



[image: Cover]






[image: Title Page]




	other books by fred burton
and samuel m. katz


	Under Fire


	The Untold Story of the Attack in Benghazi


	other books by fred burton


	Chasing Shadows
A Special Agent’s Lifelong Hunt 
to Bring a Cold War Assassin to Justice


	Ghost
Confessions of a Counterterrorism Agent


	other books by samuel m. katz


	Harpoon
Inside the Covert War Against Terrorism’s Money Masters


	The Ghost Warriors
Inside Israel’s Undercover War Against Suicide Terrorism


	Jihad in Brooklyn
The NYPD Raid That Stopped America’s First Suicide Bombers


	Relentless Pursuit
The DSS and the Manhunt for the Al-Qaeda Terrorists


	The Hunt for the Engineer
How Israeli Agents Tracked the Hamas Master Bomber


	No Shadows in the Desert
Murder, Vengeance, and Espionage in the War Against ISIS




[image: Title Page]




	Diversion Books


	A division of Diversion Publishing Corp.


	www.diversionbooks.com


	Copyright © 2018 by Fred Burton and Samuel M. Katz


	All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any other information storage and retrieval, without the written permission of the publisher. 


	Diversion Books and colophon are registered trademarks of Diversion Publishing Corp.


	For more information, email info@diversionbooks.com


	First Diversion Books Edition: September 2025


	Paperback ISBN 979-8-89515-044-3


	e-ISBN 979-8-89515-045-0


	Cover design by Jen Huppert


	Design by Neuwirth & Associates, Inc. 


	Printed in the United States of America


	1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


	Diversion books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the US by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact admin@diversionbooks.com.


	The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.




	CONTENTS




	
	
	 Glossary



	
	
	 Prologue



	
	 Book ONE 
	Thunder and Lightning



	
	1
	The Preamble to Disaster



	
	2
	The Ghost



	
	3
	Flash and Fireball



	
	4
	The Soldier Spy



	
	5
	A Race to Bedlam



	
	 Book TWO 
	Beirut



	
	6
	Brass Balls



	
	7
	Madness 



	
	
	Photos



	
	8
	Beirut Rules 



	
	9
	Dazed and Confused 



	
	10
	One of the Family Jewels 



	
	11
	Meltdown and Murder 



	
	12
	Proof of Death 



	
	13
	Empty Rooms, Empty Graves 



	
	 Book THREE 
	Recoil and Recovery  



	
	14
	Call Sign Sunray 



	
	15
	Operation Handsome Young Man 



	
	16
	The End of the Ordeal 



	
	
	Photos



	
	17
	Recovery and Return 



	
	18
	Free Men 



	
	19
	So Kill Him . . . 



	
	20
	Purgatory 



	
	21
	Crimes Unpunished 



	
	22
	A Death in Damascus 



	
	23
	Martyrs’ Cemetery 



	
	
	Postscript: Honor and Ceremony



	
	
	 Acknowledgments



	
	
	 Endnotes







	GLOSSARY


	A’man Israel Defense Forces intelligence branch


	Black September Organization A covert arm of Yasir Arafat’s Fatah group responsible for spectacular attacks. The group was formed in 1970 following the Jordanian Civil War and targeted Jordanian, Israeli, and Jewish interests. The group was responsible for the Munich Olympics Massacre in 1972 and the murder of two US diplomats in the Sudan in 1973.


	CIA Central Intelligence Agency


	DCM Deputy Chief of Mission


	DIA Defense Intelligence Agency


	DSS Diplomatic Security Service (agency re-created to meet the new global terrorist threat following the bombings of the US embassies in Beirut and Kuwait)


	FBI Federal Bureau of Investigation


	Force 17 Yasir Arafat’s Praetorian Guard and the Fatah’s special operations commando group


	GDGS General Directorate of General Security, the Direction


	HLTF Hostage Location Task Force, a joint US intelligence and law enforcement working group to investigate the American and Western hostages seized by Hezbollah


	IDF Israel Defense Forces


	IED improvised explosive device


	KGB Soviet intelligence service


	LAF Lebanese Armed Forces


	Lebanese Forces The Maronite Christian militia of the Phalange (Kata’eb) Party


	MI5 Great Britain’s domestic counterintelligence and counterterrorist agency


	MI6 Great Britain’s foreign espionage service, also known as the Secret Intelligence Service


	MNF The Multinational Force assigned to Lebanon to supervise the withdrawal of Palestinian fighters first from Beirut and then back to the city following the Sabra and Shatila massacres. The force consisted of French Foreign Legionnaires and paratroopers, US marines, and Italian and British troops.


	Mossad Israel’s foreign intelligence and espionage service


	NSA National Security Agency


	PFLP Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine


	PFLP-GC Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine-General Command


	PLO Palestine Liberation Organization


	Quds Force The special operations terrorist branch of the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps


	RSO regional security officer, the head State Department security officer at an overseas embassy or consulate


	Shin Bet Hebrew abbreviation for the Sherut Ha’Bitachon Ha’Klali, or General Security Service


	SIDE Argentina’s Secretaría de Inteligencia de Estado (intelligence service)


	SY The US State Department security arm until 1985, originally created in 1916


	TDY temporary duty assignment


	Tevel The Mossad division responsible for liaisons with friendly intelligence services




	PROLOGUE


	Locals referred to it as “thunder and lightning”: thuds of distant artillery, followed by explosive flashes of fire and destruction. Most nights were like this. An orchestra of serenading car horns would be punctuated by the chatter of heavy machine guns, and sporadically interrupted by the sonic booms of fighter jets. But tonight had been quiet. The ambulance crews, who normally shuffled from one kill zone to another, passed the hours playing backgammon while sipping from cups of bitter Turkish coffee. The all-night falafel stands did brisk business on nights when people didn’t die.1


	The American was up long before dawn, his alarm clock ringing at 5:30 sharp. He showered and ate a breakfast of fruit and cereal, then dressed as a light breeze rolled into his one-bedroom flat. Every night he picked out his clothes for the next day and hung them on a closet door—an old habit from his many years of military service. He always chose a dark suit and a conservative tie. In a country of rolled-up sleeves and safari jackets, he would never permit himself to display such casual abandon.


	At 6:45 he walked out of his apartment for the final time. A dim forty-watt bulb illuminated the corridor. When it flickered, the light created menacing shadows. He turned the dead bolt key twice to the right to lock the steel door and then headed toward the elevator and stairs. He had been warned against the lift; he took the stairs.


	The stairwell smelled of yesterday’s garbage and the morning’s cooking. He clutched the banister as he negotiated the narrow stairway toward the ground floor. Arabic music blared from kitchen radios. The sounds of children crying and pots and pans banging together assaulted his ears. As he passed the second floor, he could hear a couple arguing. They always were.


	His building was a white concrete concoction that combined the regal thumbprint of the French colonial presence with modern expediency. The neighborhood was one of the upper-crust sections of the war-torn city, but few people wore a suit and tie in the morning. When he walked out the door, dressed like an insurance salesman, he looked very much like a European baron stepping into a Byzantine world.


	Across the street, the old man who lived on the second floor watched as the American left for work. A pensioner, the old man was always at his window at that hour, tending to the plants he kept in clay window boxes. He didn’t know the American by name; the two had never spoken to each other. But surviving in Beirut meant that you knew as much as you could about your neighbors.


