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To my late parents, Rowan and Katherine





[ INTRODUCTION ]


IN LATE SUMMER 1992, I TRAVELED T0 TWENTYNINE PALMS, CALIFORNIA, HOME T0 the Marine Corps’ sprawling desert training venue. I was researching a story for the Washington Times on future military missions in the post-Cold War world. The 170,000-member Corps serves as the nation’s expeditionary force. Marines onboard helicopter-carrying assault carriers are America’s on-call force to put boots on the ground. These rapid deployment capabilities were increasingly important after the Soviet collapse and America’s involvement in “peacekeeping” hot spots like Somalia, Bosnia, and Haiti.

My tour of Twentynine Palms took me to several mock operations centers where war gaming was underway. In one room, Marines had painted dark blobs where a new enemy was emerging: Muslim fundamentalists. “We need to know, frankly, what the pillars of Islam are, which aren’t bad when you read them,” then-Major General Harry Jenkins, director of Marine Corps intelligence, told me. “But certain groups that carry those kinds of things to the extreme, and like to throw bombs, assassinate people and get into those kinds of activities or take on embassies. We have to be kind of concerned and be prepared to deal with it.” The Marines knew firsthand. They suffered America’s first mass casualties at the hands of  Muslim fanatics in 1983, when a truck bomb killed 242 personnel in Lebanon.

The military clearly had the right future threat in mind—long before many others did. But over the next eight years, as Osama bin Laden’s al Qaeda terror network expanded and became more deadly, the American armed forces were largely kept on the sidelines by a Clinton administration more interested in “peacekeeping” than in terrorist-fighting.

When al Qaeda bombed two American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, killing twelve Americans among 257 dead, President Clinton responded by ordering cruise missile attacks. Sixty Tomahawks hit bin Laden training camps in Afghanistan in a safe, arm’s-length attempt to kill the terror master. Simultaneously, Navy missiles destroyed a suspected chemical weapons plant in Khartoum, Sudan. Neither assault succeeded. The terror master was not at home when the missiles hit, and at best the target was a civilian-military dual-use facility that did produce legitimate pharmaceutical products.

Two years later, when al Qaeda suicide terrorists bombed the destroyer USS Cole in Yemen harbor, killing seventeen sailors, the Clinton administration handled the attack as a Justice Department matter. The Cole—its hull torn open, its sailors killed and wounded—was a crime scene, not a battle zone.

Bin Laden had made his intentions clear in 1998, before the Cole and embassy attacks. He issued a fatwa (traditionally a religious order from a prominent Islamic figure) brazenly declaring war on America and urging his followers to kill us everywhere.

“By God’s leave,” he said in a declaration published February 23,1998, in the Arabic newspaper al Quds al Arabi, “we call on every Muslim who believes in God and hopes for reward to obey God’s command to kill the Americans and plunder their possessions wherever he finds them and whenever he can. Likewise, we call on the Muslim ulema  [authorities on Islamic law] and leaders and youth and soldiers to launch attacks against the armies of the American devils and against those who are allied with them from among the helpers of Satan.”

Not until September 11, 2001, did the nation wake up. President Bush declared a war on terrorism that goes on today and will likely last into the next decade. A senior Pentagon official conceded to me, “I hate to say this and would never say this in public, but 9-11 had its benefits. We never would have gone into Afghanistan and started this war without it. There just was not the national will.”

In this global war against Islamist terror, the Pentagon is not fighting a foreign country with fixed leaders and infrastructure per se (though the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and the regime of Saddam Hussein in Iraq have been struck down as accomplices to terrorism). The enemy in this war is mobile, well funded, and exists in terrorist cells spread around the world. In some cases, our enemies can be defeated with advanced jet fighters, ships, and tanks—as was shown in Iraq and Afghanistan. But in most theaters, the Pentagon must find ways to penetrate the shadows, to find terror operators one by one. In this new war, our targets are individual people, their communications network, and their money.




ENTER RUMSFELD 

Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, a longtime national security figure in Republican circles, returned to government with the election of President George W. Bush. He was then sixty-eight years old and had enjoyed a twenty-five-year corporate career. He arrived in Washington not to wage a global war, but to lead a bureaucratic reformation that would shift the armed forces from a Cold War military to a lighter, suppler organization. It was not a terribly high-profile mission.  But Islamic terror turned Rumsfeld into an accidental war secretary, and he quickly emerged as a powerful leader—colorful, demanding, and dismissive of critics in the press as well as in the administration. His intellect and energy are legendary. He can conduct a three-day, eight-nation tour and get off the plane at Andrews Air Force Base looking as fresh as when he left. “I work long hours,” he once said. “I like to work long hours.”

