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In Memory of Dwight and Elizabeth


Know your enemy, know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles without disaster.

—Sun Tzu, The Art of War


PROLOGUE

What the boy would remember most were the shoes. They were not his shoes and they didn’t fit, yet he was forced to wear them for nearly five hours as he crossed a desert in the middle of the night. At first glance, they seemed like ordinary leather shoes, but they were different because the heels were at the front. Shoes with backward heels and soles were the invention of the human smugglers who helped people like the boy and his parents to escape from Iraq into Kuwait. The idea was that if footprints were detected, the path of the journey would appear to be reversed. Although the boy longed to go home that night, what stopped him was his astute understanding that if he did, then his backward footprints would define a trail leading to the Kuwait border and thus expose his family’s flight.

Kadhim Desmal Majed Alkanani was fourteen years old when he was forced to leave Iraq in April 1985. His mother awakened him shortly after midnight to tell him that he would soon be going on a “desert adventure.” For the third time in a year Kadhim felt the anxiety of sudden change coursing through him like a forced injection. The first time had been eleven months before, when in the middle of the night he heard a rush of rapid pounding on the roof above his bed. In his half-asleep state he had a dreamlike image that it was Gasem, his brother, coming home—Gasem who had fled to Syria months before to avoid fighting for Saddam Hussein in the Iraqi war against Iran. But he knew it was not Gasem when he began to hear the loud cracking sounds of splintering wood followed by his mother screaming. Soldiers in Saddam’s security forces had smashed through the front door of his family’s home in Basra and, as his mother watched, they dragged away his father, who was suspected of betraying Saddam and was wanted for information about Gasem.

The second shock came in the days and months that followed his father’s disappearance, when his teacher, a loyal follower of Saddam, turned against him. School had always been easy for Kadhim, but now each morning began with his teacher’s brutal ritual of thrashing his hands with a stick and then whipping his back, in pursuit of facts about his father or brother. This was information that could lead to the teacher’s promotion. But the boy insisted he knew nothing and that was the truth. All he really knew was that he hated Saddam, a fact he kept to himself. It was the first stirring of hatred he had ever felt, yet strong enough to shape the rest of his life.

In the aftermath of the abduction, Kadhim’s uncle began a search throughout southern Iraq for his brother, while Kadhim’s mother sold possessions to pay for the bribes necessary to uncover any leads. Seven months later, Kadhim came home from school to find his father sitting at the kitchen table. The faith that someday he would see his father again was one of Kadhim’s mental devices for surviving the beatings. As the stick slashed across his stinging hand, he had rehearsed in his mind, over and over, the day he could tell his father all that the teacher had done. But his father had become so weary and frail that when Kadhim saw him, he knew he could never reveal the beatings. His only thoughts were to work hard at hiding his fears and to excel at school as a way to deflect any negative attention away from his family. His parents also had a plan. They would slowly and discreetly sell the rest of their possessions in order to pay the human smugglers for a safe passage out of Iraq. To protect Kadhim, they did not tell him any part of the plot until the morning of their escape.

When the family arrived in Kuwait, they were considered refugees, and it was hard for Kadhim’s father to find any income except through manual labor, despite his years as an oil engineer in Iraq. A few years after their escape when his mother became ill with an incurable respiratory infection, his father was unable to afford the medical care she needed. Kadhim was only seventeen when she died of pneumonia. By then, Kadhim had adjusted to Kuwait and was again excelling in school. Although Kadhim had wanted to quit school to help with the care of his mother, his father would not allow it. Education was the key to Kadhim’s ultimate freedom, his father insisted.

When Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1991, Kadhim and his father were forced to move again, this time to Saudi Arabia. There they lived in a refugee camp for many months until one day Kadhim’s father informed his son that he was ill with cancer and that a doctor had informed him he did not have long to live. He told Kadhim that he wanted to return home to Iraq to die, and he urged his son not to accompany him. Instead, he wanted Kadhim to go to America, where he believed his hard work and intelligence would be noticed and respected. He asked Kadhim to promise that he would never return to Iraq as long as Saddam Hussein was alive. People go to war to feel the passion of believing in something, his father said that day. “You have to feel something to win a war,” he said. And someday passion would defeat Saddam. Only then should Kadhim return.

When and where his father, Desmal, died, Kadhim would never know. But he did keep his promise. He soon began the long process of seeking asylum in America, and in 1995, he moved from a small town in Saudia Arabia to a Washington, D.C., suburb in Virginia. There he worked for years as a carpenter and did his best to push the past aside. But on April 9, 2003, after glancing up at a TV screen in a Washington restaurant, Kadhim could think only of his family. What he saw were U.S. Marines and a small crowd of Iraqi citizens toppling a 20-foot statue of Saddam Hussein in central Baghdad. Kadhim was spellbound. As the Marines secured the rope around the neck of the statue, Kadhim began to feel the past in a way he had never before allowed, as if sensation had returned to a sleeping limb. The grief of losing his father, his mother, his brother, and his home seemed to be surfacing in one sudden moment. If Saddam Hussein had never lived, his parents might still be alive. His family could be living in Iraq, near to one another, likely in Basra. Perhaps he would be sharing an apartment with his brother. And surely he would have experienced the higher education his father had planned for him. As he watched the statue fall, he knew that he had to return to Iraq. For Kadhim the fallen statue released enough passion within him to win five wars.

