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To Jack Downey, a hero and a friend, for his courageous optimism.






Whenever the people are well-informed, they can be trusted with their own government.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON








PREFACE

The “what ifs” can kill you.

Something missed. A failure of will. A turn in one direction when the other way was the right path.

Over time, people tend to get past them. We did what we could, they say, and move on.

But, in terms of the tragedy of 9/11, a particular regret lingers for those who might have made a difference.

The alarming August 6, 2001, memo from the CIA to the President—“Bin Laden Determined to Strike in US”—has been widely noted in the past few years.

But, also in August, CIA analysts flew to Crawford to personally brief the President—to intrude on his vacation with face-to-face alerts.

The analytical arm of CIA was in a kind of panic mode at this point. Other intelligence services, including those from the Arab world, were sounding an alarm. The arrows were all in the red. They didn’t know place or time of an attack, but something was coming. The President needed to know.

Verbal briefings of George W. Bush are acts of almost inestimable import in the affairs of the nation—more so than is the case for other recent presidents. He’s not much of a reader, this President, and never has been, despite White House efforts to trumpet which serious books he is reading at various times. He’s not a President who sees much value in hearing from a wide array of voices—he has made that clear. His circle of truly trusted advisers is small—smaller as President, in many ways, than it was when he was governor. But he’s a very good listener and an extremely visual listener. He sizes people up swiftly and aptly, watches them carefully, and trusts his eyes. It is a gift, this nonverbal acuity, that he relies on in managing the almost overwhelming duties of the presidency: countless decisions each day, each one important; a daunting array of issues to grasp; an endless stream of politicized experts and expert politicos, all speaking in earnest tones. What does George W. Bush do? He makes it personal. He may not have had a great deal of experience, especially in foreign affairs, before arriving in the job, but—because of his trust in these interpretive abilities—he doesn’t view that as a deficit. The expert, sitting before him, has done the hard work, the heavy lifting, and the President tries to gauge how “certain” they are of what they say, even if the issues may be unfamiliar to him. Do they seem nervous or unsure? Are they fudging? Why do they think what they do… and what do they think of him? That last part is very important.

The trap, of course, is that while these tactile, visceral markers can be crucial—especially in terms of handling the posturing of top officials—they sometimes are not. The thing to focus on, at certain moments, is what someone says, not who is saying it, or how they’re saying it.

And, at an eyeball-to-eyeball intelligence briefing during this urgent summer, George W. Bush seems to have made the wrong choice.

He looked hard at the panicked CIA briefer.

“All right,” he said. “You’ve covered your ass, now.”



George Tenet and his team had evacuated their offices at CIA headquarters by midmorning on September 11, 2001, but they didn’t get far.

Across a concrete square were vacant offices in the CIA’s print shop—a nondescript two-story building on the Langley, Virginia, campus that generates, daily, the output of a dozen Kinkos, including regular, numerous briefing books over the past year on al Qaeda, or the base. That’s where they fled to—the place that printed the reports.

Tenet, his deputy John McLaughlin, and a few others crowded into a conference room, a windowless, white square room, and frantically began to work a bank of phones, trying to get updates, status reports, anything. It was early, midday. Facts that would soon be common knowledge—familiar even to schoolchildren—were coming into focus. Where was clear, as was when and how—visible to anyone with a television. Why—if it was, indeed, the Islamic extremists they suspected—was the unanswered question since the World Trade Center bombing in 1993. The steady growth of jihadist terror had produced a rising hum inside the CIA and, eventually, in other parts of the government. Yet the causes, a clear strategic understanding of what drove the enemy and what they wanted, remained cloudy.

This day brought newfound clarity. At 1:10 p.m., an analyst burst into the room holding printouts. There were manifests from the four flights, just sent to him from an official at the Federal Aviation Administration—an agency that had spent the nightmare morning locating and grounding hundreds of planes that were airborne at the moment of the first attack. Sending passenger lists to CIA for review was among the day’s first acts of recollection.

“Two names,” the analyst said, flattening a page on the table. “These two we know.” Everyone crowded around, looking at the printout for American Airlines Flight 77, which had left the Pentagon in flames. Staring back were the names of Khalid al-Mihdhar and Nawaf al-Hazmi, men who had appeared on various internal lists as members of al Qaeda. Everyone stared at the names. Who… was now visible in history’s unforgiving light.

“There it is,” said Tenet, quietly, a man meeting a recurring nightmare in daylight. “Confirmation. Oh, Jesus.” And then silence. Could have been ten seconds. Could have been a minute.

Two hours later, Air Force One landed at Offut Air Force Base in Nebraska. A shaken George W. Bush assembled principal advisers for a video conference, the first high-level meeting since the attacks. Tenet reported the discovery of known al Qaeda operatives on the manifest of American Airlines Flight 77, including al-Mihdhar, who, noticed by CIA a year before in Malaysia, had a valid U.S. visa, and seemed to have slipped into the country unnoticed by both CIA and FBI. Bush murmured something terse and scolding about miscommunication between the agency and the bureau, but it was flattened by the crush of incoming evidence: al Qaeda. The culprit.

Starting points are ever elusive—when does anything really start in the ever-repeating human journey?—but this is as close as we will probably get. The facts were indisputable. And a war, some sort of war, was bound to begin.



What happened on September 11 was almost matched in importance by what would happen on September 12.

That was the day America began to gather itself for a response. The reply to tragedy would, ultimately, shape the nation’s character.

Familiar faces guiding the ship of state quickly became vessels of an acute yearning—a public prayer that the President, his advisers, and the men and women atop government would be capable and courageous and sufficient to the moment. This book is surely about them, carrying new, clarified renditions of what they did, why they did it; what they’ve learned, what they haven’t.

But it is also about a community of Americans who, up to now, have remained largely unseen, the ardent and expert who care not one whit for matters of presentation, for how best to manage the attentions of an anxious American public, or the U.S. Congress, or a wary global community.

These men and women—these invisibles—are actually fighting the fight. They have to worry only about the battle against shadowy global armies bent on destruction, and about winning it. After grand pronouncements are made describing a new kind of war and the vanquishing of evil, they are the ones who must then fashion a plan, and figure out where to turn and what to do when there is no map, no compass, and a darkened horizon. They report back about how things are really going, and then watch, often in disbelief, as the public is apprised of progress and the latest developments. In an age when assertion tends to overwhelm evidence, when claim so easily trumps fact, they know precisely where the breakpoints lie. That makes them valuable and dangerous; that makes their silence a priority to those who must answer to the vox populi, or, eventually, to posterity.

There are optical illusions at work here. The notables—Bush and Cheney, Rice and Tenet—are ever conspicuous, magnified, commanding our attention. They take credit and, if unavoidable, blame for things they often had little to do with; they tell us that everything will be fine, or that we should be very afraid, or both. They exude confidence, a key to modern-day success, even while they’re privately solicitous of those upon whom their fortunes truly rest: the twenty-something with a flair for Arabic, trolling Web sites day and night; the agent who figures out how the money flows from the vitriolic to the truly violent; the spy who identifies a source ready to talk, and then protects that golden goose at all costs; the paratrooper wearing night-vision goggles who kicks down the door of an apartment in Karachi.

For those at the top, the defining posture is relentless impatience: impatience to justify action and rhetoric and to assuage the guilt that haunts anyone who was in a position of power before 9/11, and might have done something differently. For the sleep-starved professionals just beneath the line of sight—as invisible, in many ways, as their murderous opponents—the basic emotion is suppressed panic; and a willed conviction, despite contrary evidence, that every problem has a solution.

To understand America’s actual response to 9/11, you have to talk to both groups, and hear them talk to each other, an often tense dialogue between those who sweat the details and improvise action plans, the doers; and those—from the President on down—who check on progress, present the results, and are repositories of public faith. The crucial task, for both sides, is to come up with answers, under pressure that is almost beyond measure.

Grab some shoes and walk in them.

From on high, it’s a dance of fitful indirection, furrowed brows, and passive verbs. Of getting reports on one potential threat after another, knowing most of them are specious, but not understanding exactly why that is indisputably so, or what you might be missing, and then calling another meeting to try to better target your questions. And, along the way, deciding what people—busy Americans on the partisan landscape or some congressional oversight committee—should know, in an era when political savants contend that speaking truth in public is a dangerous practice. And then, it’s time for the next briefing, the next conference table and spiderweb chart filled with hard-to-parse Arab names and gossamer connections. In a quieter time, Bill Clinton could grouse to Alan Greenspan that his presidential fortunes—and those of the country’s economy—would be determined by judgments from the bond market. Now, they may be determined by whether some mall security guard in Palo Alto notices that the guy in Neiman Marcus is wearing an overcoat in the summer and smells like gardenias and is carrying a funny suitcase; and it will be further determined—the nation’s fate, that is—by whether that guard calls the FBI, and whether someone answers, and whether the call is transferred to somebody else who knows what all that means, in time.