This book tells the story of how the Rumsfeld-led Pentagon made crucial decisions in repositioning the 1.4 million-member active duty force to fight the new war on terror. I write of important, and often previously unreported, debates within the administration over the role of special operations forces, whether to pay ransom for hostages, what to do with captured al Qaeda terrorists, and who should run the war—the White House or the Pentagon. I also, to establish a point of comparison, look at how President Clinton used—or more often didn’t use—the military to fight al Qaeda during its astonishing rise in the 1990s.

Rumsfeld’s drive to succeed, his intellectual power, his insatiable appetite for work, and his willingness to fight bureaucratic wars all make him a unique figure in the modern history of American government. He has led the country in two major wars—Afghanistan and Iraq—while positioning the armed forces to fight a terrorist threat, the global dimensions of which are still unknown. History will surely judge him one of America’s most important defense leaders.

Rumsfeld burst out of the Eisenhower 1950s. He grew up solidly middle-class in Illinois, graduated from Princeton, flew Navy planes, got elected to Congress, ran the Pentagon, rescued a failing corporation and, at an age when most men are ready to retire, came back to take over the Pentagon one more time. He has run with the bulls in Pamplona and run with bulls on Wall Street. He is a championship  wrestler, fierce squash player, and master of the one-handed pushup. He married his high school sweetheart and raised three children. His net worth is in the tens of millions. His friends and his wife call him “Rummy.” He has made friends on the political left and right. A longtime friend is CBS anchor Dan Rather, a consistent critic of Republicans and the Bush family. Rumsfeld confirmed to me in November 2003 through a spokesman that he co-owns a ranch with Rather. He later told Time magazine of the joint investment for its December 29, 2003, issue.

A Pentagon corridor displays two portraits of Rumsfeld, one as the youngest secretary of defense, the other as the oldest—artistic testaments to his ambition and his longevity.

For this book, I interviewed scores of Rumsfeld’s friends as well as corporate and government colleagues. The portrait they paint is of a human dynamo. Arthur Laffer, the father of supply-side economics and a thirty-year economic adviser to Rumsfeld, says, “I’ve never seen a person who enjoys life more than Rumsfeld. I don’t mean leisure activities. I mean he loves all of life. He loves his family. He loves his friends. He loves his jobs. He puts everything into it and relishes it.”

Henry Kissinger, a rival in the Ford White House, wrote this in his memoir, Years of Renewal: “Rumsfeld afforded me a close-up look at a special Washington phenomenon: the skilled full-time politician-bureaucrat in whom ambition, ability and substance fuse seamlessly.”

Judge Laurence Silberman, who sits on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia and has been a Rumsfeld friend for more than thirty years, says Kissinger shortchanges him. “Don has integrity and a first-class character. I’ve known him for years as the man you see go through all those press conferences all those times. He is decent and polite and very frank. I was talking with someone else about Kissinger’s remarks that Don was a cunning bureaucrat  and infighter. We both agreed this was a projection on the part of Kissinger because Don was very straight. Kissinger was so convoluted that he always thought Don’s straightness was cunning.”

I asked former president Gerald Ford about Rumsfeld’s management style. “Don isn’t the most flexible person in the world,” he said from his Aspen, Colorado, office. “He had strong convictions. He would express them well in Cabinet meetings or at the NSC [National Security Council] and if his views did not prevail, he still was a team player and then would go out and defend what I said was the best policy. Don had great loyalty.”

David Frum, conservative thinker and former Bush speechwriter who penned the first insider’s book on the administration, had this assessment: “If you looked around the Bush Cabinet table ... [y] ou saw a number of very able, solid and reliable people—but only one, Donald Rumsfeld, whose mind could truly be said to sparkle.”

“Don is a tremendous student of history,” says Rumsfeld friend and Princeton classmate James M. Denny. “And I think Don has attempted to model his life after characters in history who he thinks exemplify the best qualities. If you had to try to figure out where Don was going to go and what he was trying to be—he was trying to emulate those persons in history he most admired. Churchill was one.”