	The pensioner knew that the American worked ███. The American’s vehicle, a gray 1983 Renault Turbo, was parked in an outdoor lot adjacent to his apartment building. He looked around, making sure he wasn’t being followed, before opening the car’s driver’s-side door. Satisfied that the landscape was safe, he tossed his black attaché case onto the passenger seat. Inside, along with a newspaper, a cassette recorder, and some index cards, was a ██████ nine-millimeter semiautomatic pistol. He knew there was little such a weapon could do in Beirut. Compared to the ordnance that the militiamen carried openly, a pistol was like a Swiss Army knife. Still, in a city ruled by the AK-47, it was good to be armed.


	He checked the rearview mirror before placing the key in the ignition. The first beads of sweat had already appeared on his brow. His drive to work would take about two minutes, even in the frenetic traffic. He could have walked to work, of course, but it was too dangerous—assassins were everywhere. He signaled a left turn.


	Close by, two black Mercedes sedans waited, engines running. Inside were four bearded men dressed in army field jackets. When the American turned onto the street, two of the men pulled masks down over their faces and readied the AK-47 assault rifles resting on their laps.


	The first Mercedes overtook the Renault on the driver’s side, speeding past and then blocking it off at an angle. The second Mercedes swung in from behind and blocked off any chance of escape; the American lived in a cul-de-sac and was now completely closed in. He glanced at his attaché case. With AK-47s held at the ready, the masked men approached the car fast and determined, barking orders in Arabic. They had rehearsed this before.


	It took all of a handful of seconds. In the blink of an eye, and with the barrel end of a Kalashnikov to the temple, the American vanished into a Mercedes, which made a right turn at the intersection and sped off to the south, toward the labyrinth of the Shiite slums. From his second-story window, the old pensioner had witnessed the entire abduction. The Renault was still in the street, engine running, driver’s door open wide. In his living room he picked up the phone, checked for a dial tone, and called the operator, demanding to be connected to the American Embassy.


	The old man was eventually patched through by a Marine gunnery sergeant and reached Jeremy Zeikel, the State Department deputy regional security officer, who took the call at 7:15.2 Zeikel’s heart sank when he heard the old man’s story. William Francis Buckley, the CIA Chief of Station in Beirut, one of the most important and dangerous American intelligence postings in the world, had been abducted.




	BOOK ONE


	THUNDER AND LIGHTNING




	1


	THE PREAMBLE TO DISASTER


	The shahada [martyrs] are the candles of society.


	They burn themselves out and illuminate society.


	If they do not shed their light, 
no organization can shine.


	—Iranian Ayatollah Morteza Mutaharri1


	The Israeli military headquarters in Tyre was a seven-story high-rise situated inland from the sea, and the site from which most of Israel’s security and intelligence operations in southern Lebanon were controlled. The building was the administrative nerve center for Israel Defense Forces units operating in the area, and it housed two companies of Border Guard policemen as well. The Border Guards, Israel’s paramilitary police arm, were in Lebanon to maintain law and order in the towns and villages of southern Lebanon. The policemen represented the mosaic of Israeli society and included Jews, Druzes, Bedouins, and Circassians. Many of the Border Guard personnel spoke Arabic, and many had spent careers policing a hostile population in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. The building was more than just a military garrison. The Tyre facility was the Israeli intelligence hub in southern Lebanon. Aman, Israeli military intelligence, ran many of its human intelligence (HUMINT) operations. Handlers from the ultra-secretive Unit 504, the military intelligence unit that ran agents behind enemy lines, used the regional headquarters as a safe and comfortable location where assets could be debriefed and espionage endeavors coordinated.


	The Shin Bet, Israel’s domestic counterintelligence and counterterrorist agency, was also based inside the building. The Shin Bet was responsible for all counterterrorist investigations in southern Lebanon and for rounding up the last vestiges of Arafat’s legions in southern Lebanon.


	Business was booming for the Shin Bet. The basement holding cells were full of Lebanese and Palestinian men suspected of belonging to one popular front or another. The detained were often a remarkable source of information.


	Many of the men serving inside the headquarters building were reservists—from Israel’s citizen army, doing their annual thirty-day stint of call-up service. The reservists were a mixture of middle-aged men happy to have a few weeks away from wives and kids, and men young enough still to be in school, still trying to save enough to get married, and still holding on to dreams of lives out of uniform. Captain Dubi Eichnold, the commander of the Military Police investigative unit at the base, was preparing a small party for some of the officers that evening, November 11, 1982; it was to be a celebration to mark the halfway point of the reservist stint for him and his team.2 A small feast, including snacks and soft drinks, was being readied for the party. Everyone was itching to go home.


	Captain Eichnold was already sitting with a few of his fellow officers in the mess hall at 7:00 that Thursday morning. The officers were in full kit, battle rattle at their sides. An electric space heater failed to mitigate the bone-numbing cold and the officers wore their olive green winter parkas as they guzzled cup after cup of army-issue rocket-fuel-grade coffee. Upstairs, the Border Guard’s morning garrison was getting ready for morning roll call. Downstairs, the prisoners in the holding cell had already eaten. Some were in the middle of morning prayers.


	The military policeman standing guard outside next to a small embankment of sand bags could hear the clanking of metal forks scraping plastic plates and he smelled the eggs cooking. He hoped that someone would bring him a cup of coffee soon. A white Peugeot 504 appeared from the west, speeding toward the headquarters building. The rain had intensified. The sky darkened.


	At 7:15 on the morning of November 11, 1982, the Israeli military headquarters in Tyre collapsed in a blinding flash of light, the seven stories reduced to rubble beneath a rising plume of black smoke.3 At the time, more than a hundred Israeli soldiers, policemen, and spies had been inside the building; many of those not killed instantly became trapped inside tiny air pockets, their bodies bloodied by the explosion and debris. The Israel Defense Forces had little experience in pulling survivors out of a building hit by a catastrophic blast—there had never been a need; a terrorist might throw a hand grenade into a crowded cinema, but he didn’t demolish a building. Rescues were done painstakingly by hand. Combat engineers were flown in, and helicopters shuttled the wounded to an awaiting trauma care thirty-five miles away at the Rambam Medical Center in Haifa. The dead were removed, the shattered bodies covered with coarse, olive-colored blankets. Rain created puddles that formed cement-like patches of caked-together blood and dust. By nightfall, the magnitude of the calamity was apparent: sixty-seven IDF and Border Guard personnel were dead, along with nine Shin Bet agents and fifteen local detainees. November 11, 1982, was one of the deadliest days in Israeli military history.


	Few understood it yet, but the attack represented a new struggle for Lebanon’s soul—and one that would be pursued with a new tactic, suicide bombing. The man responsible for the destruction wasn’t even a man yet. Ahmed Qasir was a fifteen-year-old boy when he drove the explosive-laden Peugeot 504 that destroyed the Israeli military headquarters. He had lived an unexceptional existence in the Shiite village of Dir Qanoun an-Nahr, located in the foothills ten miles north of Tyre—a setting more akin to the last century but beset by the horrors of twentieth-century destruction. He attended the local mosque, but left school after the fifth grade to work at his father’s vegetable stall in the village market.4 According to reports, Ahmed was never a shooter—someone who took up arms against the Palestinians or the Israelis—but he did associate with local young men who carried their AK-47s openly, and he began to embrace the Khomeini-brand fanaticism-laced Shiite Islam.