But, wait, does the FBI even know that the CIA is all but sure that a hundred or so suitcase nuclear weapons, produced way back when by the Soviets, are unaccounted for? And that bin Laden, along with the Chechen rebels and a bunch of terrorist groups you’ve never heard of, have been actively trying to get their hands on that kind of a weapon for years? Should they know? Does it help if FBI knows?—or, for that matter, the busy pedestrian, who can be easily frozen by fear into not buying, or doing, or dreaming big, and if people stop any of those things, en masse, the gears of prosperity and uplift will start to slow, God forbid. Then again, fear, no doubt has its place, trumping other emotions, focusing a distracted rabble and getting them orderly and seeing clearly what their earnest leaders are up against. Appreciation, especially without too many probing questions, is a lovely thing. So, at day’s end, maybe we’ll release a little information, just a tiny part of this bracing story or that, to let everyone know that they should be afraid, of course, but not so very much because we—the duly elected and our trusted appointees—are in control of the situation.

And while this is decided, across the conference table sit a group of unheralded warriors who are trying to pick up your subtly self-interested line of reasoning. You suspect that they’re sizing you up, all the while, and you’re probably right that it’s not all that favorably, but they’re sympathetic to your modern-day dilemma, as you are to theirs, especially because theirs may be the tougher job—the one upon which everything really rests.

From their shoes, you can actually feel the soft turf of a shifting landscape. Changes with each step. Walk a while, and you begin to know enough to sense what you don’t know, or can’t be sure of, as well as the few helpful things that have been discovered and verified about how the world’s terror networks now operate, and how they are evolving. You know that the enemy is everywhere and nowhere, crouched, patient and clever, watching how you move so they can move in the opposite direction, the surprising direction, undetected. You whipsaw between grudging respect for their methodology and murderous rage—if you only get your hands on the courier, the cell leader, the top lieutenant, then they’d know suffering. And tell all. If only. And then you could sleep, at least that night, because you’d know where to aim the armed aerial drone or the muscled-up unit with the night-vision goggles—so much firepower, built up and ready; so few clues about where to point it. Or so few good clues, solid clues. Plenty of noise, God knows, leads galore, piled to the ceiling, and you spend half your life chasing nothing, garbage. Everything starts to look suspicious: whole groups of people with their strange tongues and habits and deeply held certainties prompt alarm, because the ways they move from anger to rage to violence are not so very clear, and if one out of a hundred, a thousand, makes that jump you’re talking an army—a vast, invisible army—un-uniformed and moving freely through a marketplace where anything can be found and tried—unbelievably destructive stuff—all click and buy, with downloadable manuals. And you haven’t seen your wife, or husband, or kids, or whoever you care about in weeks, or months; and while you thrash this way and that, everyone you meet, including your bosses, asks “Are we safe, are we safe yet?”—even people who should know better—while you miss everything: the baby showers, the school plays, the weddings and funerals. And you look for handles, a framework from the familiar, to make sense of the solemn insanity of this life, deep inside the so-called “war on terror,” and you realize you’re neck-deep in a global game of Marco Polo, in an ocean-size pool—but all of it deadly serious, winner take all. It’s terrible in that pool. Especially when it’s deathly quiet—the way it is in the months after 9/11—and no one is answering when you yell “Marco,” and you only feel the occasional whoosh as your opponent silently passes, and you snap around while images of burning buildings and exploding planes dance behind your closed eyelids.



Tucked within the colliding perspectives, there were, from the very start, a few things that were shared. The notables and the invisibles together embraced a profound sense of urgency. All parties took a vow of sorts on September 12. As public servants, they solemnly swore to do whatever they could to confront and defeat al Qaeda and its global network of terrorists and supporters. They vowed to work each day and every night. They’d press themselves toward clear-eyed and innovative thinking. They’d stop at nothing.

Just as soon as they figured out where to start.

The preferred analogy inside government for these early days is the Apollo 13 challenge, a reliable standard, as well, of management schools and motivational speakers. It refers to a particular moment in 1970 when an air filter on a disabled NASA craft, 200,000 miles from Earth, needed to be built with whatever the astronauts had on hand. An engineering team in Houston gathered a sampling of all the loose items aboard the distant spacecraft—duct tape, hoses, medical equipment—dumped them on a table, and got to work. They needed a remedy, a way to attach a square filter into a round fitting, in a few hours, or the crew would be asphyxiated. The solution also had to be elegant; it was no good if the crew couldn’t manage the construction. Driving the proceedings is a mantra that has become ubiquitous since Ron Howard’s movie about the mission was released in 1995: “Failure is not an option.”

All this applies nicely to the “war on terror.” Decisions made in the wake of the catastrophe carried the same improvisational and emotional force. That latter part is easy to forget: the desire to help, in any way possible, was the first, pure impulse. Agencies of the world’s most powerful nation were impelled to employ whatever they had available to match an unforeseen mission, a new charge; to find, each of them, a worthwhile avenue for their institutional might. Sometimes this worked. Often it did not. Paths were set early, in crisis. Failure—or even the admission of small defeats or confusion—was not an option. The Pentagon had a standing army. CIA, and its eavesdropping affiliates from the National Security Agency (NSA) on down, had intelligence—the night vision to pierce the darkness. Justice had the rule of law, and FBI an army of domestic agents. Treasury had access to global financial data… and so forth, building by building, across the frightened capital. Where each path led, in large measure, would define the coming four-plus years, where we, as a nation, are now. And where we are bound.

All throughout, however, humming beneath the smooth surface of press releases and official-speak, has been a rising din of “cognitive dissonance”—that evocative term for how collisions of competing ideas create dissonance, a discomfiting noise that compels the mind to modify existing beliefs or invent new ones as it searches for quiet. It is that process that so often drives forward motion in the cacophony of modern life.

The vast federal government, under stress, does not work quite so efficiently as a single mind. It has protective urges, competing agendas, rules for who does what and who represents actions to the citizenry, the sovereign, the bosses; it accomplishes a great deal, yes, but is defined often by its dysfunctions. And that means it lies and dissembles, hides what it can, and sometimes acts out of self-preservation, because without your trust it is nothing but office space.

This has long been the case—a matter of life force trapped inside bureaucracies that everyone from Max Weber to Stephen R. Covey has fretted over—and maybe that’s just something to be accepted, a point of resignation. Maybe, people don’t really want to know about the internal disputes and roiling uncertainty, the dissonance. Or maybe they don’t want to take on the turmoil and clarity that inhabit those on history’s fault line—both the notables, who watch each active verb, and their fierce, frank invisible partners, whom you will now meet in the coming pages—as, side by side, they chase shadows on the cave wall of an enemy who is newly armed with destructive capability and sectarian certainty, and patience, and clever resolve, and, maybe, tactical advantage.

In sleepier times, you could just go about your life and shrug, and say that there are mortgages to pay and children to school, sitcoms to watch, and that, from the start, two centuries ago, even some founding fathers felt the noisy rabble, beyond the ramparts, couldn’t “handle the truth.”

But these are not ordinary times. Knowledge, in fact, is power, enough to burn off fear. And you at least ought to know what the hell’s been going on.

It’s what Americans do.






CHAPTER ONE FALSE POSITIVES


At noon on September 13, a passing agent ducked his head into Dennis Lormel’s office. He said that someone had called from the Omaha FBI office. A company named First Data Corporation, with a huge processing facility out there, wanted to help in any way it could. A red-eyed Lormel looked up from his desk. “Oh, that’s big,” he said, breaking into a weary smile. “That could be very, very big.”

The son of a New York City cop, Lormel had spent two decades working the financial angle of some of the bureau’s biggest cases, from corrupt congressmen in the Abscam scandal, to allegations of Billy Carter being bribed by Libyans, to the Bank of Credit and Commerce International, or BCCI, the mother of all international bank frauds.

First Data is one of the world’s largest processors of credit card transactions, a company with $6.5 billion in revenues and a global reach. Lormel knew there would be scores of names to check, starting with the nineteen hijackers, and that each name would produce several hits—false positives—that would then have to be checked against the place and time specifics of spending histories. There would be civil liberties issues—legally, each credit card search demanded a warrant. There might not be time for that; another attack might be on the way.