Another was Theodore Roosevelt. “He especially admired TR’s fighting spirit and strong desire to pursue what he believed in, even if it clashed with prevailing Republican views,” says Princeton classmate H. Allen Holmes, a career diplomat and Pentagon policymaker. Holmes’s grandfather, Henry J. Allen, had put Roosevelt’s name into the nomination process at the 1912 Republican convention, and then led a large number of delegates out into the street to start the Bull Moose insurgency for TR. Recalled Holmes, “Rummy once said to me with undisguised admiration, ‘Your grandfather was a rebel.’”

Newt Gingrich, a close confidant of the defense secretary, said that to understand Rumsfeld you have to analyze his early passion for high school, collegiate, and Navy wrestling. “Wrestling is a very lonely business,” Gingrich says. “You’re by yourself in the arena. It’s also a business of great precision. If you snatch wrong, you lose. So, a quarter inch can make a big difference. It’s a sport of enormous focus because the match is very fast, very short, and very decisive. So you start with the idea he was at Princeton, so you know he’s smart; and he voluntarily went out for wrestling, so you know he’s stunningly competitive. And you know that he has a disciplined, focused ability to think about things.” The sport, Gingrich says, “tends to produce very confident people who don’t mind being visible, because everybody can watch them, and ain’t nothing between them and winning and losing.”

And Rumsfeld knows—and the military he leads knows—that winning this war is going to be a long-term affair. As Vice Admiral Eric T. Olson, a career SEAL who rose through the ranks to become the number two officer at Special Operations Command, remarked to several Pentagon officials, “We are the ones who are fighting this war now, but we anticipate that this will be a conflict of some duration. The Americans in high school today are likely the ones who will see this through to the finish.”

This book is not about the end to this new war, but its beginning. If Vice Admiral Olson is right, the final verdict will be celebrated—and written about—by the next generation. But the strategy, vision, and reshaped military will have been put in place by Donald Rumsfeld.





[ CHAPTER 1 ]

RUMSFELD DECLARES WAR


WHILE THE PENTAGON BURNED, DONALD H. RUMSFELD SAT IN A VAULT-LIKE room studded with TV screens and talked to President George W. Bush. The setting was the Executive Support Center (ESC), where the defense secretary held secure video teleconferences with the White House across the Potomac or with ground commanders 10,000 miles away. The time was 1:02 p.m., less than four hours after American Flight 77 was steered by terrorists into the Pentagon’s southwest wall.

When the plane first hit, Rumsfeld dashed to the impact site. In his shirt and tie, he helped transport the wounded. Finally convinced to leave the scene of terrorist violence, Rumsfeld entered the closely guarded ESC, where whiffs of burnt rubble penetrated the ventilation system. The screen in front of him was blank, but there was an audio connection with the president, who was at Barksdale Air Force Base in Louisiana.

“This is not a criminal action,” Rumsfeld told Bush. “This is war.” The word “war” meant more than going after al Qaeda in Afghanistan, the fault line of terrorism. After Rumsfeld used the word “war,” Bush said he wanted retaliation.

This is the first time Rumsfeld’s instant declaration of war has been reported, and it took America from the Clinton administration’s view that terrorism was a criminal matter to the Bush administration’s view that terrorism was a global enemy to be destroyed.

“That was really a breakthrough strategically and intellectually,” recalls Douglas Feith, undersecretary of defense for policy. “Viewing the 9-11 attacks as a war that required a war strategy was a very big thought and a lot flowed from that.”

Rumsfeld, as we’ll see, wanted a war that was fought with ruthless efficiency: special forces, high-tech firepower, a scorecard for killing terrorists, a desire not to become the world’s jailer (other countries could help do that), and a refusal to be stymied by bureaucracy. Here we’ll look at how he put the pieces in place. In Chapter Two, we’ll see how his strategy played out on the battlefields of Afghanistan and Iraq.




RUMSFELD’S TWO GENERALS 

Rumsfeld’s war plan immediately took shape. He shared his views in a meeting of his inner circle, the so-called Round Table group, which included Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz and the Joint Chiefs’ chairman and vice chairman. This would be a global war, Rumsfeld said, and he planned to give Special Operations Forces (SOF)—Delta Force, SEALs, and Green Berets—unprecedented powers to kill terrorists. SOF missions lived or died on secrecy, so he would tolerate no leaks. Staff meetings that once attracted twenty or more bureaucrats were quickly shrunk to no more than ten. He publicly threatened criminal prosecution when “classified information dealing with operations is provided to people who are not cleared for that information.”