	Young and impressionable, Ahmed Qasir was obviously infatuated by the powerful and indomitable men in camouflage fatigues and Ray-Ban sunglasses. He felt a sense of pride and privilege being in their company, and a sense of duty when they asked him to carry out small scale reconnaissance sorties in and around Beirut, smuggling armaments and monitoring the movements of Israeli patrols. Qasir soon began to borrow his father’s truck for daylong assignments. He never had a driver’s license and his feet barely reached the pedals. His father never knew where he was going, or what he was doing. On the morning of November 11 Qasir disappeared—never to be heard from again. His parents were certain that he had been kidnapped—possibly killed—by Christian militiamen.5


	Qasir’s martyrdom should have been celebrated in Dir Qanoun an-Nahr. The old women of the village would have brought pots of food; the men, including village elders and the local imam, would have been huddled in the living room, drinking sweet tea with mint leaves and chain-smoking cigarettes while proudly gazing at a framed portrait of Ahmed Qasir displayed on a chair with red velvet cushions. But the notion of the boy’s martyrdom had yet to be publicly revealed. The men who sent Ahmed Qasir on his mission, the men who purchased the Peugeot and wired it with explosives—including several members of Syrian intelligence and a few senior men who spoke Farsi—were able to convince the teenager that by blowing himself up, he would be reenacting the sacrifice of Imam Hussein, the core of the Shiite faith, and that as a result he would secure his spot in paradise.6 Yet the facilitators of this new brand of terror wanted to keep the Tyre operation a secret. Ahmed’s parents wouldn’t learn of their son’s fate until two and a half years later, when a shrine to the martyr was built in Baalbek.7 They did not know what would have motivated the youngster to perpetrate such an act.


	Tehran’s emissaries tasked with introducing to Lebanon the cult of the suicide bomber, a tactic that had become a common weapon in the Iran-Iraq War, were determined to redraw the map of the Middle East, a region engulfed in the flames of fundamentalist Islamic fervor. Ahmed Qasir would be the first of what was to be a legion of martyrs fighting both Israel and the United States. November 11, 1982, would be known as the Day of Martyrs.8


	There weren’t supposed to be any martyrs, of course. Israel had never intended to be at war with Lebanon’s Shiites. On the morning of June 6, 1982, five months before the attack on the HQ in Tyre, sixty thousand Israeli troops crossed into Lebanon in a three-pronged invasion to remove the Palestinian terrorist infrastructure that threatened the residents of northern Israel. The objective of the incursion, claimed Israeli defense minister Ariel Sharon, was to push Palestinian forces twenty-five miles to the north of the Israeli frontier. The Israeli operation was dubbed “Peace for Galilee.”


	The war had erupted like many Middle Eastern bloodbaths—with a spark: pro-Iraqi terrorists from the Abu Nidal faction shot and almost killed Shlomo Argov, the Israeli ambassador to London. In retaliation, Israeli warplanes attacked Palestinian terror targets throughout Lebanon; the Palestinians then launched rocket barrages against the towns and cities of Israel’s north. The war to secure Galilee commenced.


	The assassination attempt on the ambassador in London was nothing more than a pretext. For years Israeli intelligence had been working with Lebanon’s Maronite Christians to initiate a new regime in Beirut that would rid the country of the Palestinian terrorist presence and launch a new Jewish-Christian alliance to reshape the Middle East for generations. And now, with bullets fired by an Abu Nidal gunman, Israel had the instigation it needed to invade Lebanon.


	Full-scale wars in the Middle East never ended the way the politicians and generals intended. Syria’s president Hafez al-Assad considered Lebanon to be a province of Greater Syria, and had permanently garrisoned thirty thousand of his troops inside the country. During Lebanon’s civil war, the Syrians had protected their interests with brutal and cunning force, intervening to help the Palestinians and the Christians when Syrian concerns were threatened. Now war in Lebanon meant that Israel and Syria would engage in open conflict.


	The campaign was hard fought and bloody, yet the Israel Defense Forces advanced quickly and decisively. Palestinian forces that stood to fight were overwhelmed by the mechanized might of the Israeli military; Syrian forces—even with the latest and greatest armor, missile systems, and aircraft that the Soviet Union could provide—proved no match for Israel’s technological superiority. The Syrians were humbled in open warfare, and the Israelis reached the outskirts of Beirut in a matter of weeks. In the attempt to rid the country once and for all of the armed Palestinian presence, the IDF laid siege to Beirut, trapping some fourteen thousand of Arafat’s men in the western—Muslim—half of the city. American-led international diplomacy worked out a deal wherein international peacekeepers—Italian naval infantrymen, French paratroopers, and US marines—secured the evacuation of Palestinian forces from Beirut. The heavily armed Palestinians were forced to board ships destined for Algeria, Tunisia, Iraq, Yemen, and the Sudan. Israeli officers looked on from the hills above the city.


	On August 23, 1982, Bashir Gemayel, the military commander and political leader of the Lebanese Phalange Party, was elected the country’s new president. Even though he was the only candidate, Gemayel’s election gave many in the West high hopes for Lebanon. Perhaps, American and European diplomats wished, the Lebanese people would be offered a brief respite from the endless cycle of violence. The international peacekeepers withdrew from Beirut on September 10, having completed their mission efficiently, and without incident or casualty.


	Hope can be a fleeting currency in the Middle East—especially in a nation repeatedly torn apart by religious enmity and outside manipulation. No plan, no matter how cunning or virtuous, ever works in the Middle East without an insurmountable toll of bodies and generations’ worth of misery that would have to be avenged. Israel’s grand scheme for its troubled northern neighbor soon imploded with extensive—and unstoppable—collateral damage.


	On September 14, the Lebanese president-elect was in the middle of an address to followers in his Beirut headquarters when the room—along with much of the building—was decimated by nearly a quarter ton of high explosives. Three weeks after his election, Bashir Gemayel was dead. A Christian operative working at the behest of Syrian intelligence agents had placed the bomb in an apartment directly above the central meeting hall where Gemayel was speaking. The blast, as one Christian woman would later state, did not kill a man but murdered a country.9


	Rumors soon spread that the Palestinians had been responsible for Gemayel’s murder, and rumors were enough to sound calls for vengeance. Retribution came fast and with untold carnage. Christian militiamen from Beirut and southern Lebanon converged on the Sabra and Shatila Palestinian refugee camps and in two days of butchery killed between 760 and 3,500 men, women, and children in cold blood. The international peacekeepers, still on ships off the Lebanese coast, were forced to return to Beirut, this time to protect the Palestinian and Muslim residents and to try—impossibly—to initiate law and order in a city that had seen neither since civil war had erupted seven years earlier. US marines were responsible for the southern tip of Beirut, including the international airport and the Shiite slums; the French and Italians patrolled West Beirut. Israeli forces, faced with the onset of an inescapable quagmire, withdrew to the hills outside the city.