By summer, Kadhim had enlisted in the U.S. Army and was quickly sent to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, for Special Forces training. Essential components of counterterrorist strategies, Special Forces soldiers were highly valued assets in the new wars of the twenty-first century. What qualified Kadhim were his language skills, which included fluency in Farsi, Arabic, and English. During his training, rigorous as it was, Kadhim, a muscular, stocky man in excellent physical condition, felt that he had discovered a new universe—one where all that he had endured and learned in the past could be applied to a higher purpose. His helter-skelter background and his unrelenting hatred for Saddam Hussein were useful now. In fact, by the time he was deployed to Iraq, he had begun to believe that his life, plagued as it was by an instinct of endless distrust, was changing. Perhaps his father had been right. Perhaps there was potential for a meaningful life in America, through a dedication to defend it.

In Iraq, Kadhim was determined to prove his value and to return to Fort Bragg for more training to become a Special Forces officer. This was his plan and his dream. During the next year, he earned several military awards, and he indeed showed how useful he could be. He helped to identify locations of defiant enclaves—essential information for devising strategies to counter insurgents—and he became adept at explaining to Iraqi citizens the virtues of the Americans in an effort to combat propaganda against the United States. Often, during interrogations, the Army used him as an interpreter, though more frequently he worked as a cultural translator. Like a sports commentator explaining the plays and strategies of a game to spectators, Kadhim could elucidate the Iraqi culture to his military superiors. Soldiers like Kadhim helped to empower the United States through an enlightened understanding of the Iraqi people. They worked to demystify the innuendos of a foreign culture and to counter damaging propaganda. They were tantamount to weapons. And what an excellent weapon Kadhim had become: An Iraqi-born U.S. citizen trained in the U.S. Army’s Special Forces, filled with a need for a sense of purpose, and instilled with enough hatred for Saddam Hussein to ignite an explosion of American patriotism. It was a perfect match. Unfortunately, events took a disquieting turn.

On June 3, 2005, at around 6:30 P.M., Kadhim was sitting in the passenger seat of a black European sedan leaving Baghdad and headed for the U.S. military facility at Baghdad International Airport. His car was the first in a convoy of three sedans that were transporting a dozen intelligence operatives and one medic. Eight of the soldiers were Special Forces operatives in the U.S. Army; four were from the Iraqi Special Forces. None was in uniform. And all were tired, returning from an intelligence mission that had required hours of interrogations.

From the building in central Baghdad where they had spent their day to the first U.S. inspection post on the way to the airport was a distance of about 16 miles. This was a route fraught with peril, demanding silence as the men listened for the slightest sounds of gunfire or human traps. And until they reached the area beyond the initial checkpoint, which was under the exclusive control of the coalition forces, they were compelled to hold their loaded pistols on their laps. After Kadhim and his fellow soldiers showed their American IDs and were permitted to move ahead into what was considered a safe zone, they drove immediately into the right lane, which was reserved for Department of Defense vehicles only. They then proceeded at about 15 miles per hour toward the main gate, 1.5 miles ahead.

Once through the checkpoint, Kadhim holstered his M-9 pistol. Then as if shedding the tensions of war itself, he took a deep breath and began to feel the usual sense of relief that came at the end of such a day. To be safe in wartime Baghdad, he well knew, was an illusion. Yet he was a Special Forces soldier in the U.S. Army and once again he had left the arcade of danger that was his workplace unharmed. He shut his eyes and allowed his mind to drift beyond the events of that day. No one said a word; the men in the car were still quiet, each perhaps feeling the same relief. But barely a minute later, something—a slight swerve of the car, a comment from his driver, a shout from one of the operatives sitting behind him—snapped him back, causing him to look at the road ahead. And what he saw was the barrel of a rifle, an M4 to be exact, suddenly pushing out of one of the rear doors of the SUV in front of him. Although at least 150 meters away, the shooter appeared to be aiming directly at Kadhim’s black sedan.

Kadhim never heard the sound of a gunshot nor did he make the connection between what he had just seen and the pain that suddenly perforated his left foot. In only seconds, he felt the sensation of nails pushing against his heel. And as he held his foot and watched his white socks turn red, his fellow soldiers spilled out of the cars in the convoy waving their arms, holding their military IDs high in the air and shouting, “We are Americans! We are Americans! Stop!”

Struggling to stem the bleeding, Kadhim tried to understand what was happening. Why had his car aroused enough suspicion to cause such aggression? He remembered seeing the SUV at the checkpoint and had watched it as it drove away, as his convoy stopped for the inspection. Later he would say: “The men in the SUV had to have seen us at the checkpoint. They had to have known that our cars were filled with U.S. soldiers. We so easily passed through the checkpoint. We were not speeding; we were going slow as we had just passed the inspection. We were not even close to them. If they were afraid of us for any reason, they should have warned us before shooting.”