Rumsfeld kept his eyes on two balls—one relatively small, the other as big as the globe. As most Americans know, he authorized General Tommy Franks to bring him a war plan for toppling the Taliban in Afghanistan, where Osama bin Laden operated. Less widely known—but perhaps far more important—is that he also summoned his top special operations officer, Air Force General Charles Holland, to draw up a blueprint for a broader war on terror.

Holland’s Special Operations Command in Tampa, Florida, was a sleepy outpost at MacDill Air Force Base. U.S. Central Command (CentCom), across the street, got all the press. It fought wars. Holland’s command, dubbed SoCom, merely equipped some 35,000 special forces soldiers. When they went into battle, combatant commands such as CentCom took control. Rumsfeld wanted that changed. Holland, however, was not a door-busting commando. He was a pilot who had flown the lumbering but deadly AC-130 gunships. Colleagues described him as courtly, polite, and soft-spoken. He was a compromiser, not a bureaucratic infighter like his boss, Rumsfeld.

Holland arrived for his first wartime face-to-face meeting with Rumsfeld on September 25, 2001. Also present at the meeting were the Joint Chiefs chairman, Air Force General Richard Myers, and vice chairman, Marine Corps General Peter Pace. Rumsfeld told General Holland he wanted SoCom to become a global command post. He asked Holland’s opinion of where America could locate and strike the terrorists.

Aside from the obvious targets, like Afghanistan, Holland mentioned the so-called tri-border area of Paraguay, Brazil, and Argentina. Al Qaeda flourished in such no man’s lands, where government authority was weak or nonexistent. Bin Laden had his eye on South America’s lucrative drug trade. FARC, the left-wing Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, had already displayed how an  anti-government terrorist group could reap millions of dollars by controlling drug-producing land and setting up a distribution network. Al Qaeda operatives were starting to tap into the drug trade. Holland also mentioned the West African nation of Mauritania, where al Qaeda training camps would pop up, then disappear. But each time he broached a possible target, he also said he lacked “actionable intelligence,” a phrase Rumsfeld did not like to hear. Rumsfeld told his commanders he wanted them to “lean forward” in the new war. That same day, Rumsfeld, who was deeply disappointed by Holland’s caution, walked to the pressroom and announced, “The United States of America knows that the only way we can defend against terrorism is by taking the fight to the terrorists.” It was a message for Holland and other commanders as well as the public.

Holland might lack “actionable intelligence,” but Rumsfeld’s Pentagon had no shortage of raw information. The data—Rumsfeld came to call them “scraps”—became so voluminous that his policy makers convened twice-daily meetings at 7:30 a.m. and 4:30 p.m. to try to make sense of it all. CIA-produced reports contained excerpts of intercepted conversations, the latest bin Laden sightings, and even the opinions of an Australian psychic. The CIA’s information was augmented by special reports from the Defense Intelligence Agency and the National Intelligence Daily, or NID, a newsletter of both raw and confirmed data. Rumsfeld also saw the intelligence community’s crown jewel, the President’s Daily Brief, or PDB. Hand-carried by CIA officers, the short and super-secret document was delivered to the president, defense secretary, national security adviser, and a few chosen others—and then taken away.

Rumsfeld’s Round Table immediately began to settle on strategy. Undersecretary of Defense for Policy Douglas Feith recalled later, “We developed what we called the territorial approach to fighting terrorism, which is instead of chasing every individual terrorist, you  recognize that for terrorist organizations over a sustained period to do large-scale operations they need bases of operations. I use the term the ‘quiet enjoyment of real estate.’ It’s important for them to have that quiet enjoyment because that’s what allows them to recruit and to plan and to train, to equip themselves. There’s a lot that flows from having a base of operations.”

Afghanistan was the logical first step. But al Qaeda and its surrogates also thrived in border regions and ungoverned states like Somalia. Rumsfeld made a list: Yemen, where al Qaeda planned the October 2000 bombing of the USS Cole; the entire Horn of Africa, where terror cells moved money and men freely, and where the leaders of Kenya and Ethiopia told a senior American diplomat that their number one problem wasn’t poverty, but preventing their predominantly or partly Christian countries from succumbing to Islamic militants; and the Philippines, where the Abu Sayyaf group of Islamic terrorists used kidnappings and deadly bombings to try to bring down the pro-American Filipino democracy.