	For several years the United States had feared that the situation in Lebanon could easily escalate into a full-scale Arab-Israeli war. War had nearly broken out in April 1981 when the Syrian military introduced Soviet-made surface-to-air batteries into Lebanon’s Beka’a Valley; only tense shuttle diplomacy, spearheaded by US special envoy Philip Habib, stopped Israel from responding militarily. When Israel invaded Lebanon in June 1982, the Reagan administration was divided on the war. Some, such as Secretary of State Alexander Haig, the former commander of NATO, understood that the conflict in Lebanon was an extension of the Cold War—Israel was a client of the West, while both Syria and Palestine were allies of the Warsaw Pact—and he supported Israel’s push to eradicate the Palestinian terrorist base in Lebanon, as well as to rid the area of the Syrian military. Others, like Vice President George H. W. Bush and Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger, pressed President Reagan to force the Israelis to halt their offensive and to impose sanctions if they didn’t withdraw immediately.10


	Israeli forces did halt their advance at the outskirts of West Beirut, but ultimately they entered the city in the wake of Bashir Gemayel’s assassination. Following the murder, President Reagan issued this statement: “The news of the cowardly assassination of Bashir Gemayel, President-elect of Lebanon, is a shock to the American people and to civilized men and women everywhere. This promising young leader had brought the light of hope to Lebanon. We condemn the perpetrators of this heinous crime against Lebanon and against the cause of peace in the Middle East.” Reagan went on to add, “The tragedy will be all the greater if men of good will in Lebanon and in countries friendly to Lebanon permit disorder to continue in this war-torn country. This must not happen. The United States Government stands by Lebanon with its full support in this hour of need.”11


	Gemyael wasn’t just another high-ranking casualty in Lebanon’s bloody war of competing beliefs. And his death wasn’t just a loss to stability in Lebanon. In fact, Bashir Gemayel was a highly placed—and highly paid—asset for the Central Intelligence Agency.12 The CIA had countless assets in Lebanon, ranging from Palestinian terror chieftain Ali Hassan Salameh,13 the head of Black September and the architect of the Munich Olympics Massacre (his crypt, or code name, was MJ/ TRUST2), to lower-level Lebanese Christians, Sunnis, Druzes, and Palestinians, as well as Armenians, Kurds, and members of every other tribe and religious faction that made up the fractured glass that was Lebanese society. But with Gemayel’s election, the president of Lebanon was to be Langley’s man in the country.


	Some men had altruistic motivations for working with the CIA; some had in mind a ticket to the States and an escape from the hell of post–civil war Lebanon. Men such as Gemayel and Salameh, however, were in it for the money—millions of dollars, according to reports. The money flowed from CIA Station ████, America’s eyes and ears inside a colonial-style building in West Beirut that had taken shell and sniper fire during the civil war.


	In charge was thirty-eight-year-old CIA Chief of Station Kenneth Eugene Haas—the top-ranking American spy in Lebanon. A native of Akron, Ohio, Haas had earned his PhD at Syracuse University before enlisting in the ranks of the CIA, where he became a distinguished operative, serving tours in Bangladesh, Iran, and Oman, among many other places.14 Bespectacled, with a neatly trimmed mustache and rugged Midwestern looks, Haas landed in Beirut as the capital, already reduced to rubble by civil war, was under relentless Israeli siege, hammered around the clock by artillery, air, and naval bombardment. It wasn’t a normal tour by any stretch, and Haas’ top asset, an invaluable source of intelligence for his CIA handlers and an intrinsic pillar of policy decisions, was now dead.


	A fount of intelligence and influence █████, Gemayel had also been the heart and soul of Israeli intentions for Lebanon. Now both the United States and Israel were unsure how to fill such a gaping void. The United States, determinedly, seized the initiative to steer the country in a new and more stable direction. The Reagan administration pledged its unwavering backing—diplomatic, military, and intelligence—for the new Lebanese president, who just happened to be Bashir’s younger brother, Amine. Rather than stepping back from the spiraling horror, the United States joined a long list of powers that had tried to fix the ethnic divides that plagued the country.


	Under the accords of the 1943 Lebanese National Covenant, the office of the president was reserved for a Christian, the prime minister’s office was the province of the Sunnis, and the position of speaker of the house was earmarked for a Shiite. The Shiites, constituting half of the Muslim majority in Lebanon, were traditionally the poorest and, as a result, the powerless bottom of Lebanese society. The balance of power—especially the numbers of men under arms—usually handicapped the Shiites in the jigsaw puzzle of Lebanese life. The Shiites—especially in the southern portion of the country—were hardworking but clannish, and they had suffered mightily under the yoke of the Palestinian guerrilla factions that controlled the area; the Lebanese Army, Christian-run and largely ineffectual, had little to do with the fortunes or freedoms of the Shiites living in the south. When Israeli forces invaded on June 6, many Shiite villagers greeted the IDF columns of advancing troops as liberators. A Christian-led local militia, the South Lebanon Army, or SLA, recruited Druze and Shiite villagers into its ranks to fight the Palestinians.15 But this was before the Syrian Military Intelligence Directorate, and the all-powerful Air Force Intelligence Directorate answerable only to President Hafez al-Assad, allowed the Iranian emissaries into the country to create a Shiite underground to battle the Israelis. The narrative that Israeli forces had liberated the Shiites of southern Lebanon would soon be forgotten.


	The politicians and generals who planned and executed the invasion were already dealing with the domestic—and international—blowback of the most controversial decision in Israel’s history. Many pundits feared that Operation Peace for Galilee would soon become a quagmire, spiraling into an endless cycle of casualties and eventually becoming Israel’s Vietnam.16 High-ranking officers openly questioned the morality of Israel’s offensive actions in the Palestinian refugee camps and Lebanese population centers. In a move unheard-of in the egalitarian citizen-soldier world of the Israel Defense Forces, Colonel Eli Geva, an armored-brigade commander, was relieved of duty after asking to be demoted to a simple soldier rather than having to give orders to enter Beirut.17 Some three hundred thousand Israelis—twenty percent of the national population—protested in Kings of Israel Square in Tel Aviv to express outrage that the Sabra and Shatila killings had been committed under the nose of Israeli forces. Israel did not need more bad news. Already there were commissions formed to reveal Israeli complicity in the carnage, and the political fate and perhaps legacy of Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin had been sealed. Begin was a man known as an unflinching warrior; his reputation as commander of the Irgun underground force during Israel’s struggle for independence was forged in resolve and in blood. As prime minister he had made peace with Egypt and ordered warplanes to bomb Osirak, the Iraqi nuclear site. Yet Israel’s invasion of Lebanon, and its deterioration into an inescapable military muddle, had humbled Begin. When, three days following the Tyre bombing, Begin’s wife of forty-three years died, the Israeli prime minister retreated from public view.


	The Tyre bombing highlighted just how little Israel’s intelligence services controlled the Lebanese battlefield. So even though it was impossible for Israeli investigators sifting through the debris of the destroyed headquarters not to notice the mangled chassis of the Peugeot 504, and not to have found remnants of Ahmed Qasir, it was better to make no mention of any terrorist involvement. Investigators must have detected the residue from Czech-made Semtex, but admitting that a suicide bomber, one of the human cruise missiles that had come to personify the fanaticism of the Iranian Revolution, had come to the Israeli front lines would have been devastating for the Beirut Rules Israeli public, already perplexed by the foreboding reality of a presence in Lebanon that appeared impossible to depart from. To this day the Israelis claim that the First Tyre Disaster* was not a terrorist attack. The Shin Bet website even claims that the “reason for the explosion was probably a gas leakage and inadequate planning and construction of the building. A probe was set up inquiring and deciding that the explosion had nothing to do with a terror attack since no explosives were found at the building or nearby.”18 The Shin Bet did not want it known that nine of its best and brightest were killed by a new terror presence that had flown so blatantly below Israel’s radar.