But Lormel also knew something most of the agents running sleepless around FBI headquarters two days after 9/11 didn’t know: First Data was not only the world’s leading credit card processor—an extraordinary ally at this moment. “Inside that company,” he told the young agent, “is a gem.”

Western Union.

The old telegraph company was the engine of a technological revolution many generations removed from the present. Its heyday was in the 1850s, when it began stringing wire cables across the Northeast, then the first transcontinental cable in 1861. Five years later, those cables carried trading on the New York Stock Exchange to cities up and down the East Coast on “tickers.” It was hailed as a miracle.

The world moved on. But many of the twenty-two nations in the Arab world still have a foot planted in this past. Western Union, with nearly $2.7 billion in revenue, remains a destination for a wide slice of the Arab world’s 300 million residents. In some less favored parts of the globe, the only way to wire funds is the old-fashioned way. You bring your money to the Western Union office. You hand it over. They count it. And soon, transmission is made to another of the company’s offices, a hot flash of cold cash.

The so-called “war on terror” is about unlikely twists, strange alliances, about things you least expect. The unexpected is, in fact, what catches a swiftly adaptable enemy—namely, a global village of Islamic terrorists—by surprise. Lormel is a financial crimes wizard, who talks like a longshoreman, knows how to play rough, and has a fine-tuned capacity to think like his prey—a perfect character for a moment that demands innovation. The previous night, he’d arrived home for dinner after wandering in a daydream through a frantic FBI headquarters for much of the day. He told his wife, Molly, “I figured a lot of stuff out… we need a massive integrated approach to this—the whole government working together—and we can wrap them up, all of them, the bastards. There’s a lot we can do now on the financial side that we could never do before. If, for once, we can just get everyone organized.”

Now, sitting in his office, Lormel told the young agent to go get him a number for First Data, and he chewed over an idea: “We need to turn this company into a deadly weapon.”



On the seventh floor of CIA headquarters, at midnight on September 13, George Tenet, an exhausted forty-eight, slumped into his office. He hadn’t slept more than a few hours since the attacks, and it was starting to show. Jami Miscik, Tenet’s deputy associate director of intelligence, stuck her head in the doorway.

“Ready to crash?”

“Maybe soon,” he said. “But not for long.”

Miscik, a slender brunette in her fifties, had affection for Tenet, who’d made her his executive assistant back when he was the deputy director in 1996, and, as director, promoted her to the number two job in the Directorate of Intelligence, or DI—home of CIA’s army of analysts. They’d been through a lot together. Nothing, though, like what was to come.

She loves George. They all seem to on the seventh floor at CIA, a rarity in a place where the walls are primed with secrecy and the distrust it breeds. Among recent DCIs (Directors of Central Intelligence) he’s an anomaly, with a kind of clumsy, shirt-untucked openness, and a behavioral tic whereby he has trouble criticizing anyone, even when they deserve it. Most of the trouble he gets into is because he aims to please, even when he’s screaming at you.

She eased in and sat on the arm of a cushioned chair across from his desk, a conditional posture, so she could slip out if he was too tired, or if a call came from somebody more important, anxious to talk. The upper reaches of government were—at this moment—jammed with anxious somebodies.

Miscik, who joined the agency in 1983 as an economic analyst, now watched over thousands of analysts who read the human intelligence, or humint, collected by field agents, clandestine agents, and foreign sources of human intelligence, and the signals intelligence, or sigint, from the vast U.S. network of eavesdropping. Their goal is to make sense of it in so-called “operational time”—which translates into when needed, or, in the current parlance, in time to save lives. On that, they had failed. Things had been missed. Miscik knew that. It didn’t matter that her task—or theirs, at the DI—was a task that flirted with abstract limits: knowing everything you need to know, when you need to know it.

“We need to figure out new ways that we can take this story apart and put it back together again,” she said. “See what else might there be… what we may be missing.”

Tenet grabbed his pad. “All right,” he said. “Where do we start?”

“With a few of the most creative people we can find to head up a unit of people who’ve never worked on terrorism,” she said. “See what they see as they look at what we’re facing, see if they see anything different.”

“Fresh eyes,” Tenet said, rubbing his own. “We could use some of those.” They discussed names, until Miscik slipped out, saying she’d have a list compiled by morning.

Tenet turned toward the window, and leaned back in his chair. Just above the line of trees that obscures the CIA campus, the lights of Washington—an altered city, reconstructing its worldview—were barely visible in the distance. An endless day was now ending. Not that it hadn’t gone well. It had, better than he could have hoped. That morning, one of Tenet’s key deputies—the tough, theatrical Cofer Black, head of the agency’s Counter-Terrorist Center—had given an astonishing performance in the White House Situation Room. After nine months of daily presidential briefings, Tenet knew Black would be the right man to stir George W. Bush’s blood. And he was. The President was getting his bearings. Now that it was clear who was behind the attacks, he was anxious to think clearly about the U.S. response. Pacing the floor in the Situation Room, under the quizzical gazes of National Security Council (NSC) principals and an anxious President, Black had laid out a plan that Tenet and other senior agency officials had swiftly constructed: a campaign led by CIA, supported by U.S. Special Forces, that would soon invade Afghanistan, employ local tribal leaders and hard-bitten fighters, and decapitate al Qaeda in its Afghan refuge. There would be a cost, Black said—U.S. soldiers and CIA operatives would die—but the enemy would “have flies walking across their eyeballs.”

The President—in full action mode—nodded, alert and hard-eyed. Later, he’d call this a “turning point in my thinking,” the framing of a plan to invade Afghanistan. In the afternoon, at another NSC meeting, Bush had given a preliminary nod as well to ideas Tenet had for granting the CIA added powers. Powers, as Tenet told him, “to take off the shackles” and really go after the enemy. To rise to this occasion, the agency would need more money, more trained bodies, more latitude. They’d need a global strategy. Bush agreed. Already, just two days after the attacks, he wanted more—more details, more ideas, more of everything.

All of which made George Tenet fairly sure he wouldn’t be fired.

It was thoroughly logical to have wondered, of course. Presidents, all leaders, need someone to blame at moments like this. When a country is caught by surprise, the person designated with knowing enough to prevent surprises—a vizier, an archduke, a particular general, an intelligence chief—will generally take the fall.

“Of course, you knew we all could be fired,” said John McLaughlin, Tenet’s deputy, looking back. “No one had a whole lot of time to think about that. It was mostly, ‘Go, go, go. We know what to do. Let’s pull a plan together. If someone wants to fire us, fine! We’ll just give him a plan on our way out the door.’ ”

To understand what would occur over the coming four years, it is crucial to understand this mix of insecurity and gratitude—this survivor’s guilt, survivor’s surprise, survivor’s appreciation—and how it played out, especially in terms of George Tenet.

It is the key to a central relationship in the “war on terror”—the dance between the two Georges. They were a natural pair from the start—gregarious men, blunt, physical, cut-the-crap types—but from very different worlds. Tenet, the son of working-class Greek immigrants, a New Yorker, was a self-made man, a Democrat, who’d come up through Congress—as a staff director on the Senate Intelligence Committee, then over to the NSC, then to CIA’s number two position in the mid-nineties, having impressed Clinton—and always felt he needed to prove himself, to earn his way. Bush, on almost all those points, hailed from a smug loyal opposition, having stamped advantages of birth with his own mark and risen to the nation’s highest perch, matching his father. When Tenet was kept on after the 2000 election, there were whispers of surprise from within the White House. The old man had a role, knowledgeable insiders said, telling his son that Tenet was a good man and that CIA should remain beyond politics, a point made by keeping Tenet aboard. In theory, fine, but let’s see how it works out, they said. See how he fits with Bush and Cheney. Tenet heard them, and each day—at each official ceremony and early-morning briefing—he sought to prove his worth. Every top official serves “at the pleasure of the President.” For Tenet, an outsider in the inner circle, the phrase was served, cold, at each day’s breakfast.

And that was all before the tragic events. Had Bush fired the CIA director in the wake of 9/11, Tenet would have been cast into an abyss of almost unfathomable censure, the kind that crushes lives. The unseen attack matched with someone to blame. Judgment. Eternal vilification.

When Republican congressmen attacked Tenet in the days after 9/11, Bush swiftly came to his aid. “We cannot be second-guessing our team,” the President told a group of angry congressmen aboard Air Force One on September 27, “and I’m not going to. The nation’s at war. We need to encourage Congress to frankly leave the man alone. Tenet’s doing a good job. And if he’s not, blame me, not him.”