The bleeding seemed unstoppable as the medic in the convoy tried to restrict the flow of blood. The rest of Kadhim’s body felt numb. Could he have prevented this somehow? He was the only Arab in the car. Did the men in the SUV think he was a threat? And who were they? Who were the men who would shoot without warning?

As Kadhim would quickly learn, the man who shot him was an employee of a private military and security company hired by the U.S. government to safeguard Americans in Iraq. In a sudden reckless moment, Kadhim’s military experience evolved from commendable to unique, though not quite in the way he had planned. There were no medals of recognition, no awards for this. His legacy would now be that he was the first U.S. Special Forces soldier ever to be shot by an employee of one of the private military companies under contract with the U.S. government.

These were the companies sometimes referred to as the “new dogs of war,” “neo-mercenaries,” or “corporate warriors.” They called themselves PMCs, short for private military companies; PSCs, for private security; or PMSCs, for private military and security, the most commonly used acronym. And they offered a vast range of services, armed and unarmed, from logistics support and intelligence analysis to diplomatic security, air transport, and police training. They were the companies filling the gap between military objectives and troop capacities. Advocates of privatization believed that these companies proved that harnessing private-sector power for national security and defense was more efficient than depending on conventional government support, which in a democracy could entail a long-drawn-out process. If the public sector was failing to fulfill its mandates in defending and securing its citizens, then the private sector should step in. Thus, these were companies that exemplified Ronald Reagan’s privatization ideal. They were what Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld had in mind in 2002 when he told military leaders to “behave somewhat less like bureaucrats and more like venture capitalists.” The following year, in the aftermath of the Iraqi invasion, the combination of the strength of the insurgents and the miscalculation in troop strength for the occupation started a private-military-contracting bonanza, which, in turn, caused America’s Iraq intervention to become a giant laboratory for privatizing war and national security.

By the day of the shooting, Kadhim had paid relatively little attention to the influx of private firms, though there was always talk about them among the soldiers. He had heard that they sometimes paid higher wages than the traditional military and that Americans were becoming somewhat dependent on them. He had seen recruiters trying to persuade soldiers to shift their skills to the private sector when their tours ended. He knew some names, such as Blackwater and DynCorp. And he had heard stories about rogue behavior, including incidents in which contractors had opened fire on Iraqi civilians on the highways surrounding Baghdad. But Kadhim was an American soldier. He never imagined he would be a victim of private security contractors.

While it took barely a second for the bullet to pass from the M4 rifle to Kadhim’s foot, what happened in the aftermath of the shooting would send his life on a downward spin for many years. In the same period of time, private military and security companies, including the one that employed Kadhim’s shooter, would begin to proliferate and profit beyond expectations. Until the shooting, Kadhim’s life was filled with the passion that his father once described, the allegiance to one’s nation that inspires dedicated service. “You have to feel something to win a war,” his father had said. After the shooting, Kadhim’s shattered world represented the demise of such conviction, while the rise of the PMSCs represented the triumph of money and power, and allegiance to the pursuit of profit. As Kadhim would soon know, the privatization of defense and security was evolving into more than a trend, more than a stopgap strategy destined to end when the war ended. PMSCs were becoming a bona fide industry.

In America, with the aid of lobbyists, impressive boards of directors, and billions of dollars in contracts, private military and security contractors were slipping into the folds of counterterrorism strategies and foreign-policy agendas. They would soon become indispensable to the Department of Defense as well as the State Department, the U.S. Agency for International Development, and the Central Intelligence Agency. As one Army general said in a 2009 interview, “The Pentagon has a new map and on it are the PMCs. Or better said perhaps, the family tree has a new branch.” In August 2011, a congressional commission that had studied private contractors in Iraq and Afghanistan for three years noted in its final report that government agencies lacked the “organic capacity” to perform all the necessary functions that American foreign policy demanded and thus they were “forced to treat contractors as the default option.”

By the second decade of the new century, the list of milestones in the privatization of war and national security was long. A congressional report released in May 2011 revealed a record-breaking surge in the use of private military and security contractors from June 2009 to March 2011 in Iraq and Afghanistan. This resulted in the contractors outnumbering traditional troops in a ratio of 10-to-1, outnumbering State Department personnel 18-to-1 and USAID workers 100-to-1. During that same period, casualty totals for private contractors in both nations had surpassed military losses. And as of May 2011 there were eight Americans still missing in action in Iraq, seven of whom were private contractors.

By then too, private military and security companies were supplying more than 90 percent of diplomatic security. The Department of Homeland Security was spending at least half its budget on private contractors. The United Nations had raised its PMSC expenditures by nearly 300 percent since 2009. And the expanding role of the private sector in American counterterrorism policies was increasingly evident, especially in the numbers of PMSCs working for the CIA, beginning in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, attack on the U.S. and growing annually ever since. As one scholar noted, “The current conduct of American counterterrorism relies heavily on the private sector. Simply put, America cannot counter terrorism without PMSCs. America now relies extensively on PMSCs to conduct most aspects of statecraft, including defense, diplomacy, development and homeland security.”

