO WAR

The Extraordinary Life,
Adventures, and Obsessions of
AHMAD CHALABI

ARAM ROSTON






OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_014_r1.jpg





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
THE MAN WHO PUSHED
AMERICA TO WAR

The Extraordinary Life,
Adventures, and Obsessions of
AHMAD CHALABI

ARAM ROSTON





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/aram_9781568584157_oeb_011_r1.jpg