At that point, George Tenet would do anything his President asked. Anything. And George W. Bush knew it.



On Friday, September 14, when the President of the United States wanted a grant of special powers from Congress, his team arrived on Capitol Hill well prepared.

It so happened that administration lawyers had for months been incubating theories about how to expand presidential power. The ideas were originally seeded by the Vice President, a believer, since his harrowing days in the death throes of the Nixon administration, that executive power had been dangerously diminished.

In both the House and Senate, White House negotiators pressed for the broadest possible legislative language, including authorization to engage in wide-ranging activities on U.S. territory.

The language of the proposed resolution authorized the President “to use all necessary and appropriate force against those nations, organizations, or persons he determines planned, authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist attacks that occurred on Sept. 11, 2001, or harbored such organizations or persons, in order to prevent any future acts of international terrorism against the United States by such nations, organizations or persons.” A sweeping mandate. Minutes before the vote, the White House officials had pressed for even more—after “use all necessary and appropriate force,” they wanted to insert “in the United States,” to, essentially, grant war powers to anything a president deigned to do within the United States. Senators shot that down. That would be without precedent. A resolution passed in the Senate by a vote of 98 to 0 and in the House by a vote of 420 to 1.

Two days later, on Sunday morning, September 16, Vice President Dick Cheney settled into a secure cabin overlooking Camp David, the presidential retreat in the Maryland mountains, to explain how the President would use this extraordinary grant. Cheney, with more executive branch experience than any vice president in modern times, knew this was his moment. The President had spoken briefly in televised addresses, and then on Friday afternoon from the rubble of the World Trade Center with a bullhorn. Now, it was Cheney’s turn to speak about execution, how to get the job done, his métier. The lights came up, and it was clear that Tim Russert of NBC’s Meet the Press would ask few questions today. Viewers wanted to hear the Vice President speak. In a moment, Cheney settled into his stentorian rhythm, the grumbling, got-this-covered, call-you-if-I-need-you thrump of crew-cut speech. In fighting al Qaeda, he said, the government needed to “work through, sort of, the dark side.” Crises prompt candor. The country was in trauma. Cheney was, against his nature, opening the playbook on national television. “A lot of what needs to be done here will have to be done quietly, without any discussion, using sources and methods that are available to our intelligence agencies, if we’re going to be successful. That’s the world these folks operate in. And so it’s going to be vital for us to use any means at our disposal, basically, to achieve our objective.”

Experts on Osama bin Laden often advise, “Listen to what he says. It’s all there. He says what he means.” In this one case, that was also true of the Vice President. So much is in that one statement, so much more, in its way, than the bold, blood-quickening calls to bring “infinite justice” to our enemies abroad—and, yes, maybe hiding among us—evildoers who would soon taste the fury of might sharpened by right. Not that those calls to arms weren’t effective. They were; just maybe not suited for the challenge America now faced. The real action, Cheney said, would not happen with armies assembled and banners waving. It would happen in the shadows.



At a special cabinet meeting on Monday morning, September 17, the President handed out assignments. After a weekend of deliberation with his top officials at Camp David, it was time for action. The mission was to oust al Qaeda from its Afghanistan refuge and, if necessary, destroy the country’s ruling Taliban regime. The response, in this case, would bridge old and new, engaging intelligence officers, air-power, and a light military footprint. “The CIA is in first,” Bush told the seventeen top officials of the U.S. government gathered around the cabinet table that morning, each of whom—the Secretaries of State, Treasury, Energy, Defense, Justice—would leave with a task list. The CIA teams would immediately begin by engaging with the Afghan tribes—supporting, directing, bribing—and prepare the terrain for the arrival of U.S. Special Forces. Targeted bombings would most likely commence soon, it was hoped by early October. A limited number of U.S. troops—a few thousand—would then arrive, guided by a map largely drawn by CIA agents who had experience in the region and, now, the full faith of the President.

Washington, day by day, had already become the bustling capital of a twilight struggle—the so-called “war on terror,” a term that was settling unevenly into the global vernacular. Close facsimiles had been floated for a week or so after the attacks and before President Bush used it, just so, in his landmark speech of September 20, 2001, declaring before a joint session of Congress that “Our ‘war on terror’ begins with al Qaeda, but it does not end there. It will not end until every terrorist group of global reach had been found, stopped and defeated.”

The term’s meaning drifted fitfully, being defined mostly by what it was not—a kind of definition by default. White House spokesman Ari Fleischer parried with reporters at a press conference on the key issue: use of the word “war.”

“You don’t declare war against an individual, surely?” puzzled one.

“How can you declare war against a nation when you don’t know the nation involved?” the reporter asked.

“I don’t know whether we should use the word ‘war,’ ” French president Jacques Chirac said, standing next to George W. Bush at a press conference shortly after 9/11, when the two countries stood united. “But what I can say is that now we are faced with a conflict of a completely new nature.”

Several immediate responses would, indeed, be of a “new nature.” One, that the CIA—an intelligence agency—would be the central actor, a kind of loosely assembled army, with many tasks. Too many. Though the agency had failed in its prime mission—specific advance warning of the 9/11 attacks—more than any other arm of the U.S. government it was ready for the aftermath. While other parts of the government looked at what institutional capabilities they might now employ to protect and defend America, CIA was already several years into “the plan,” a strategic analysis of how to fight al Qaeda that the agency had started in 1999—a full year after Tenet said to his staff that “we’d spare no expense in funds or bodies” in fighting this threat from transnational terrorist groups.

Strong words. But, as months slipped into years, not much to show for the bluster. While, surely, funds had been tight, and proposed budget increases had been turned down by both Clinton and Bush, only a modest share of overall CIA resources had been put toward the counterterrorism effort. There were too many weaknesses in too many areas at the agency, which had lost nearly a quarter of its budget in the 1990s as part of the “peace dividend.” The clandestine service had been gutted. Humint assets in the Arab world were almost nonexistent. Tenet’s strategy to counter the growing terrorist threat had been to rebuild the entire agency—a strategy devoid of priorities. All boats, the thinking went, would be lifted together, and the CIA was on its way to doing that, step by step, with plans, so many plans.

Some of those plans would now be implemented overnight. After the cabinet meeting on the morning of September 17, Bush had signed a classified “Presidential Finding” that authorized an astonishing expansion of CIA authority, especially in the area of covert operations. The agency could use lethal measures against terrorists, largely without civilian oversight. It would also manage what was essentially a covert foreign policy—a channel between CIA and foreign intelligence services that, theory had it, would always be open. The authorization of added powers was necessary to carry off the “Worldwide Attack Matrix”—a CIA plan presented to Bush in the preceding days that detailed operations against terrorists in eighty countries.

On September 18, Bush signed a secret executive order allocating immediately between $800 million and $900 million to CIA. Much of that money would go to the building of CTICs, or Counter-Terrorist Intelligence Centers, inside countries that heretofore were not seen as close, or, in any event, capable friends. In this war, we would need to make new friends.

CIA had mostly been an agency that collected information and passed it up the chain—its primary role, certainly, since the mid-seventies, when revelation of Watergate-era excesses in covert activities prompted commissions, constraints, and the formation of congressional oversight committees. Now necessity created reinvention. Even as demands on the precision of intelligence multiplied, CIA would expand swiftly into an agency of covert, and often deadly, action. The game was one of kill or be killed, finding individuals or small groups tucked in diverse cultures—some sympathetic to jihadists, some not, some incredulous. It was a man-on-man war.

The day the Presidential Finding was signed—September 18—discussions at Langley were fueled by adrenaline and testosterone. Cofer Black could claim a long history with al Qaeda, having first dueled with bin Laden in 1994 in Khartoum, Sudan, when each man had a team that spied on the other, a game that escalated, at one point, to car chases and bin Laden’s assassination attempt on Black. Now there would be new boundaries. Black, after his motivational briefings of Bush and NSC, used the language of medieval conflict—of finding al Qaeda members and putting their “heads on sticks”—that soon caught on around the government, mustering aggression. Inside CIA and the White House, there was talk of bringing back the heads of bin Laden and Zawahiri “in a box.” The CIA’s freshly approved Worldwide Attack Matrix mentioned capture and interrogation of suspects only in passing, including a brief notation that captives were expected to be put through the U.S. justice system. “The mission is straightforward,” Black told a colleague in Langley. “We locate the enemy wherever they are across the planet. We find them and we kill them.”