In his testimony at a congressional hearing in late 2011, author David Isenberg, who had been tracking these companies for more than fifteen years, expressed his deep concern over the extent of such “over reliance.” He said, “Although it is not widely recognized, the use of private contractors among the complex of national defense, security and foreign policy departments and agencies is so widespread and so wide in scope that their impact can be strategic, as opposed to the merely operational and tactical.” A few weeks later, Isenberg described the U.S. government’s dependence on private contractors for defense and security this way: “Think back to the Alien series. The film’s about the indescribable alien creature that has entered the bodies of humans. The humans look normal on the outside, but inside the alien has wrapped itself around every organ and has become so entwined that it cannot be excised; the human would die without it. And here? The [PMSCs] are so entwined; the government would collapse without them.”

Isenberg was confident that these companies would continue to prosper long after troop withdrawals from both Iraq and Afghanistan. A confluence of twenty-first-century realities would guarantee such longevity, he said, including the ongoing influence of a free-market privatization ideology; tensions between America’s global ambitions and its capabilities; and the widening gap between haves and have-nots worldwide, the proven catalyst for conflicts throughout history. Indeed, PMSCs have only added to their portfolios contracts with international humanitarian aid organizations, the U.N., and corporations conducting business in hostile environments. They provide armed security on ships to guard against terrorism at sea, making maritime security one of their fastest-growing businesses. They are moving into the vast new cosmos of drones. And they are working for nations other than America or Britain, their frequent employers—including the new Iraqi government—thus becoming increasingly independent of the nations that funded their immense boost in Iraq.

But how big the industry of private military and security companies has become and how fast it is growing, how many companies there are worldwide and how much money they make—how cost-effective they may or may not be—are questions that still cannot be easily answered. Basic facts such as annual revenue are difficult to assess, with calculations ranging from $50 billion to $250 billion depending on which organizations provide the figures and which kinds of services and companies are included in the calculations. Only a small percentage of firms are publicly held; one study of 585 PMSCs noted that 43 were publicly traded. Though government contracts are a major source of income, PMSCs often hold contracts with private corporations, and the private-to-private transactions are hard to track.

Furthermore, U.S. government figures on this subject have not always been reliable, especially those coming out of the Department of Defense. One congressional study showed that the DOD did not begin to gather data on private security contractors until the second half of 2007. That same report described the data that was collected as “understated” and “approximations at best.” One glaring example, uncovered in the August 2011 congressional commission report, was “$38.5 billion recorded for ‘miscellaneous foreign contractors.’” Although this was the second-highest category of contracting expenses in Iraq and Afghanistan, including the DOD, USAID, and the State Department, the government could not explain which companies got the money or for what services. And these weren’t the only agencies blocking the view of the industry’s scope. The CIA, for example, is an agency that falls “outside the normal contract licensing protocols,” which means that the agency does not have to report operations conducted by its private contractors to Congress.

Even to estimate the number of PMSCs, whether in America, the U.K., or worldwide, is quite a challenge. New ones pop up as quickly as conflicts erupt, while the well-established firms swallow up smaller ones and add subsidiaries in response to new markets, becoming one-stop shopping for their government and corporate clients. Companies sometimes even change their names. And further complicating the task of assessing the industry, they often have headquarters in several nations. They sell their services to countries and corporations on every continent, and they subcontract jobs to firms and workers worldwide.

For any single U.S. contract, there could be as many as five layers of subcontractors. Such a massive web of subcontracting effectively changes the face of U.S. security forces from national to international, as a large percentage of subcontractors doing defense work in the name of America come from Africa, South Asia, and Latin America—often countries such as India, Sri Lanka, Nepal, the Philippines, Colombia, Chile, and Uganda. As one scholar wrote, “In the past non-Americans who wanted to serve in the U.S. armed forces had to live in the U.S. and demonstrate some loyalty to the country. Iraq changed that.” The Washington, D.C.–based Center for Public Integrity noted in 2010 that because of subcontractors “the U.S. government often doesn’t know who it is ultimately paying.”

What is most remarkable, though, is how invisible it all seems, and how silent, despite the fact that at least one out of every ten returning U.S. soldiers goes to work for a PMSC. Every few years a scandal surfaces, reminding the world that such companies exist. But when the stories disappear from the headlines and the noise dies down, the companies seem to vanish too. Although inherently governmental functions such as intelligence-gathering and embassy security are now performed by private contractors, few politicians have ever debated such practices. But then, this is a slippery topic without precise figures to define the industry and without battalions of reporters to follow it. And despite the evolving sophistication of private military and security firms—their slick websites, savvy lobbyists, and impressive boards—they can be just as elusive as their shadowy mercenary predecessors.

What is clear, however, is that one of the outcomes of the American wars of the early twenty-first century was the success of the privatization experiment and the ensuing rise of a bold new industry. The quest to privatize defense and security empowered companies now moving beyond their roles in Iraq and Afghanistan to wherever the markets for force might be found and becoming wild cards of global policy. How this happened is one of the more intriguing stories in business and military history—a story that started in England in the aftermath of the Second World War. When former British Army officer Eric Westropp, a respected PMSC industry leader, commented on the recent evolution of private military companies, he said it was “a story straight out of science fiction. There’s always the seed, and the Iraqi conflict watered it, big time. Now we have a new crop that will spread globally. Many years from now it may have to be stopped, but for now it will be used and must be closely monitored. Anyone taking a close look will tell you that.”
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TRANSFORMATION



1


BEGINNINGS

On a short, winding street in Central London, tucked between a small park of oaks and poplars and a mews of shops and pubs, red-brick row houses five stories high stand like sentinels, as if guarding a world few passersby ever see. All alike, they have bay windows trimmed in white and four front steps leading to tall, wide doors made of fine mahogany. Even the door knockers with the brass floral designs seem to be the same. The shades on the windows go up with synchronicity most mornings and down at dusk, as if uniformity were synonymous with order, and chaos banned. But one of the houses is different and, by some standards, quite remarkable.