	In targeting the Israeli military and intelligence nerve center in southern Lebanon, the new Shiite entity had temporarily weakened Israel’s ability to recover, react, and rebuild networks and files destroyed in the blast. ███████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████████. The CIA Station in Beirut already had its hands full. There were explosions every day in the city and throughout the countryside; the blast in Tyre, with the exception of the death toll, was viewed as nothing out of the ordinary where massacres were commonplace. The new Station Chief was already overwhelmed by the aftermath of war and the presence of US Marines as peacekeepers and US Army Special Forces teams advising the ineffective Lebanese Armed Forces.


	Receiving scant notice as the war in Lebanon progressed was the fact that five thousand Iranian Revolutionary Guardsmen had been flown into Damascus19 and then deployed across the border into eastern Lebanon, along the smugglers’ routes usually reserved for arms merchants and poppy traffickers. While the Syrian president had no inclination to allow the Iranians, fresh off their zealous execution of an Islamic revolution, to start a full-scale war with the Israelis in his backyard (especially as his military was still reeling from the defeat it had been handed months earlier), Assad knew the value of presenting Israel with a proxy war of attrition. What’s more, nine million tons of free Iranian oil every year sweetened the deal for Damascus.20 Of those five thousand Revolutionary Guardsmen—all combat veterans of the Iran-Iraq War eager to ply their suicidal skills in a holy crusade against Israel—fifteen hundred were operatives from the Office of Islamic Liberation Movements who set up shop on the Syrian-Lebanese frontier. They possessed ample stores of cash, weapons, explosives, and vehicles. The first November rains signaled winter’s arrival to the Beka’a Valley and southern Lebanon. Temperatures dropped, and the Iranian emissaries covertly covered the back roads where they knew the Israelis didn’t patrol.


	On November 21, 1982, inspired and controlled by Iran, the emboldened vanguard of the armed Shiite movement in Lebanon established its immovable foothold in the country. At just after dawn that morning, a small force of Shiite militiamen, led by members of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps, marched into the Sheikh Abdullah Barracks, a sprawling Lebanese army base overlooking Ba’albek, and raised the flag of the Iranian Revolution in the blustering wind.21 Alongside it, militiamen raised a new flag, a yellow banner with green Arabic writing. The logo proclaimed Hezbollah, the Party of God, along with the image of a fist raising an AK-47 over the globe.


	There was too much going on in Lebanon for the Americans—or the Israelis for that matter—to pay attention to the sudden appearance in the slums of southern Beirut of banners pledging allegiance to the Ayatollah Khomeini. The men speaking Farsi were invisible to the Western intelligence services.


	Once again the Shiites had gone unnoticed.


	


	* A second Israeli headquarters would be destroyed by a Hezbollah suicide bomber a year later. 
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	THE GHOST


	Israeli forces that swept through Lebanon on the road to Beirut captured an astounding amount of weapons and ammunition from the Palestinian terrorist camps they overran. A portion of the spoils of war included 420 armored combat vehicles, 636 soft vehicles (noncombat), 34,321 assault rifles and pistols, 1,193 antitank weapons and mortars, 334 rocket launchers, 150 antiaircraft weapons, and 7,507 Katyusha rockets. The captured materiel, worth billions of dollars and consisting of Soviet Bloc weapons, was ferried to Israel in what appeared to be an endless convoy of one-way traffic.


	The PLO, and the other Palestinian groups, had built a heavily armed mini-state in Lebanon. They had also hosted a network of terrorist universities throughout Lebanon that attracted wanted men and women—revolutionaries and KGB-financed freedom fighters—from around the world to the Spartan camps where volunteers learned how to shoot, build bombs, evade the police, and hijack airliners. The who’s who of international terror had, at one time or another, trained in Lebanon—the best and brightest from the Provisional Irish Republican Army, Germany’s Baader-Meinhof Gang, the Japanese Red Army, and groups in Armenia, Africa, and South America had all ventured to the notorious Spartan camps to hone their skills. The Palestinians kept records of the comings and goings of all these foreign brothers and sisters; the names of their Iraqi, Syrian, Libyan, Soviet, East German, and Romanian instructors were also jotted down. Photos of some of these underground fighters were kept on index cards with Latin and Arabic scribble; some of the files even included fingerprints. The Palestinian groups also maintained records of their own personnel, including operatives dispatched overseas for missions of the highest importance.


	The amount of paperwork that Israeli forces seized was enormous—enough to fill several warehouses.1


	Sifting through this terrorist treasure trove was no small feat for Israeli intelligence specialists. Reservists, some with myriad language skills, spent countless hours deciphering the gold mine of material. The Israelis shared this windfall with their allies in the intelligence world. Britain’s MI5 and MI6 all received a chance to glance at some files, as did West Germany’s Bundesnachrichtendienst, the country’s foreign intelligence service known inside the CIA as CASCOPE.2


	Hundreds of members of the Mughniyeh clan gathered in the small farming village of Tayr Dibba, situated four and a half miles due east of downtown Tyre, on December 7, 1962, to celebrate the birth of Imad Fayez Mughniyeh. The Mughniyeh clan dominated the small, dusty village that was a pit stop on the road heading east, along inhospitable, mountainous terrain, pushing toward the Syrian frontier. Like most of the members of the Mughniyeh clan, he was born in a dusty home in Tayr Dibba without the benefit of a doctor. He was the first of four children; he had two brothers and one sister. His parents—Mahmoud Jawad and Amina—had married a year earlier in a large but humble ceremony at which the entire village, as well as elders and distinguished guests who had traveled by foot for miles from other hilltop villages, had celebrated. Life in the village the day Imad Mughniyeh was born and blessed by the local imam was pretty much the same as it was a hundred years earlier.


	The Mughniyeh family was poor, and like so many other Shiite clans who lived in the south between the Litani River and the boundaries of the Jewish State, they squeezed out a meager existence by farming lemons and olives, and by smuggling—everything from hijacked cigarettes to stolen submachine guns. The Mughniyeh family was typical of Shiites from Lebanon’s south—stoic and impoverished survivors of the unfair balance of power and privilege in the Lebanese state that constitutionally favored Sunnis and Christians.


	The Mughniyeh family’s world of tribal safety evaporated in September 1970 when civil war hit Jordan, and King Hussein’s bedouin army forced fighters from the Palestinian resistance movements to flee their state within a state in the Hashemite Kingdom. The stateless fighters set up shop in southern Lebanon and in Beirut, joining the approximately hundred thousand refugees who had fled the fighting in northern Israel during the 1948 war for Israel’s independence and ended up as hopeless refugees in the cesspools of the sixteen camps that had sprouted up throughout the country. The Sunni Palestinians who clawed their way into the country in 1948 severely disrupted the status quo of Lebanon’s ethnic and religious mosaic—a delicate balance of Sunnis, Christians, Shiites, Druzes, Alawites, and Armenians who had coexisted, albeit uncomfortably and unfairly, for centuries. For hundreds of years, the ethnic factions had been forced to respect the religious and political divides under the Ottoman bayonet. When Lebanon’s fractured landscape was shattered by the arrival of twenty-five thousand armed Palestinian guerrillas from Jordan, the balance of power and the fabric of Lebanon’s identity forever and irreversibly changed.