Rumsfeld’s next step was to host a stream of world leaders to convince them to let American personnel battle al Qaeda on their soil, among them Yemeni president Ali Abdullah Saleh. Saleh arrived in Washington in late November. Surprisingly, he agreed to let the CIA and Green Berets set up in his country. A promise of $400 million in aid helped. So had Bush’s declaration on September 20 that countries had a choice to side either with America or with the terrorists. Put that way, President Saleh chose to stand with the United States.1





RUMSFELD VS. RICE 

Rumsfeld’s territorial strategy served not just for the war on terror, but for bureaucratic turf wars. By the time he was conducting the war in Afghanistan in October 2001, Rumsfeld was also fighting what he saw as a move by White House national security adviser Condoleezza Rice and her staff to gain power at his expense. Rumsfeld wanted direct access to the president without National Security Council (NSC) staff interfering in military decision making. Those decisions were the prerogative of the president, the defense secretary, and his combatant commanders. Rumsfeld did not want a replay of the Clinton era, when NSC analyst Richard Clarke ruled the White House on counter-terrorism issues and repeatedly challenged the Pentagon.

Retired general Wayne Downing, Bush’s counter-terrorism chief on the NSC, was the potential new Richard Clarke figure. He floated a plan for making war in Iraq and sent out memos seeking a bigger voice in the global war on terror.

He got that role in a classified policy statement approved by Bush, National Security Presidential Directive 8 (NSPD-8). Rumsfeld saw this as a major power shift from the Pentagon to the White House. The directive made Downing, as national director for combating terrorism, the “principal” adviser to the president. But under federal law, Rumsfeld and the Joint Chiefs chairman are the principal military advisers to the president.

I can reveal that Rumsfeld dispatched a secret memo to Condoleezza Rice on November 1, 2001. “My understanding of NSPD-8 as issued suggests that it may cause confusion with regard to the statutory role of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff as the ‘principal military adviser’ to the president, the secretary of defense and the National Security Council,” he wrote. “I am no lawyer, but it seems to me there is only one principal military adviser. Otherwise, the word ‘principal’ would have a brand new meaning. As we go  forward on this terrorism effort, I think it is important that any confusion be untangled and corrected, at a minimum by confirming that DNSA-CT’s [the NSC counter-terrorism director’s] role is not intended in any way to detract from the chairman’s role as the principal military adviser.

“Further, from my standpoint as secretary of defense, I find that the DNSA-CT’s mandate could be read as infringing on the chain of command from the president and the secretary of defense to combatant commanders. It is dangerous—exceedingly dangerous—to suggest that there may be any additional players between the president, the secretary of defense and the combatant commanders in fulfilling war-fighting responsibilities, including mission planning and execution. I know this was done quickly for very good reasons and that we may not have provided you our considered views as you drafted the NSPD. Nevertheless, I think we should address these issues.”

According to administration officials, Rice sent Rumsfeld a return memo saying she would fix the problem and that his concerns seemed an overreaction. It was another bureaucratic victory for Rumsfeld.

While Rumsfeld shored up his power, Joint Chiefs chairman General Richard Myers was also trying to protect his authority from encroaching bureaucrats. He wrote a confidential memo to Rumsfeld complaining that he was not included in the new White House Homeland Security Council (HSC). Rumsfeld, the memo shows, had tried to get Myers on board, but someone in the White House had blocked the appointment. “The omission of [the chairman] as a full member of the HSC prevents me from properly fulfilling my statutory role as principal military adviser to you, the president and the NSC on homeland security issues,” the general wrote. “It also is difficult for the Joint Staff personnel to assist me in performing my statutory duties, since they are not invited to attend the numerous meetings of various [policymaking committees] we  obtain information second-hand and without an opportunity to provide military input when an issue is first addressed.”

As Rumsfeld and Myers fiercely protected their turf, Downing began to realize he was not going to play a co-equal role in the terror war—not when there was a master administration infighter like Rumsfeld. As a four-star general, Downing was used to big staffs and a big seat at the planning table. But as Bush’s top adviser on counter-terrorism, he had a small office, a small staff, and soon discovered that not he but Rumsfeld and Director of Central Intelligence George Tenet made the big calls on where to launch military strikes. Feeling he wasn’t appreciated, Downing resigned in June 2002 after just ten months on the job.