The door knocker on this house is the head of a lion, and the shades may be tightly drawn all day. Just to the right of the front door, slightly above a small keypad, is a hole with a diameter no bigger than the tip of a saber that emits a soft clicking sound barely audible even to the visitor close enough to set it off. It allows a clerk on the inside to observe all that occurs on the front stoop. Anyone unable to enter the proper code on the keypad or who doesn’t have someone waiting inside will simply be left standing, though under close surveillance.

Inside, day and night a clerk sits behind a wooden counter, answers the phone, and scrutinizes activity outside through hidden cameras positioned above the outside doors and even attached to the upper stories of buildings across the street. The clerk watches screens that scan the outside of the building and a significant portion of the winding street. If a passerby lingers near the façade without ringing the bell or a parked car filled with packages is unattended for too long, the clerk will know what to do. In the building, listening devices are said by some to be concealed among the many books. There is a wall of twenty-four mailboxes labeled A thru XYZ, without names, next to a row of wooden hooks. Above the hooks is a tiny brass plaque with minuscule black letters that reads, “Cloaks and Daggers Only”—a touch of British wit.

The story of this row house is known to very few. Even the highly professional London cab drivers, who take two years of classes to obtain a commercial license and then have to pass a rigorous test to prove they know their way around London’s streets, wince with slight embarrassment when they cannot recall the address of the establishment that occupies the building. Some have heard of it and ask if the place is somehow tied to the author Ian Fleming. “Didn’t he start it?” Or “Yes, I know it well, it’s the one targeted for years by the Irish Republican Army. But where it is? Not supposed to know, I would guess.” To be sure, not a cabby in London appears to be taught to take passengers to the headquarters of England’s elite Special Forces Club.

Since the club’s inception in 1945, the British monarchy has leased the building to the SFC for £1 a year, initially as a gift from King George VI in honor of the work of special agents during the Second World War. As such, it is a place that pays tribute to covert forces and unconventional soldiers—those adept at the clandestine arts of sabotage, espionage, and guerrilla warfare. On its walls is its story—part of it anyhow—beginning in the foyer with a photo of Winston Churchill taken in 1940 during his “Set Europe Ablaze” speech, the passionate directive that set into motion urgent new strategies to counter Hitler’s Blitzkrieg, resulting in the formation of the Special Operations Executive, the SOE, Britain’s entry into special warfare. That was the start of special forces recruited and trained outside of traditional troops. At least 10,000 men and women enlisted in the new force, from America, Britain, France, Norway, Poland, Russia, and Australia, and hundreds of them are now depicted in photographs and paintings on the walls of the SFC.

Among those depicted is Lieutenant Colonel Sir Archibald David Stirling, who, in response to Churchill, devised a plan to send small infiltration teams of paratrooper spies to work behind enemy lines—a concept that became the highly secretive British Special Air Service, or the SAS. “Who Dares Wins” reads the legend under Stirling’s photo—the SAS motto. Nearby is a gold figurine of a winged dagger, the SAS emblem. Also well represented at the SFC is Colonel “Wild Bill” Donovan, who pushed for an American equivalent to Britain’s new war tactics, resulting in the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the forerunner to the Central Intelligence Agency, which sent recruits to work side by side with Britain’s special units. The CIA’s red, white, and blue seal hangs prominently on the wall above the club’s reception desk.

Club members have included Frederick Forsyth, who wrote The Day of the Jackal and The Dogs of War, and brothers Peter and Ian Fleming. Most books in the club’s collections focus on the Second World War or the Cold War, but some are more recent, like An Unorthodox Soldier, the autobiography of a mercenary turned power broker in the private military and security business.

The SFC is not part of the military establishment, though many of its members are former members of the British or American militaries. With a membership spanning the globe, including a strong U.S. presence, it is not even an exclusively British club. And to its credit, because of the female paratrooper agents in the Second World War, unlike many private London clubs, it always has admitted women.

Despite its guarded customs of secrecy, the SFC appears at first to be simply a social club steeped in history, filled with dusty trophies and old photos, and frequented by people who seem to be “up from the country” to meet friends for genial luncheons. Undeniably, there is a certain lightness to it, with its club tie—cobalt blue with mustard-colored parachutes—and its distinctive membership card without an address or phone number. In its drawing room, tea and scones seem more appropriate than hidden recording devices, and its cozy restaurant resembles one that could be found at a small art museum. But the inside of the club might be as deceptive as its façade for the SFC is as much about wars and conflicts in the present as those of the past. It is a place where the old and the new ingredients of war mix like finely blended tea.