	Every Palestinian attack launched from bases in southern Lebanon against northern Israel produced a decisively harsh Israeli response—artillery barrages, commando strikes, and air raids. Innocent civilians were always caught in the cross fire, and tens of thousands fled the fighting. The Mughniyeh clan, reluctant and bitter, headed north toward an impoverished future of uncertainty in the Shiite slums of south Beirut. Scores of Shiites escaped the fighting in the south for temporary shelter and, ultimately, permanent poverty.3


	In his native Tayr Dibba, the cherubic Imad was remembered as a happy child, content in his surroundings. In the south Beirut slums, however, the chubby Imad was targeted by neighborhood bullies who taunted and beat him regularly. He developed a fascination with and an appreciation of the only symbol of self-respect that existed in Lebanon—the AK-47.


	In 1976, a year into Lebanon’s civil war, the fourteen-year-old Mughniyeh volunteered to fight for Yasir Arafat’s Fatah guerrilla army. The man who recruited him, according to Kai Bird’s book The Good Spy, was none other than Ali Hassan Salameh. The son of a respected sheikh killed in the 1948 war of Israeli independence, Salameh was a masterful politician, a wheeler-dealer worthy of a stall in any Middle Eastern suq—or market—and a cold-blooded tactician willing to perpetrate mass murder as a means of publicity and promotion. Known by his nom de guerre, “the Red Prince,” Salameh had clawed his way up the ranks of the Fatah to become one of Arafat’s top security chiefs and special operations commanders, becoming one of the heads of the Black September Organization—a deniable and spectacular mission element within Fatah—in the aftermath of the Jordanian civil war in September 1970. His reign of terror included the 1972 Munich Olympics Massacre.


	Salameh was also known to have a falcon’s intuition when it came to selecting talent. The men and women Salameh had selected for Black September’s operations around the Middle East and beyond were highly motivated components of a terror machine that wanted to prove to the world its ruthlessness and bloodthirst. Salameh’s men did not smoke hashish the night before an operation and wake up too stoned to get to the airport on time; Salameh’s men didn’t miss train connections and they didn’t lose the street number of a safe house; and, most importantly, they never hesitated when pulling a trigger.


	Salameh saw promise in Mughniyeh—the fourteen-year-old Shiite boy with the slight belly and the wickedly beguiling smile had raw talent and drive.4 Shiites were not welcome in the ranks of the PLO, though; the Palestinians looked at their religious cousins with hatred and absolute contempt, yet there was something about the young Mughniyeh’s untapped reservoir of rage that caught the eye of the Fatah recruiter. The fourteen-year-old soldier swore his allegiance to Abu Ammar, the nom de guerre of Yasir Arafat, and swore to help liberate Jerusalem. He received a quick and rudimentary basic training course and was remembered as standing out from the other trainees.5 The course curriculum included marksmanship, explosives, cold killing, and intelligence tradecraft. The camps were dirty and Spartan, the food was basic, and the sleeping quarters were harsh. The terrorist training camps were an odd place for a young Shiite boy from the south. There was little—if any—praying going on in them. The Palestinians training in the camps were Sunnis; those who weren’t Muslims were Christians: Roman Catholic or Greek Orthodox. Men and women trained together. Some of the women in the camps were European or Asian—underground diehards determined to learn the A to Z of guerrilla warfare and revolution and have a good time in the process. Drugs and alcohol were everywhere. Women trainees, according to reports, were sexually assaulted to stiffen their resolve. Women in tank tops who smoked hash were something new to the young Shiite recruit from Tayr Dibba.


	Becoming a member of Fatah was a game-changing experience for Imad. The bullies could no longer pick on the young, chubby boy from the south: anyone who attempted to pick on Mughniyeh or any member of his family would have a new clan—the fifteen thousand heavily armed Palestinian gunmen in Beirut—to contend with. Mughniyeh wore lizard-pattern camouflage fatigues and black leather combat boots shined to an impressive glow. The AK-47 and the Fatah paycheck enabled the Mughniyeh family to move out of their crowded slum flat into a more spacious home. Even though the Palestinians and the Shiites were often at one another’s throats, Mughniyeh was regarded as less of a traitor and more of a practical opportunist. Survival in time of warfare required pragmatism and a cutthroat, live-for-the-day strategy.


	Mughniyeh was a model gunman, and he displayed enormous courage under fire in the street-to-street and house-to-house bloodletting of civil-war Beirut. His doggedness and brutality impressed even the most veteran of Palestinian trench warriors, and, reportedly, Mughniyeh was personally decorated by Arafat, in particular for his skill as a sniper along Beirut’s dividing Green Line, where the young Shiite marksman excelled at picking off Christian housewives as they tried to return home from the market weighed down by baskets full of fruits and vegetables.


	Picking off housewives fending for their families required a special sort of sadistic talent, and Fatah commanders saw great promise in Mughniyeh. The young Shiite shooter was soon welcomed into the ranks of Force 17, Arafat’s elite Praetorian Guard. Only the most ruthless operatives—and only the most loyal—were permitted close to Arafat and it was unheard-of for a Shiite ever to serve inside this select, inner-circle force. Force 17 was more than Arafat’s elite bodyguard—it was the Fatah’s special operations commando unit responsible for executing the most audacious and horrific attacks against targets in Israel.


	On the evening of March 11, 1978, in a bold strike to interrupt the Camp David Accords being worked on between Egypt and Israel, Palestinian terrorists from Lebanon launched a seaborne raid landing on the Israeli coast south of Haifa. They seized two buses full of hostages with the intention of flying their captives to Libya. But at the entrance to Tel Aviv at a junction on the coastal highway, a standoff ensued with Israeli forces. In the melee that followed, thirty-eight Israelis—including thirteen children—were killed along with all but two of the terrorists; those two had slipped away in the confusion, only to be killed hours later on nearby sand dunes. The Country Club Junction Massacre, as the incident became known, was the worst terrorist attack ever perpetrated in Israel. The Israeli response was swift and immediate. On March 14, 1978, the IDF launched a mini-invasion of southern Lebanon to root out Fatah and other Palestinian terrorist bases near the Israeli frontier. The incursion became known as Operation Litani, as Israeli forces halted their push into Lebanon on the southern banks of the Litani River. Some twenty-five thousand Israeli soldiers crossed the border into Lebanon; most of the Palestinian forces simply raced north toward Sidon and Beirut, while others shed their uniforms in the hope of mixing in invisibly with the local population of the south.