Eight miles southeast in Arlington, at the world’s largest office building, those specifically trained to kill—the U.S. military—would mostly watch from the sidelines.

America’s standing army, with more firepower than had ever before been conjured by human ingenuity, would be in a supporting role. As the CIA became doers, the traditional doers at the Pentagon got ready for a small, targeted engagement in Afghanistan, with an expected deployment of a maximum 10,000 or so troops, a fraction of the total force, and waited for further instructions.

This was a particularly bitter pill for the civilian leadership of the Pentagon: Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, his deputy Paul Wolf-owitz, Under Secretary for Policy Douglas Feith, and their senior nonstaff adviser, Richard Perle—an assistant secretary of defense under Ronald Reagan and now chairman of the President’s Defense Advisory Board. All had been pressing through the Clinton years and the first nine months of this administration for two things: transformation of the military into a leaner, high-tech, twenty-first-century fighting force; and the overthrow of Saddam Hussein.

They all also shared a well-seasoned antipathy for the CIA. The cited grievances were vast, a catalog of CIA failures and foolish pride dating back twenty years. It had missed the rise of Islamic fundamentalism and the Ayatollah Khomeni in Iran. It had missed the fall of the Soviet Union. It had missed Iraq’s 1991 invasion of Kuwait. As to 9/11, the critics’ case for CIA incompetence was clouded by the repeated warnings from Tenet and top deputies about the al Qaeda threat, starting with their first briefing to the incoming President. Neither Bush nor the more experienced Cheney had reacted with a plan of action. Bin Laden was a problem without a ready solution, a combination that often spells inertia for the vast U.S. government. The primary focus, instead—as national security adviser Condoleezza Rice framed it in January 2001 at the first NSC meeting of the Bush presidency—was on “how Iraq is destabilizing the region,” and the overthrow of Saddam Hussein. Throughout the spring and summer of 2001, dozens of reports were generated inside the Defense and State Departments about a possible invasion of Iraq, as the CIA increasingly warned about the threat from al Qaeda.

Al Qaeda and Iraq were separate entities, with divergent goals, but on September 19, Bush made his first official stab at convergence. He had not been satisfied with an ad hoc exchange on September 12 near the doorway of the Situation Room with Richard Clarke, the NSC’s national coordinator for security and senior adviser on counterterrorism. Bush had asked Clarke about Saddam’s link to the attack. Clarke had said definitively there’d be no connection found—this was clearly al Qaeda, and al Qaeda and Saddam were natural enemies. Now, in a briefing with George Tenet on September 19, he and the Vice President made a more formal run at the issue. “I want to know about links between Saddam and al Qaeda,” Bush said to Tenet. “The Vice President knows some things that might be helpful.” He then turned to Cheney, who was participating in the meeting through a video link to a secure location.

Intelligence collection, like much of foreign policy, had been placed in the Vice President’s portfolio from the first days of the administration. The breadth of Cheney’s charge increased after 9/11. His office had nearly a dozen national security staffers and advisers. One of them, Cheney told Tenet, had picked up a report that one of the hijackers, Mohammed Atta, had met in Prague, in the Czech Republic, with a senior Iraqi intelligence agent five months before the attacks. The DCI was surprised. “We’ll get right on it, Mr. Vice President.”

An hour later, Tenet was back at CIA headquarters, where several top deputies gathered in his office. He told Jim Pavitt, head of the Directorate of Operations, about the request. “It’s a direct request from Cheney and Bush,” Tenet said, as Pavitt looked on skeptically. “Let’s get right on it.” Pavitt “tasked out” the assignment immediately—calls were made that day to the CIA’s station chief in Prague.

On the morning of September 21, the CIA director, with a file under his arm and a top staffer from the Directorate of Intelligence at his side, arrived at the White House for that morning’s intelligence briefings. “What have you got for me today, George?” Bush said, his usual opener. Tenet got right to it. “Our Prague office is skeptical about the report. It just doesn’t add up.” He noted, as well, other evidence, including credit card records and phone records collected by FBI and CIA that seemed to place Atta in northern Virginia all during the period in question—in an apartment, in fact, a few miles from the agency’s headquarters.

Cheney, staring out from the video screen, shook his head in doubt.



Two weeks later, in early October, the Vice President’s cluster of national security staffers was officially matched and mirrored by one inside the office of the Secretary of Defense. The Pentagon unit, called the Policy Counterterrorism Evaluation Group, run by Douglas Feith, the under secretary for policy, was designed to provide intelligence on demand to both Rumsfeld and the office of the Vice President. Each office, with its national security staffers, would support the other, and carry forward a shared purpose: to not have to solely consume—in bureaucratese—CIA intelligence. We’ll grow our own, thanks.

The two hungry men at the table—the Vice President and the Secretary of Defense—had a long history of working side by side. Joining the Nixon administration in 1969, Donald Rumsfeld—in his mid-thirties and already an ex-congressman—showed skills as an executive branch warlord whom even Richard Nixon viewed with cautious regard. Rumsfeld had quickly turned an importunate assignment—heading the Office of Economic Opportunity, a Johnson-era holdover—into a power base, and drafted as his assistant a newly arrived White House staffer, a Wyoming-raised student of government with a quick mind and almost enough credits for a PhD. That was Dick Cheney.

As to their skills at planning and execution, an instructive moment occurs in 1975, when Rumsfeld was Gerald Ford’s chief of staff and Cheney his deputy, with a charge to oversee intelligence matters. The two men orchestrated what was then called the “Halloween Massacre,” a complex series of maneuvers that made Rumsfeld Defense Secretary and Cheney chief of staff, while stripping Secretary of State Henry Kissinger of his dual role as national security adviser, and marginalizing Vice President Nelson Rockefeller as insufficiently conservative in foreign affairs to appease the party’s strong conservative wing—a wing Rumsfeld and Cheney convinced Ford they spoke for. Rockefeller soon withdrew his name for consideration as Ford’s running mate in the ’76 elections.

The duo’s actions were driven by the capital’s familiar clasp of ambitions and ideas—the latter, in this case, that Kissinger’s policy of Détente was soft on the Soviets. That position also placed both at odds with the CIA of the era. Instead of producing reports that showed a surge in Soviet military strength, the agency offered complex, hedged analysis, filled with caveats about the limits of Soviet power (which later turned out to be correct) and the overall difficulty of assessing our adversary’s true capabilities. Thus, the last in the series of Halloween events was the ouster of CIA director William Colby, and a plan to cut CIA’s influence in the policy process. They then replaced Colby with a man Rumsfeld viewed as a competitor—one who might be best sent into exile at a diminished CIA. That would be our emissary to China, George H. W. Bush.

This was thirty years ago. For Cheney and Rumsfeld, George W. Bush started as a footnote—the child of their contemporary. In these complex engagements of powerful men, it is important not to overlook basic human interaction, conventions that people know, surely, from their own lives. To wit: the son of a friend or colleague is always, in large part, a son, seen, for better or for worse, in reference to the parent. For Cheney, George W. Bush is the son of a man he admired, despite his belief that the former President missed history’s call by not destroying Saddam Hussein. For Rumsfeld, he was the son of a man he never felt was an equal in intellect or enterprise, proven also by the fact that he missed history’s call by not destroying Saddam Hussein. Now place this pair in their respective senior positions in the administration of that son, George W. Bush: a President without foreign policy experience of any kind, who, conveniently, has long struggled to emerge from his father’s shadow. It’s simple math. Such alignments—more than the play of competing memos or forgotten debates—often turn the wheel of history. Which is why, a hundred years from now, scholars will most probably look at this array of actors and say, clearly, that Saddam Hussein’s days were numbered. It was, after all, about the only matter on which all three agreed, and felt passionately. In this view of personality guiding destiny—of people gravitating toward what they happen to share and, when in power, getting what they want—it is, in retrospect, no great surprise that the first National Security Council meeting in January of 2001 dealt with the overthrow of Saddam Hussein. And so did the second. It was a matter of how, not whether.