The club’s highly confidential membership list is proof of that. It is known to include the names of former British and American intelligence agents, from the CIA and from Britain’s equivalent, the MI6, as well as professional kidnap negotiators and bomb and weapons experts. There are the elderly members who are veterans of the Second World War—even some Jedburghs, the Special Forces regiment whose mission was to transform the French resistance into an Allied fighting force. There are the younger members, many in the Special Forces and some having been active in the twenty-first-century wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. And there is a large contingent of middle-aged veterans of Special Forces, mainly the SAS, some of whom are or have been among the founders, directors, and CEOs of private military and security companies.

For years, the SFC seemed more about the past than the present, but the new wars and interventions of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries changed that. These were conflicts in which the specialized skills of unconventional warfare had become indispensable. Decentralized and more chaotic than traditional wars, unconventional wars had undefined beginnings, protracted durations, and often-unidentifiable endings, despite heads of state sometimes declaring an end to them for political purposes. These were conflicts fought according to the tenets of guerrilla warfare, often involving nonstate adversaries who remained hidden. The majority of casualties were civilians rather than combatants; and the victor remained in place long after the conflict ended to create and secure the conditions for a new regime to take form. In the new wars, symmetry was no longer evident; that is, adversaries were unevenly matched, with traditional forces of nation-states, for example, up against transnational combatants who had no national allegiance and were motivated instead by religion, ethnicity, or money.

Although often called “the new wars,” asymmetrical conflicts employing unconventional operatives were not new in the history of warfare. In Africa, low-intensity local intrastate battles have been ongoing—in countries like Angola for thirty years, in Somalia for at least twenty, and in the Sudan for nearly three decades. Even the French and Indian War in America and the Vietnam War two hundred years later used unconventional soldiers who conducted irregular warfare.

What was new was the extent of the global shift to asymmetrical wars and conflicts and the consequential demand for a particular type of military and security forces. During the first decade of the twenty-first century, the ever-widening span of unconventional warfare caused an unprecedented call for experts in special operations, intelligence, and security. At the same time, such a need created an unsettling gap between what the traditional militaries of nation-states could do and were trained to do, and what the new wars required of them. Filling the gap in the marketplace of conflict was a big business opportunity for any company peddling military and security services, both armed and unarmed. This development was part of the inexorable commercialization of warfare and national security, especially in the United States and the United Kingdom.

At the SFC, the new wars and private contractors were more than the stuff of drawing room conversations, as many PMSCs had evolved out of special forces. Decades-old British companies were often models for new firms—so often that the SFC became what one club member called “one of the centers of gravity for the industry,” which among insiders in the U.K. was sometimes referred to as “The Circuit.” The common ground of the traditional and the privatized military and security forces was the SAS, which, operating outside the established military, was one of the toughest, smartest, and most sophisticated of all special forces. Accountable only to the monarch—not to Parliament—it was, as the British Army handbook described it, “particularly suited, trained and equipped for counter-revolutionary operations,” including sabotage, assassinations, and “control of friendly guerrilla forces operating against the common enemy.”

Although known for such counterterrorism expertise, the SAS was rarely identified as a pioneer in the privatization of security and defense. Yet former SAS soldiers and officers had been cultivating the marketplace of soldiering services long before other groups and individuals had discovered a glint of opportunity. The firms that laid the groundwork for the corporate evolution of the mercenary trade were, in fact, founded by Special Forces operatives, often from the SAS, who had fought in the Second World War.

Such highly trained, unconventional former soldiers launched a new mercenary era in the early years of the Cold War. The companies they founded, rooted as they were in the covert culture of special forces, were part of an underworld of private security, defense, and aggression. They conjured images of gun-smuggling soldiers of fortune and were especially busy in Africa and Latin America, where the West’s domino theory of one nation after another succumbing to Communism prevailed. In the employ of multinational corporations and under the command, at arm’s length, of the CIA or MI6, among others, they were well paid for jobs such as toppling regimes, reinstating exiled leaders, or eliminating rebel groups to safeguard their clients’ control of highly prized reserves of diamonds, gold, copper, and oil.

These companies were the modern-day representatives of one of the world’s oldest and most often deplored professions, the mercenaries. Kings had used mercenaries to defend their kingdoms, dictators to protect their autocracies, churches to guard worldly properties, empires to expand militarily. They had sparked battles and perpetuated wars and when diplomacy failed or the willing warriors of a patriotic citizenry were not strong enough to defend a nation, mercenaries surfaced as an option.

In their new incarnation during the first decades of the Cold War, there were two companies that could qualify as the charter firms, the first of numerous companies founded, led, and directed by former SAS operatives. One was Watchguard International, started by the SAS founder David Stirling, whose photo adorned the wall at the Special Forces Club. The other, Keenie Meenie Services (KMS), was also started by a former SAS lieutenant colonel.