COMMANDO COUNTRY 

Rumsfeld was the undisputed man-in-charge in the new war on terror, and he successfully shifted the military from thinking in terms of big divisions charging across the European plains to instead focusing on operations emphasizing precise and deadly special forces backed by high-tech firepower.

In November 2001, Rumsfeld flew from Andrews Air Force Base to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, home to the lion’s share of special operations troops. The Green Berets were ousting the Taliban from power in Afghanistan, and Rumsfeld wanted to thank their commanders personally. He also wanted to learn more about the corps of warriors he intended to rely on in the future.

At the Army’s Special Operations Command, he greeted the “white” community—the Green Berets, psychological warfare specialists, and civil affairs officers. Rumsfeld then left public view and entered the “black” world of the “snake eater”—Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC). JSOC is a highly classified, fenced compound  that straddles Fort Bragg and Pope Air Force Base, the commando launch point. The facility is wired with electronic and physical surveillance equipment. A spy could learn a lot about counter-terrorism tactics and intelligence by slipping inside JSOC. The buildings are mostly windowless. The roofs sprout masses of antennae. The back gate opens onto a quick roll downhill to the Yellow Ramp, the staging area for the Delta Force and SEAL teams at Pope Air Force Base. One building holds the Joint Communications Unit. Planners can talk to any deployed command instantaneously via secure satellite hookups. JSOC’s warriors also move worldwide with their own intelligence support and specially configured task forces. Their intercept-proof computers can link up with the latest information from the CIA and satellite images provided by the National Imaging and Mapping Agency.

JSOC troops do more than just knock down doors: They secretly infiltrate countries. They were, for instance, in Baghdad before and during the war. They also regularly recruit local surveillance operatives and are America’s experts at dismantling nuclear explosives. A former senior administration official told me that JSOC direct action missions are so sensitive they must be approved by the defense secretary and sometimes by the president. In the Horn of Africa, for example, every direct action must be approved by the president.

JSOC’s hardscrabble commander at the time, Brigadier General Del Dailey, a Delta alumnus, was in Afghanistan setting up Task Force 11 to hunt high-value targets, such as bin Laden, when Rumsfeld visited JSOC. But he had plenty of other greeters among JSOC’s complement of 1,500 warriors and support staff. Rumsfeld saw what few people, in or out of the military, get to see. All-purpose Delta soldiers and SEALs put on an exhibition of a hostage rescue, displaying some of their top-secret tactics. Then they executed a HALO (high altitude, low opening) insertion, the method for infiltrating  enemy territory via skydiving. Next, Rumsfeld was led into an auditorium protected by bulletproof glass to watch a sharp-shooting exhibition. During the visit, five soldiers going through the rigorous training to earn the title “Delta,” or “D-boys,” were pulled from the course and brought over to meet their boss. Rumsfeld “was just totally impressed by those guys,” said a special forces soldier.

Rumsfeld’s new emphasis on special operations paid big dividends in Iraq as well as in Afghanistan. Task Force 20, a special JSOC unit, captured most of the Iraqi regime’s high-value targets. A document stamped SECRET that went to the Joint Chiefs of Staff in summer 2003 praised the work of commandos in Iraq. “Maturation of special operations forces (SOF) and integration with precision airpower was a success.... War fighting potential of combining conventional and SOF capabilities as well as SOF-interagency coordination was exploited in OIF [Operation Iraqi Freedom] and has additional potential for use in future conflicts.... First coherent integration of SOF, conventional, allied and interagency organizations.”




MONEY FOR HOSTAGES 

Soon after Rumsfeld returned from Fort Bragg, he was embroiled in another dispute with the NSC that highlighted his preference for military, special forces solutions to law enforcement scenarios, especially ones that relied on ransom payments. Condoleezza Rice was proposing that the United States offer a ransom for the release of two American missionaries, Martin and Gracie Burnham of Rose Hill, Kansas, who were prisoners of the murderous Abu Sayyaf group in the Philippines.

In December 2001, Rice convened a meeting of the deputy secretaries of Defense, State, Justice, and Treasury in the White House Situation Room. The Pentagon was about to send a 1,200-soldier task  force to the Philippines to train and guide the local army on how to fight the Islamic militants of Abu Sayyaf on their home turf of Basilan Island. Rather than rely on a military rescue effort alone, Rice wanted the FBI to dangle ransom money in front of the terrorists, whose modus operandi was to kidnap wealthy Westerners and win huge ransom payments. In some cases, Abu Sayyaf took the money and then brutally murdered the hostages anyway. Beheading by machete was a favorite method, and it made good TV to further terrify the countryside.