	During the Israeli operation, the imam of a mosque in one of the villages near the Litani River had asked to meet the local Israeli commander to extend his wishes for peace and to promise that his village supported the Israeli presence. The thirty-three-year-old officer responsible for the sector gladly accepted the invitation; a meeting was hastily arranged. The imam, from one of the prominent clans in the area, provided the Israeli officer and his entourage with sweets and endless cups of sweet tea. “An older man met me to talk about not wanting any trouble in the area,” the officer recalled. “He had even brought his sixteen-year-old nephew, a chubby young teenager wearing lizard-pattern camouflage fatigues to the meeting. The boy was unimpressive, nothing really. The imam brought him to the meeting because his nephew was a member of Fatah and the doting uncle wanted to make sure that nothing happened to him. I even gestured to the boy in an offering of peace.”6 The local imam was a respected and elderly member of the Mughniyeh clan. The nephew was Imad. The Israeli officer, as fate would have it, was Lieutenant Colonel Meir Dagan, a deputy brigade commander who would, years later, become the director of the Mossad.


	The Israelis had hoped that the Operation Litani mini-invasion of southern Lebanon would cement close ties to the local Shiite population. But Imad Mughniyeh ventured deeper into the ranks of the PLO. Force 17 sent Mughniyeh to a KGB-taught dignitary-protection course and ultimately assigned him to protect Abu Iyad, Arafat’s second-in-command, the head of Fatah’s intelligence services and Salameh’s boss in Black September. Imad Mughniyeh even received his own Force 17 nom de guerre. His call sign was al-Fahad: “the Leopard.”


	Abu Iyad was reported to have taken great interest in Mughniyeh. The young Shiite bodyguard accompanied his principal on many of his covert trips to Libya, Syria, Saudi Arabia, the Persian Gulf states, and the Warsaw Pact. Mughniyeh was able to see, firsthand, the inner workings of state-sponsored terror and the laborious minutiae and exhaustive networking that went behind the day-to-day running of a war of national liberation. Abu Iyad was quite the mentor for the young and impressionable Shiite in Arafat’s service. Iyad, whose real name was Salah Khalaf, was behind many of Black September’s most notorious attacks—including the Munich Olympics Massacre.


	By his twentieth birthday, Imad Mughniyeh had assembled an impressive CV full of combat experience and operational counterintelligence fieldwork. Had Israel not invaded Lebanon, Mughniyeh would have been a true corporate climber in the ranks of Arafat’s Fatah. He had bloodthirst and ambition.


	When Israeli tanks closed in on Beirut and tightened the noose around Palestinian forces in the city, Mughniyeh destroyed his Fatah documents and shed his fatigues. Under cover of darkness, he abandoned his post and rushed home past the bombed-out craters of the city. Israeli forces already controlled most of southern Beirut. IDF tanks and armored personnel carriers stood guard on the tarmac at Beirut International Airport, minutes from his home, where it would be easy for him to disappear into the nameless backstreets. Mughniyeh somehow remained anonymous, and was able to flee south to the village of his birth.


	Posters of Imam Musa al-Sadr could be found everywhere in Imad Mughniyeh’s south Beirut neighborhood. The images, some as large as billboards, showed the bearded Shiite cleric in various poses; he smiled charismatically in most of the photographs, and was always seen in religious robes. The self-proclaimed leader of Lebanon’s Shiite community, Musa al-Sadr was born in 1928 in the Iranian holy city of Qom and pursued a life of religious scholarly study. In 1960 he accepted an invitation to become the religious leader of the Shiite community in Tyre and soon went on to become a vibrant and determined political force dedicated to steering the most poorly represented of Lebanon’s minorities to economic equality and political strength. Imam Sadr helped forge the creation of the Battalions of Lebanese Resistance, which would ultimately become known by its acronym Amal.7 Amal received assistance from Syrian intelligence in establishing its armed militia—weapons were acquired on the black market. Amal’s peak order of battle is believed to have been fourteen thousand militiamen. They often engaged Palestinian factions in open warfare.


	The Shiites of Lebanon revered Imam Musa al-Sadr as a savior—a man who possessed the piety of a holy man as well as the knuckle-scraping grit of a street fighter. He turned old religious rituals into practical politics in Shiite Lebanon,8 but he vanished—never to return and presumed dead—during a trip to Libya in the summer of 1978; it is believed that he was killed by the Libyan intelligence service working in collusion with Arafat. The disappearance of the imam created a power vacuum in the ranks of Lebanon’s Shiites. The more moderate Amal movement continued its war for representation while an emerging force led by some, including a Beirut cleric named Sheikh Muhammad Hussein Fadlallah, sought to re-create Lebanon in the image of a Khomeini-like fundamentalist Iran. Another figure in the Khomeini-inspired group was Sheikh Hussein Abbas Musawi, who broke away from Amal and headed to the Beka’a Valley to lead the armed struggle of the Iranian-backed revolutionary Shiite movement; Musawi’s zeal, and Iranian money, attracted fundamentalists from around the country and the Middle East, including scholars and men itching to fight a holy war from as far away as Najaf, Iraq.9


	The face of the Ayatollah Khomeini soon joined images of Imam Musa al-Sadr throughout the neighborhoods of south Beirut and in the markets and villages around Tyre and elsewhere in southern Lebanon. Toward the end of August 1982, young Shiite men flocked to the Imam Rida Mosque in the Beirut slum of Bir al-Abd to hear one of Sheikh Mohammed Hussein Fadlallah’s sermons. Fadlallah’s heavy Najaf accent did not hide a flowing classical Arabic oratory that both inspired and enraged. But Imad Mughniyeh was not one of the men in the growing sea of bearded men shouting, “God is great.” Mughniyeh was just another unemployed young Shiite man lost in the labyrinth of a smoldering city looking to retain the status he had earned so despicably in the ranks of Arafat’s special operations protection unit. He walked the decimated streets of Ayn al-Dilbah looking at Israeli soldiers, arrogant in their victory, patrolling the alleys and avenues as conquerors who appeared to be in no hurry to pull back and head south to the border. From this same vantage point, Mughniyeh could see hundreds of US marines setting up their peacekeeping perimeter around the airport.


	The Iranian Revolutionary Guard officers in Lebanon already had a file on Mughniyeh. Arafat’s Shiite bodyguard was something of a mysterious—almost legendary—figure in the slums of south Beirut; the Mughniyeh clan was well known, with no history of collaboration with the Israelis or any other enemy factions in the country. Lebanon’s clerics, wary because of Imam al-Sadr’s fate, were always looking for the services of experienced and skilled gunmen to act as bodyguards.


	Sheikh Fadlallah’s inner circle was very interested in this twenty-year-old trained to protect a leader targeted by so many. Sheikh Fadlallah’s followers were increasingly concerned that someone would try to kill the religious leader. On July 4, 1982, three Iranian diplomats and a journalist were abducted at a checkpoint in northern Lebanon by a squad of Christian Lebanese Forces militiamen headed by Samir Geagea, a man who would later be implicated in the Sabra and Shatila massacres. The kidnapping outraged the Iranians and caused worry among the nascent underground forces taking shape in Beirut and in the Beka’a. Fadlallah needed a bodyguard.