Watchguard’s specialties included training teams of bodyguards for heads of state in high-risk places, especially in Africa, and training local military forces to combat and eliminate rebel forces. On its list of clients were most of the rulers of the Gulf nations and the leaders of several African states. Under contract with the Saudis in the 1960s, Watchguard hired the mercenaries who waged a guerrilla war against the left-wing Egyptian-backed North Yemeni government in the Yemen civil war. A few years later, Watchguard personnel planned an elaborate coup to overthrow Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi. Shortly after Watchguard folded in the 1970s, Lieutenant Colonel Stirling revealed the firm’s mission in a British TV interview: “The organization was designed to tackle really important military objectives which couldn’t be tackled officially because of questions [that might be raised] in the House of Commons. The British government wanted a reliable organization without any direct identification. They wanted bodyguards trained for rulers whom they wanted to survive.”

Close to the time of Watchguard’s inception, Lieutenant Colonel Jim Johnson, then working as a broker at Lloyd’s of London, started Keenie Meenie Services. “Keenie Meenie” comes from the Swahili word for the motion of a snake in tall grass. With Johnson’s tie to Lloyd’s, KMS was the first company to link the insurance business and the private military companies—an occasional partnership that profitably identified dangerous regions and peddled security. At KMS, which focused on the training of mercenaries and bodyguards, SAS veterans filled the top posts. In the 1980s, it stood out among its peers for its work with the CIA in Nicaragua. KMS, for example, supplied pilots for clandestine airdrops in support of the counterinsurgents known as Contras.

The SAS-Lloyd’s connection inspired the creation of yet another firm, Control Risks Group (CRG), founded in the early seventies. At the time, airplane hijackings and kidnappings were on the rise and the word “terrorism” was beginning to appear in the annual reports of natural-resources and oil companies operating in high-risk territories where rebel forces fought long civil wars. Such companies recognized that their own governments were not always equipped to protect them and not always willing to negotiate international kidnappings.

A recent Oxford grad, Julian Radcliffe, with a degree in philosophy and a relatively brief stint in the SAS, designed CRG to fill that gap for businesses venturing into hostile environments. The firm would specialize in kidnap negotiations. At a time when unprecedented numbers of Americans were traveling, working, and living abroad, he defined a niche market destined to grow. His plan was to recruit former SAS men to provide hostage-related services as part of Lloyd’s kidnap and ransom insurance package. The K&R policy, as it was called, covered the expense of a ransom payment, if a ransom had to be paid, and included the cost of highly trained SAS experts sent immediately to the location of the kidnapping. Radcliffe’s first crew consisted of four former SAS officers.

One of the most renowned offshoots of the SAS, however, was Executive Outcomes, a company that originated in apartheid South Africa and became the model firm in the late twentieth century for the evolving phenomenon of private military companies. “EO,” as it was typically referred to, was founded in 1989 by Eeben Barlow, a former officer in the apartheid era’s highly decorated combat unit known as the 32 “Buffalo” Battalion. Barlow had also been a leader in South Africa’s Civil Cooperation Bureau—notorious for trying to destroy the antiapartheid movement and for assisting apartheid companies in averting the antiapartheid sanctions imposed by the United Nations. Four years after starting EO in South Africa, Barlow collaborated with a former SAS commander and another Special Forces veteran who ran a fast-growing oil business to establish the U.K. Executive Outcomes. The EO logo, used in both nations, was the chessboard knight, which represented the paladin, a freelance warrior for justice and virtue.

Executive Outcomes soon operated in at least ten African nations. The firm would occasionally provide security services to a company or a government trying to defeat rebel groups that had taken over gold mines or oil rigs, and in exchange it would receive a lien on the exportable raw materials, usually mineral wealth, of the client country. At one point in the 1990s, EO employed over 3,000 troops and close to 500 military officers, many from SAS-trained command teams and some from the South African Special Forces. Then after Nelson Mandela’s South African government passed an anti-mercenary law in 1998, EO shut down, though only in South Africa.

In the U.K., EO was part of a London-based conglomerate of private military firms, mineral resource businesses, and air charter companies. Among its holdings would soon be a company called Sandline International, run by some of the same ex-military men and businessmen who had backed and operated the U.K. EO. Sandline’s CEO, Tim Spicer, would become a highly influential and hugely controversial figure in the PMSC industry.

After the Cold War ended, companies like these grew in size and services in both the United Kingdom and the United States as the former Soviet Union and the U.S. effectively laid off military specialists, who then sought jobs in the private sector. In the 1990s, companies employing former soldiers, spies, and special agents helped to meet the demands of nations, like the U.S., increasingly involved in regional conflicts that had once been subdued by Cold War alliances. Just two years into the post–Cold War era, as scholar Deborah Avant later wrote, “a rash of smaller-scale conflicts unleashed disorder and demands for intervention. As the clamor for a western response grew just as western militaries were shrinking, nascent [PMSCs] provided a stop-gap tool for meeting greater demands with smaller forces.”