After 9/11, as America’s standing army and its civilian leaders desperately and quite naturally looked for a way to contribute, it would become largely a matter of integration. By November, Bush would take Rumsfeld aside and tell him to construct a detailed plan for the military invasion of Iraq. It is all but a certainty that Cheney had already told Rumsfeld that the request was coming. Bush asked Rumsfeld to tell no one in the upper reaches of government, and to make the request to senior officers seem routine. If that second request was offered without a strategic prebriefing from Cheney, it would be surprising. This is one of the things Cheney has done countless times over thirty years: work behind the scenes, ever so deftly, to orchestrate what will seem like impromptu events. They’re not. They are the bureaucratic equivalent of the media event. So, as America officially moved to a detailed action plan for the overthrow of Hussein, only three men would be in the know: Bush, Cheney, and Rumsfeld. The rationale for keeping it quiet is obvious. A thorny question remained: How could the ousting of Saddam Hussein be woven into something now called the “war on terror?” Up ahead would be more definitions by default.



Intelligence matters. That’s a primary lesson of 9/11.

The entire government, groping across uncharted terrain, desperate, was starved for it. Neither convenient targets within the vast landscape of Afghanistan nor the precise nature and capabilities of our terrorist enemy were in clear focus.

Not long after U.S. aircraft began bombing Afghanistan on October 7—and American ground forces assembled throughout the Gulf to prepare their assault—a startling disclosure was presented to the United States by a Western intelligence service. What took shape were outlines of a nightmare.

The setting was a campfire in Kandahar on a warm night in mid-August, three weeks before 9/11. Men were dining and drinking tea. In the firelight were Osama bin Laden and his only peer, Ayman al-Zawahiri, the Egyptian surgeon who had, in 1998, brought his Egyptian Islamic Jihad organization—with its array of educated tacticians—together with bin Laden’s jihadist network to form al Qaeda. These two men—soon to be household names, cult heroes to a billion people, pariahs to another billion—were, at this point, known for the most part to terrorism experts and adherents of obscure Islamist Web sites.

Across the campfire from bin Laden and al-Zawahiri were two men—believed to be Sultan Bashiruddin Mahmood and his associate Abdul Majid. Mahmood had been a key patriarch of Pakistan’s three-decade mission, ultimately successful, to build a nuclear bomb. While the driving force behind these efforts was the headstrong, unmanageable Abdul Qadeer (A. Q.) Khan, who had stolen Western designs for the production of enriched uranium in the 1970s and brought them to explosive fruition in the 1980s, Mahmood’s role as chairman of the country’s atomic energy commission and an expert in methods to enrich uranium granted him a designation of national honor. With that honor came a platform that he had used in the late nineties to advocate the idea that nuclear weapons should be spread to other Islamic countries. He had become increasingly radicalized, believing that such a destructive grant would trigger an “end of days” scenario and the beatific triumph of Islam. In 1999, such pronouncements prompted his ouster from the country’s officialdom; he was reassigned to a lesser job and then, in humiliation, resigned.

For him to resurface in this way, with bin Laden and Zawahiri, was daunting.

There was a great deal to do, and fast. The names of the conferees were solid. But who was Mahmood attached to at this point? What were his movements? What were bin Laden and Zawahiri’s intentions in meeting with Pakistani nuclear scientists? And could we tell the Pakistanis what we’d found, or what we suspected? There was no area about which the Pakistanis were more secretive than their coveted nuclear program—the centerpiece of almost inestimable national pride. Tenet and McLaughlin decided to keep it all closely held—contacts, at the start, largely through the “intelligence channel.”

Tenet and Pavitt contacted Bob Grenier, chief of the CIA’s Islamabad station, an office that was growing—with the unfolding engagement nearby in Afghanistan—into one of the largest in the CIA network.

In secret cables and follow-up calls, Grenier was told everything that was known. The question: How much could he tell Pakistan’s secret intelligence service, ISI, an organization with a reputation for ruthlessness and duplicity that had been instrumental in setting up the Taliban regime?

The first pressing espionage challenge of the post-9/11 era had surfaced—a shadowy path from Islamabad to Kandahar that could lead to bin Laden and a nuclear weapon. But before we could budge, the United States had to decide who, in that part of the world, we could really trust.



“Come in, Brent.”

“Nice to see you, Dick.”

In October, the two men sat across from each other in a place that couldn’t be more familiar: the White House, where they’d spent their most satisfying years, often side by side, as men of consequence.

They had been present at each other’s creation as trusted counselors—men who, though unelected, would wield sextant and map aboard the American ship of state. And, like old friends everywhere, they were the last to see each other age, or change, or establish new roles.

The world, of course, had changed on 9/11—just a month before—and today was the first real chance to discuss what was altered and what abided. This was a longtime specialty of both men. Judicious appraisals, parsed and contextualized; an ability to connect goals and strategies, and then know what must be done.

Or, more specifically, advise presidents about what must be done. Scowcroft, as national security adviser, had done this for the first President Bush, as he had for Gerald Ford. Under Richard Nixon, he was the deputy national security adviser to that era’s most potent global architect, Henry Kissinger, his first major patron and mentor.

Having sat in these chairs for thirty years, Scowcroft had been afforded an almost unmatched perch to view the world as it is—and an understanding of how the roiling planet responded to American principles and exercise of power.

He had been central to a variety of experiments—such as opening relations with China, Détente, response to the fall of the Soviet Union, and the 1991 Gulf War to eject Saddam Hussein from Kuwait. A newly elected George W. Bush made Scowcroft—then approaching eighty, his capacities undiminished—head of the Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, a bipartisan, sixteen-member council that was established by Dwight Eisenhower in 1956 to provide presidents with “an independent source of advice on the effectiveness with which the intelligence community is meeting the nation’s intelligence needs.”

George W. Bush didn’t rely on the board. That was fine—it was his choice as President—but Scowcroft was not unrealistic to have expected more. He had been a mentor and guide to Colin Powell, the current Secretary of State, and had all but discovered national security adviser Condoleezza Rice—spotting her in 1989 when she was a Stanford professor with a specialty in Soviet power and European affairs. Stephen Hadley, Rice’s deputy national security adviser, was also a Scowcroft protégé and had spent the nineties as a principal at Scowcroft Advisors, the general’s foreign policy consulting firm.

Most notably, Brent had been the forty-first President’s most trusted counselor. The Gulf War, the elder Bush’s finest moment and his lasting legacy, was quietly compelled by Scowcroft’s firm stance and exhortation that Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait was a violation of international law that collided with core U.S. interests. Just as Kissinger sharpened Nixon’s global ambitions, Scowcroft hardened his boss’s internationalist impulses with analytical rigor. He also brought continuity, having helped shape the “realist” school of foreign policy thinking—a view that America’s ambitions, and its often soaring idealism, need to be tempered with pragmatism as to the limits and appropriate uses of power. Then, there’s one more thing: Brent and the elder Bush, two straight-spined, polite men—reluctant to dig in but unmovable when they do—are as affectionate as men of their generation tend to be. Scowcroft has a condominium near the Bush compound in Kennebunkport. He and the former President talk every couple of days.

Which meant he already knew what few people outside the Bush family itself understood: that the two Presidents were not particularly close, and did not have the sort of substantive discussions one might expect of two men now firmly connected by both blood and history. This was an awkward fact. Scowcroft knew it might explain why he hadn’t been called upon more in the first ten months of this presidency. Still, he liked the younger Bush. The new President would need seasoned advice, like any president, only more so. Scowcroft waited. He did whatever he was asked, with his usual thoroughness.

In this case, it had been to assess the U.S. intelligence capability and write a report for the President.

Scowcroft dove into this task with a young man’s energy. He had spent several decades as consumer of intelligence “products”—devouring enough reporting from CIA and dispatches from NSA to paper the Roosevelt Room. There was almost no one more expert on the subject.

The report he’d produced by the late summer of 2001 said, in essence, that U.S. intelligence was constructed to meet the needs of an era now gone. The CIA was created in 1947—with a director who putatively would lead foreign intelligence efforts and report directly to the President. That was about the same time that the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) was created—a civilian office that would sit atop the military and also report to the President. Both roles were somewhat ill-defined and ripe for growth. The various parts of the military—Army, Navy, Air Force—were independent nation-states, ruled by their own uniformed leadership, on top of which the civilian OSD precariously rested. Yet during the emerging cold war, the forty-five-year struggle with the Soviet empire, with wars in Korea and Vietnam, and with the creation of competing spheres of influence and security, the OSD answered for every institutional question. It grew and consolidated power on a vast scale, claiming authority over a budget that grew to be larger than the economy of all but a dozen or so countries in the world.

The CIA—Scowcroft wrote in his report—was focused primarily on a singular opponent, the Soviet Union, with its agents and analysts becoming expert in the game of move and countermove with their Communist doppelgänger. Meanwhile, the Department of Defense (DoD)—with a similar Soviet focus and a size that had soon dwarfed CIA—moved forcefully, as well, into intelligence collection. The National Security Agency, with an estimated annual budget of nearly $6 billion through the 1990s—nearly twice that of CIA—falls within the authority of the Defense Department. The same is true for most of the remaining dozen intelligence collection arms of the government. DoD, by 2000, would control about 80 percent of the nation’s intelligence budget.