	There are discrepancies in the accounts of just how religious Mughniyeh was. Some believe him not to have been religious at all, while others, including Lebanese journalist Ghadi Francis, with unique access to Hezbollah, claim that Mughniyeh grew up in a very religious Shiite household and that he was fascinated with Shiite clerics who traveled to Iraq and Iran; he was spellbound by the teachings of the Ayatollah Khomeini, and, according to Francis, Mughniyeh taught himself how to speak Farsi so that he could listen to the Ayatollah’s sermons, bootlegged on audiocassette.10


	Fadlallah was undeterred by the fact that Mughniyeh was not a pious Shiite. The Hezbollah leader understood that pragmatism and blind ambition were as important as Islamic fervor when creating a new force on the scarred Lebanese political landscape. The Iranians, of course, weren’t looking for saints when it came time to select a chief bodyguard for Fadlallah; they were looking for a ruthless—and experienced—trigger finger to safeguard their investment. Heading Sheikh Fadlallah’s security detail was a dream assignment for Mughniyeh and it was a perfect fit for his shameless ambitions. Mughniyeh understood the explosive pressure of his battlefield, and the Iranians liked what they saw in Mughniyeh—ambition, rage, intelligence, and boundless tactical creativity. Mughniyeh reveled in Iranian audacity and spirit; to the young man from the south, who saw the Palestinians destroy themselves—and Lebanon in the process—through their arrogance, cowardice, corruption, and pure stupidity, the unyielding Iranian religious fervor was captivating. Mughniyeh not only wanted to be part of this new phenomenon—he demanded a central role.


	Some accounts have credited Imad Mughniyeh with introducing martyrdom to the Lebanese battlefield. The tactic—based less on the post-revolution Iranian version of the Shiite notion of self-sacrifice and paradise and more on Mughniyeh’s own personal ambitions—was a diabolical rewiring of the battle for Lebanon’s existence. Mughniyeh is said even to have openly talked about the use of suicide bombers during the Israeli siege of Beirut, and to have secured an ample supply of explosives from Khalil al-Wazir—Arafat’s military commander also known by his nom de guerre, Abu Jihad (“Father Holy War”)*—to be used for such attacks.11 According to some accounts, it was Mughniyeh, believed to have been a childhood friend of Ahmed Qasir, who reportedly persuaded his teenage friend to drive the Peugeot 504 straight into the Israeli military headquarters in Tyre on November 11, 1982, on the condition that his identity remain a secret until Israeli forces left the area of his village so that there would be no retribution against his parents and siblings.12


	Word of Mughniyeh’s Tyre operation quickly spread to the contingent of Iranian Revolutionary Guardsmen entrenching themselves in the Bekaa. Mughniyeh’s operation showed initiative and great skill; a native of the southern approaches in and around Tyre, Mughniyeh was said to have personally reconnoitered the Israeli headquarters for weeks prior to the bombing.


	Shortly after the bombing, Mughniyeh left Beirut—or Tayr Dibba—for Ba’albek. Traveling on side roads that only locals knew, he evaded Israeli patrols until he reached terrain where even the IDF refused to enter. He was eager to meet with the Iranian emissaries and to offer his services. He needed a job.


	A meeting had been arranged—through word of mouth and personal messengers—between himself and Ali Reza Asgari, the thirty-year-old Revolutionary Guard head of intelligence in Lebanon. Asgari was square jawed and no-nonsense. Young revolutionaries like Asgari had witnessed firsthand how the shah’s intelligence service, the SAVAK, terrorized dissidents; many in the Revolutionary Guard were the sons or brothers of torture victims. Growing up in Isfahan, Asgari had learned firsthand that the only way to outfight an opponent was to be more ruthless and cunning. Lebanon, to Asgari and his legion, was a jigsaw puzzle that had fallen off a table and was in a million pieces. The country was ripe for pure cunning.


	Ali Reza Asgari’s office was a spacious but Spartan room, the kind usually reserved for a battalion commander or higher, inside a nondescript row of French-built military buildings that sat to the rear of the Sheikh Abdullah Barracks. The Lebanese army had neglected the offices; paint peeled off the walls, and the floors of cheap marble tile were chipped and heavily scuffed. The base itself was in horrible disrepair, the victim of underfunding, the fractured and corrupt Lebanese government never investing in its ineffectual military. The drainage system was in such a poor state that whenever it rained the parade ground turned into a lake of mud and overflowing sewage. But the horrible conditions mattered little to the Iranians. A space heater kept the bone-biting chill out of Asgari’s office. A local boy, eager to earn a few pounds a month, eagerly made mint tea with shovelfuls of sugar for Asgari and anyone who sat in his office behind closed doors.


	Mughniyeh and Asgari were similar men of unique capabilities with uncontainable ambition. Mughniyeh was young and, so, eager to impress. He was a spymaster’s dream come true. Asgari was utterly confident and cold, yet also beguilingly charismatic. The Iranian commander was so different from the Arafat sycophants Mughniyeh had seen come and go while in Force 17. Asgari became Mughniyeh’s mentor and lavish benefactor.


	The two men sat in Asgari’s office for hours on end in November and December 1982. They spoke at length about what could be done in Lebanon against Israel and, as far as the Revolutionary Guard was concerned, especially the United States. The two men engaged in lengthy discussions about the profession of undermining a Western power, and they drank endless kettles of tea. There was a lot of work to be done.


	


	* Israeli commandos from the Sayeret Mat’kal General Staff Reconnaissance Unit, along with a Mossad task force, assassinated Abu Jihad in Tunis, Tunisia, on the night of April 14, 1988. 
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	FLASH AND FIREBALL


	It was always advised to get to the United States Embassy early. The lines, the embassy switchboard operators said, tended to get long by the time the consular section opened for business. The first intrepid souls usually arrived before dawn to stake their spots and hopefully be among the first to be seen by a consular officer; sometimes it was a young woman who wanted to study in the United States, and sometimes it was a family of four, who were wired money and Air France tickets from a relative in Brooklyn for a break from the madness of Lebanon for a few weeks or for the rest of their lives. There were long lines of those hoping to find safety and freedom during the bloody civil war, and there were long lines of desperate families seeking to leave during the Israeli invasion. Young couples, hoping to leave the country, clutched passports and notarized statements from state security that they were neither criminals nor terrorists. People desperately waved airline tickets in sweat-soaked hands, while some held copies of their land deeds to show that they came from families with means. Lebanese policemen and local security guardsmen did all they could to maintain order, but there was always pushing and shoving. There was desperation in the lines. The desperation in the country, and the undefeatable Lebanese spirit, was inescapable.


	Staffers at the United States Embassy tried to convince themselves that they weren’t in the most dangerous country in the world. Junior diplomats, some fresh and eager faces in the Foreign Service, still saw fit to put on their alma mater T-shirts and jog on the Corniche. Some went to the famed Saint-George Yacht Club and Marina to lie out on beach chairs next to almond-eyed beauties, who splashed suntan lotion on their olive flesh while sipping cocktails and trying to ignore the shelling in the Druze mountains nearby. Other Foreign Service staffers, those with friends at the nearby American University of Beirut, enjoyed access at the AUB Beach at Corniche el-Manara where students and professors enjoyed the surf and soft drinks. Lebanon—the Lebanon of the 1960s when Omar Sharif and the Saudi princes used the country as a playground—was one of those places where you could surf in the morning and ski in the afternoon. There were romantic seaside cafés north of Beirut and awe-inspiring Roman ruins in the Beka’a Valley. The blasé attitude drove the RSO, the regional security officer in charge of embassy security, crazy. Rich Gannon was the RSO.
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