During that time, the American PMSC business could be divided into three parts. There were the new firms popping up to meet the post–Cold War demand. There were a few older companies that had been contracted for military services in past wars; these included Booz Allen, which provided training programs for South Vietnamese officers in the 1960s. And there were the large well-established defense contractors, the makers of weapons, airplanes, and defense equipment, which were adapting to the emerging markets by adding services to their manufacturing base. While British PMSCs were rooted in the skills of the military elite and Special Forces, with a strong focus on counterterrorism capabilities, the American firms often came out of the war-products industry, moving into services much later. These were the sort of companies that inspired President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s cautionary comments in January 1961 about the dangers of fusing military and corporate agendas into what he referred to as the military-industrial complex. Among them was Brown and Root Services Corporation, the construction and engineering subsidiary of the Houston-based oil services multinational Halliburton. Brown and Root’s experience building oil rigs in remote, hostile environments in undeveloped nations laid the groundwork for its role in American foreign policy, a role that grew significantly when it added logistics services to its capabilities.

Crucial to understanding the American push to privatize defense was what was known as LOGCAP, the U.S. Army’s Logistics Civil Augmentation Program. While product-based American firms moved into the realm of wartime services partly because of the expanding defense markets in the 1990s, LOGCAP was actually a bigger catalyst. Beginning in 1985, it was effectively the U.S. military’s experiment in relying on private firms for logistics services and it was instigated in part to bypass the Abrams Doctrine—officially the Total Force Policy—which had been enacted in 1973 at the behest of Army Chief of Staff Creighton Abrams. As the U.S. commander for the last four years of the Vietnam War, Abrams was devastated by the protests and negative public sentiment when his troops returned home. The Abrams Doctrine was a way to prevent such a disconnect between the public and the military, as it required all reserve military as well as active troops to be treated as a single integrated force. Because reservists would have to leave their jobs to serve the country, the impact of war would cause disruption and thus penetrate more deeply into the nation’s psyche. The idea was that this would make it harder for politicians to take the nation to war. And it would make the wars more visible. This in turn would force Congress and politicians to debate and deliberate questions of going to war. As author and commentator Rachel Maddow later put it, “sending the military into war would mean, by definition, sending the country into war.” LOGCAP was a way to go to war without initiating a public debate.

Though it came into existence in 1985 under Ronald Reagan, LOGCAP did not come into play until the end of the administration of President George H. W. Bush. In 1992, Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney, soon to be Halliburton’s CEO, commissioned Halliburton’s Brown & Root to study the potential advantages of privatizing more of the duties involved in military support. Brown & Root gave privatization a thumbs-up and then was awarded the first ever five-year LOGCAP contract, allowing the firm to run support operations for the U.S. military in Haiti, Somalia, the Balkans, and Kuwait, among other places. Under the leadership of President Bill Clinton, LOGCAP spurred what could easily be called the first bonanza for the private military business, in the Balkans. And by the end of Clinton’s two presidential terms, the private military expenditures would grow from hundreds of millions of dollars to billions.

It was in the Balkans in the 1990s that U.S. politicians from both parties began to fully appreciate the strategic value—that is, political strategy—of utilizing PMSCs. In the aftermath of the Cold War, in what was the former Yugoslavia, a civil war broke out between the Serbs (backed by Russia) and the Croatians and Bosnians. And in April 1992 it erupted into a devastating humanitarian crisis as Serbs slaughtered more than 25,000 Muslims in Bosnia and raped at least 20,000 women and girls. Bill Clinton, as a presidential candidate in 1992, vowed to take action to end what the State Department was defining as “ethnic cleansing” in Bosnia. But, as the new president, Clinton faced a multitude of obstacles to keeping his promise: a downsized and overextended military; a nation interested only in domestic issues; and the 1991 U.N. embargo on arms sales to any of the embattled groups in the Balkans. Although airstrikes were an option, both Senator John McCain and General Colin Powell, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, fiercely objected. McCain said airstrikes were useless without ground troops and he drew parallels to what had happened in Vietnam. Polls showed that the American public did not understand what interest the U.S. had in the Balkans, and this echoed what General Powell had been saying all along, which was that Bosnia was a “nonstrategic interest.” Adding to the complications were two recent events: America’s failed intervention in Somalia in 1993 and the 100 days of genocide in Rwanda in 1994 without U.S. intervention. How was it possible for the United States to make an aggressive move to end the devastation in the Balkans without causing a political maelstrom, both nationally and internationally?

The solution came out of a convergence of influence. In 1994 the minister of defense in Croatia sought help from the U.S. government, and around the same time a cadre of private military executives with pasts in the U.S. military and well connected to the Pentagon during the Clinton years presented former colleagues with what later would seem like an obvious way out of the bind: “enlist” MPRI, or Military Professional Resources Incorporated. This was a company known among insiders at the time as “America’s professional army.” Author Robert Young Pelton referred to it as “the politically correct version of a private military company.” Describing itself as “the greatest corporate assemblage of military expertise in the world,” MPRI was one of the first American PMSCs to be founded by retired military officers and to follow the British service-based model. With services ranging from modernizing and training national armies to purchasing arms, it had opened its main office down the road from the Pentagon in 1987. And now, MPRI, as if it had been a weapon hidden in some faraway grotto, would be the solution to Clinton’s conundrum in the Balkans. MPRI would supply 46,000 rifles, 1,000 machine guns, and hundreds of armored vehicles to the Croatian Army, which it would also train. With U.S. approval and some backing, MPRI, in early 1995, helped to build the Croatian Army into a force that by the fall of that same year pushed Serbian leader Slobodan Milosevic into peace negotiations.
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