Scrowcroft’s main assertion in his report was that the collapse of the Soviet Union meant that much of the nation’s intelligence efforts—and its vast resources—were misapplied. He outlined the intelligence demands posed by a disparate array of regional competitors, terrorists, ideological movements, and opponents who, unlike the former Soviets, were generally not bent on destroying America—nor, in any case, capable of it.

On that August day, Cheney and Scowcroft had met in the Vice President’s office to discuss the report’s recommendations, which included “moving boxes,” where the director of Central Intelligence would function as the nation’s intelligence leader and claim the lion’s share of the budgetary authority now housed under the Secretary of Defense. The Vice President mostly listened, and seemed to agree. It was a cordial meeting.

After 9/11, Scowcroft was asked to revise his report, based on the attacks. With the revised report now finished, and digested by Cheney, Scowcroft was back in the Vice President’s office.

He and Cheney settled in, and talked a bit about 9/11. Scowcroft asked how the President was faring, and Condi, and how the Vice President was holding up under the pressure of the past month. It was odd for Scowcroft not to be called at a moment like this. Cheney said he was fine, the President, too; he appreciated Brent’s concern.

The attacks, of course, were just the sort of threat—hard to monitor, hard to assess—that they’d discussed in the late summer. The twenty-page report was not much changed, Brent said.

“My God, it emerged from Afghanistan,” Scowcroft said, “just about the most backward, forgotten country on the planet. It shows how little we know about where the threats are coming from.”

Knowing what we need to know, when we need to know it, Scowcroft said to Cheney, would mean rethinking the nature of intelligence. The intelligence function was now parceled out among a wide array of agencies, and intelligence services of the military branches. “We need a massive intelligence research library,” Scowcroft said, using an old-school term that has been replaced by buzzwords like “aggregation” and “integration.” Everything would be housed in this research library, in one place; people with proper security clearance could sign in, and there could be various clearances for particular areas, and the whole thing would be overseen by CIA and a newly empowered DCI. After all, CIA is still the lead agency, the collecting pool, where the hard analysis gets done.

Cheney nodded. The array and diversity of new targets for intelligence collection and analysis was, indeed, daunting, he said. There wasn’t, as with the Soviets in 1947, one long learning curve to run up; there were fifty of them. Al Qaeda was a conglomeration of several terrorist organizations—in Egypt and Saudi Arabia, predominantly—but there were similar groups in a dozen countries. Newly entrepreneurial states were building newly destructive weapons and testing boundaries. They were serving as incubators for nationalist movements—the natural counterpoint to sweeping globalism. How to keep all this straight and in clear, actionable focus? Consolidation, and integration of all intelligence efforts. “It’s our only chance,” Scowcroft said, “or we’ll be surprised again and again.”

Then, Scowcroft brought it full circle. “This means we’ll have to move the boxes,” parlance for a wide-ranging reorganization.

Cheney disagreed. “Moving the boxes won’t solve it,” he said. “It never does.”

“Not immediately,” Scowcroft countered, but over time the institutional mandates and dictates start to shift and people “start to think in new ways.” We have to move now, but think long term, he said. “The Soviets are already gone ten years. We’ve been attacked. We’re long overdue.”

And around they went, in essential agreement about what needed to be done—a massive breaking down of walls between agencies, a teardown of silos. They discussed the impediments to getting it done.

So Scowcroft unsheathed his sword. He said he’d talked to Rumsfeld about changes, including taking budgetary authority away from Defense and giving much of it to an enlarged DCI at CIA.

Though Scowcroft assumed that Rumsfeld had reported their conversation to Cheney—there’s nothing that Don and Dick don’t share—he answered the question anyhow.

“Don was strongly opposed to my notions,” he said simply.

And Dick nodded. And then they both knew everything—too much, maybe. Each man could count dozens of people who’d opposed Don over the years—sometimes with sound ideas—who were now dust. Kissinger railed against him. The old bull Nelson Rockefeller, a Vice President himself—who was gutted by Don, with Dick’s help, in the seventies—often deemed Rumsfeld “beneath contempt.”

“Dick, look,” Scowcroft said. “My proposals would be disruptive. There’s no question about it. If you think this is a bad time for it, I’ll just fold my tent and go away. I don’t want to. And it seems to me this is something that ought to be put on the table right now. Now’s the time!” He paused. “But I’ll be guided by you.…”

Cheney paused for a moment, assessing the landscape. He was now entertaining bold strategies in the use of U.S. power—an invasion of Afghanistan as step one, regime change in Iraq as step two. Scowcroft, with his staunch realism, was unimpressed by the sweeping ideas of Paul Wolfowitz, Rumsfeld’s deputy, who believed that American power could be used to replace rogue regimes with U.S.-friendly democracies, especially in the troubled Arab world.

Brent, with his modest portfolio, had now set himself on a collision course with Don Rumsfeld. The forty-first President’s man versus the forty-third’s.

“No, go ahead, submit the report to the President,” Cheney said, after a moment. Scowcroft said he’d submit it in draft form, to give them all a little wiggle room. And then the two men—old friends, from countless battles—rose and shook hands.

What’s in that handshake, and half-smile? What does it feel like as they pull apart?

Because that was the last meeting Brent Scowcroft would ever have with Dick Cheney.



At the massive Omaha processing center for First Data, Bob Mueller’s troops had settled in. They were deep inside a Fortune 500 company, a place where federal agents had never roamed so freely, prowling through First Data’s massive computer banks. The company, with its headquarters in Denver, accounts for nearly half of U.S. charge volume, and is involved in charging activity in countries around the world.

In these early days of panic—and fear of a “second wave” attack—that span was seen as a virtue. There was, after all, so much to check, starting with the names of all the hijackers. Each Atta and Hanjour, around the world, needed to be checked, and followed. Billing addresses were matched with charging history, locations matched with dates. Is this the right Atta, or another one? If he’s the right one, then his spending could create the spine of a thousand companion searches, nightflares lighting a dark path. One might illuminate the path of another known terrorist, or a financier, or a safe house, or a place that terrorists frequent. At least, that was the way it was supposed to work.

To understand this moment, and what was driving the actions—some of which could infringe upon civil liberties and privacy rights—it is important to understand how little the U.S. counterterrorism effort had, at this point, to rely on and how desperate they were. There was not one significant human intelligence, or humint, source inside the al Qaeda operation. There was no evidence of al Qaeda operatives, or supporters, inside the United States. The Atta team of nineteen had managed to enter the country, operate within it, communicate with al Qaeda leaders, and execute the worst domestic attack in U.S. history, and investigators still didn’t know how!

U.S. officials, in both law enforcement and intelligence, were essentially blind and waiting, with dread, for a “second wave.” The thinking was to act first, work out logistics later. Yet when FBI officials first sat down with First Data in the days after the company had called the bureau, they felt that they had some precedents to rely on.

There is a long history of American companies, often large, notable companies, working in secret concert with the U.S. government. Western Union, in fact, had been at the front of that procession. A company Western Union bought in the 1860s called the American Telegraph Company banned messages in cipher during the Civil War at the behest of the War Department. During World War II, all U.S. telegraph companies forwarded copies of international cables to the federal government. The program, “Operation Shamrock,” continued after the war and was unknown to Congress and top intelligence officials.

Every day, a courier would leave NSA’s headquarters in Fort Meade, Maryland, and board a train for New York City. The clerk would copy onto magnetic tape all international telegrams from the day before that had been sent by three major companies—ITT, RCA Global, and Western Union—and bring the tape back to Maryland for analysts to pore over. This collection of foreign intelligence also involved U.S. citizens and was blocked when it was uncovered, along with other intelligence abuses, during post-Watergate congressional investigations of CIA in the mid-seventies. Shamrock, and similar abuses in the wiretapping of U.S. citizens—some of whom were opponents of the Vietnam War—was the impetus for the passage of the Federal Intelligence Surveillance Act in 1978, and the creation of the so-called “FISA Court.” Congress determined that any surveillance involving a U.S. citizen would have to be reviewed and approved by the court. The law was graciously written, allowing for a three-day lag time, so that eavesdropping could be authorized by the President in an emergency and reviewed later. For the next twenty years, the court was, essentially, a rubber stamp—handling nineteen thousand applications in its history, and refusing only five.