By spring 2002, the Filipino army had virtually cleared Basilan Island of Abu Sayyaf. But the fleeing militants, using their fleet of 400-horsepower cigarette boats to escape, took the missionaries with them.

What happened to the ransom plan? I obtained a highly classified White House document that shows for the first time that the Deputies Committee convened by Rice debated and then approved the idea of negotiating with Abu Sayyaf over its demands for $300,000 for the Burnhams’ release. The plan called for an FBI agent, under deep cover, to handle the negotiations. I can report for the first time that the scheme went horribly wrong. Miscommunications between Washington and the FBI agent resulted in Abu Sayyaf walking away with $300,000 in taxpayer money without producing the Burnhams.

Rice titled her three-page ransom strategy, “Paper on Hostage Situation in the Philippines.” It said, “Over the past six months, U.S. strategy to secure the Burnham’s [sic] release has focused on supporting Philippine efforts to pressure the [Abu Sayyaf]. These efforts have been, for the most part, unsuccessful. The key obstacle to development of additional options to secure release has been the lack of actionable intelligence.”

The deputies agreed on three goals: free the Burnhams, destroy Abu Sayyaf, and “contribute to the global campaign against terrorism.”

“To that end, deputies considered an integrated effort, with the FBI in the lead. The purpose of this element of the strategy would be to buy time, improve the condition of the Burhams [sic] and acquire additional intelligence. Payment of ransom would not be part of the strategy except as a tactical lure to draw ASG [Abu Sayyaf] out as part of a release and arrest/destroy ASG strategy; deploying [Pacific Command] advisers to coordinate gathering of intelligence and develop follow-on options; and renewing the collection effort to develop actionable intelligence.”

The deputies agreed on, and the White House approved, a four-point plan:
• Approve the immediate deployment of the CINCPAC [Pacific Command] advisers and coordinate with Adm. [Dennis] Blair for follow on actions to augment AFP capabilities.

• Convene the National Intelligence Collection Board to prioritize collection assets for the Philippines and coordinate deployment of those assets as required.

• Support FBI negotiating efforts. FBI will attempt to negotiate with the captors through the New Tribes Mission, the missionary group of which the Burnhams are members. Objective is to provide humanitarian assistance to Burnhams and buy time for both the intelligence picture and AFP capabilities to improve. Ransom would only be used as tactical lure in negotiations with ASG. The role of the FBI is being kept exceptionally close hold and only the country team and NTM [New Tribes Mission] is aware of their participation.

• Consider a presidential call to President Arroyo to thank her for her support and to reemphasize our goals to both rescue the Burnhams and destroy the ASG. 


• Principals [secretaries of Defense, State, and others] are requested to review the paper and to inform me if there are issues related to the strategy that require attention in an upcoming PC [Principals’ Committee] meeting. If no objections are raised, the paper will be considered as approved by principals.





The president approved the strategy. In early 2002, an FBI agent assigned to the U.S. embassy in Manila began making contact with representatives of Abu Sayyaf. The White House was playing a dangerous game, and things went wrong fast, according to a senior U.S. official. The terrorists demanded $300,000. The agent exceeded his authority and promised the money. This put the White House in a bind. If the ransom wasn’t paid, Abu Sayyaf might kill the Burnhams. The FBI argued for paying the money. It promised the exchange would result in new intelligence on the group and the ability to track members. Aides say Rumsfeld at this point stepped in and voiced objections. Paying the ransom, he argued, was setting a bad precedent.

Rumsfeld was overruled. The FBI withdrew the money from a Federal Reserve Bank and recorded the serial numbers. Agents put the cash in a rucksack equipped with a tracking device. The FBI handed the money over to an Abu Sayyaf representative, who strapped the cash bag on a donkey and disappeared. Officials believe the Sayyaf member simply separated the money from the rucksack, making the homing device useless, and divided the money into small batches so that it was virtually impossible to trace. To add insult to injury, Abu Sayyaf did not produce the Burnhams. Instead, the terrorists asked for more money, saying the ransom was $30,000 short.
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