In White House strategy sessions in September and October of 2001, officials from FBI, CIA, and NSA—in consultation always with the Vice President—looked in desperation at what tools might be available for the unfolding battle. It broke into two large sectors: telecommunications and finances. The two would fit together, like the clasp of left and right hand, to lay the foundations of a worldwide matrix.

On one side was NSA, which had been working to expand and perfect its sigint capabilities in an era of galloping communications technology. By 2001, U.S. citizens made approximately 1.2 billion landline calls a day and 800 million cell phone calls. E-mails had been growing by a trillion a year for the past five years. This raging river of noise and digitalia gets channeled through the huge telecommunications “switches” of companies such as Global Crossing, Worldcom, AT&T.

Yet their switches in the United States handle more than just this country’s traffic. Modern communications travel at all but unfathomable speeds across the globe to find the fastest path to their destination. That means a call—or e-mail—between France and Spain may pass though Oregon; and digital packets, shooting through the network, may carry a bundle of messages from Islamabad and Israel. Borders, in this realm, are meaningless; location matters not at all. NSA black boxes sitting on a wide array of telecom switches in the fall of 2001 could gather calls and e-mails from much of the planet. Which is what they did, as NSA computer technicians furiously worked to perfect the algorithms for “search and sort” engines to manage the flow. This is what was explained to each party’s leaders and representatives on both the House and Senate Intelligence Committees in October 2001—four from each party, the so-called “gang of eight.”

According to reports of several attendees at these briefings, administration officials explained that the system would be used to hunt known or probable terrorists, their supporters, and their financiers. It could also handle broadly wrought searches, like massive keyword searches for those who were speaking about terrorist operations and—as was already under way—all calls between the United States and Afghanistan. Some concern was voiced by congressional Democrats about civil liberties, but informed questions were difficult to pose: the program was so secret that they couldn’t even consult their staffs.

That same month, October, Bush signed a secret presidential order allowing the NSA, with its telecom helpers, to carry forward what had already begun and continue to eavesdrop on U.S. citizens. The FISA Court was ignored. The specific legislation reads that the court will be the “exclusive” arbiter of issues pertaining to domestic surveillance of agents of “a foreign power.” It would, no doubt, have proven logistically challenging for the administration to work with the court—creating, essentially, warrant applications to eavesdrop on the communications of thousands of U.S. citizens being surveyed by the “blind eye” of the NSA’s sleepless computers, some of which were citizen-to-citizen calls. Clearly, a smaller but significant number of Americans were graduating to higher categories of surveillance based on what they did or said. In fact, the administration didn’t consult the court on that smaller number, either. According to an intelligence source with intimate knowledge of the NSA program and these early days: “The thinking was that going to the FISA Court, or trying to alter the 1978 act, would somehow expose, with leaks, or just from questions that we’d have to answer, what our system’s capabilities were. Once you take that first step, the rest falls into place—including a fear that if we just talked to FISA about the smaller subset that drew our increased interest they’d feel obligated to trace the legal issues to the huge pool of level-one searches. Either way, we just went ahead.”

That was one part of the worldwide matrix, the communications side—what people said or wrote. The other side was what they did. That, in large measure, meant what they bought, where they bought it, and, generally, where they brought it home. For this, the administration relied heavily on First Data. Covenants with other credit card processors in the United States and abroad meant that—much like the large telecom switches—everything could be invisibly blended; a borderless world of transactions. Western Union had similar sharing arrangements for wire transfers, which often involve banks and various financial institutions. To clear or trace transactions, large companies generally have access to one another’s back office processing units. It’s all interconnected. You just need a universal passport—like the one Western Union possesses.

Once these two parts, two rivers, were merged after 9/11, the data rose to flood stage. Millions of communications dispatches from NSA swamped CIA and FBI. The former did its own frantic sifting—something CIA automatically does, looking for that actionable bit of gold. FBI doesn’t sift well. It’s oriented to gather evidence for prosecution—every bit, every drop, is saved, and doled out for a next step. Much of the flow went through FBI, with key information brought to the First Data computers—FBI’s own in-house search engine. In the first few weeks after the attacks, thousands of financial searches were conducted based on initial communications leads from NSA. They cascaded into one subset, then another, of increasing interest, priority … and effort, by agents rushing, first, to produce paper. In the FBI, every action must be “papered.” That means documented in some legally defendable fashion—something worthy, if need be, of an appearance in court.

The legal umbrella, as of October 26, was the newly passed USA Patriot Act. The act allowed for a vast expansion of surveillance within the United States, including the searching of financial and personal records, and “sneak and peak” provisions, permitting citizens to have their activities monitored without their knowledge.

The favored mechanism used by FBI was something called the “national security letter,” a legal figleaf created for espionage and terrorism investigations in the 1970s as a way to get around consumer privacy laws. It allowed the FBI to review the customer records of suspected foreign agents secretly. On balance, maybe a few hundred would be issued annually.

After 9/11, Justice Department lawyers suggested that the letters be used in a new, expanded way. They noted that the letters could be issued on the simplest, thinnest suspicion—no real evidence needed. An NSA hit was plenty. Scores of top managers, including special agents in charge of many field offices, could issue the letters. And they issued them in a flurry—at a rate of thousands a month—snatched and used like tissues during cold season.

Not that there weren’t good old-fashioned subpoenas as well. There were. Thousands were issued, approved by the fistful, at the federal court in Omaha. A special FBI–First Data facility was soon set up near the company’s processing center, a place where agents and company technicians could commune and tap into the great computers—and beyond, into the world’s financial system—in respectful sanctity. Omaha, for a time, produced more subpoenas than any other courthouse in America.

As to sensitivities of congressional oversight of this vast enterprise, a moment in late October is revealing.

Members of the Senate and House Intelligence Committees entered a secure room in the Capitol for a briefing on the “war on terror.” Officials from Justice, Treasury, CIA, and FBI were due to testify about the “financial war.”

Dennis Lormel hovered in the back of the empty gallery, talking to a colleague. There was a delay—a Senate vote was holding things up. He’d be going third or fourth. With him on the panel would be a top financial enforcement official from Treasury named Jim Gurule, who had jurisdiction over the Office of Foreign Assets Control, or OFAC. As a peace offering of sorts—since First Data was an FBI partner—Lormel had let some officials of the Secret Service, which handles credit card fraud, come by First Data. They were, after all, experts in trolling the planet of card charges.

Lormel squinted from a distance as he watched Gurule begin to set up. There was an easel. Gurule unsheathed a visual aid for his presentation: a large chart showing how First Data was accessing and organizing financial information across the globe.

Lormel, all 220 pounds, rushed him from across the room. “Are you fuckin’ crazy? Get that sign out of here. No one is supposed to know about this. And, Jesus, it isn’t even a Treasury operation!” Gurule was stunned. He took down the poster and hustled it out of the room.

Congressional oversight of covert activities is a principle that distinguishes the United States from other countries. It is an ideal that is central to the checks and balances—the counteracting ambitions, as Madison and others had attested—that prevent abuses of power. In this case, and scores of others, those fighting the “war on terror” decided it was an unaffordable luxury.

In that day’s testimony—and many to follow—no one uttered the name First Data.

And so a vast search-and-seizure machine, with a financial body and a communications head, was constructed and fired up to match the challenges of this man-on-man war.

History will ultimately judge that machine, and those who encouraged it to be built—from the President on down—against words written with ink quills more than two centuries ago. The Fourth Amendment of the Bill of Rights to the U.S. Constitution ensures that “The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not be violated, and no Warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported by Oath or affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, and the persons or things to be seized.”

It is often called the most forcefully written of the amendments. You can feel the founders’ ardor, a don’t-tread-on-me fierceness of spirit in the declarative phrasing. They had, after all, just completed a successful insurgency against the controlling authority of Great Britain; they were used to being “violated” in Boston and Philadelphia, Concord and Hoboken, and to not being “secure in their persons.” The words “probable cause” are among the most oft-spoken and colloquial of any in the document: they regulate, artfully, the collision point between citizens and their government under the proposition that reasonable people will be able to agree, for the most part, on that standard.

Whether reasonable people agree or not with this particular course of action—and the expansion of presidential authority it entails—will be debated for years; maybe, even, for as long as the so-called “war on terror” lasts. What is known and indisputable? As this machine searched the landscape, it swept up the suspicious, or simply the unfortunate, by the stadiumful and caught almost no one who was actually a danger to America.
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