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Praise for The Longest War


“The Longest War is ambitious both in scope and aims … you need to understand al-Qaida, and Bergen, with this detailed, serious, scrupulously fair, perceptive, and sometimes startling work has made a significant contribution to us doing exactly that.”


—Jason Burke, The Guardian


“The Longest War is by far the best and most comprehensive book on the conflict so far.”


—Christina Lamb, Sunday Times


“A grippingly important work that belongs on the shelf alongside The Looming Tower and Ghost Wars.”


—The Daily Beast


“The Longest War is his history of a daunting subject that succeeds where other books have failed. That’s because the author was one of the few people onto al-Qaeda years before the instant experts cropped up. And he is still there watching, long after most of those so-called experts packed it in and moved on.”


—Colin Freeze, The Globe and Mail


“For years, I tried to read every new novel about how 9/11 affected our lives. Some were very thoughtful, but I always came away unsatisfied, feeling that the authors had worked hard but had somehow fallen short. As I read the stunning first section of Peter L. Bergen’s new book on the war between the United States and al-Qaeda, I realized I had been looking in the wrong genre. None of the novels were as effective or moving as The Longest War, which is a history of our time. … The Longest War is one of the most important accounts on the subject to appear in years. But be warned: You will read it and weep.”


—Thomas E. Ricks, The New York Times Book Review


“A revelatory, pull-no-punches history of the War on Terror, from before 9/11 to the present day. … One of the deepest and most disturbing investigations of one of the defining issues of our era.”


—Kirkus, starred review


“Drawing on vast firsthand knowledge of the region and mining a huge stock of primary and secondary material, including his own interviews with combatants, the book’s depth of detail and breadth of insight make it one of the more useful analysis of the ongoing conflict.”


—Publishers Weekly, starred review


“In The Longest War Bergen attempts to provide us with an overarching narrative of the first ten years of the epic struggle that resulted from the 9/11 attacks, and he does an admirable job of it.”


—Christian Caryl, The Washington Monthly


“[A] readable and well-reported appraisal”


—The Economist


“The Longest War is a useful synopsis of the struggle we’ve come to call the war on terror, and he chronicles it with the keen eye of an experienced journalist and on-the-ground observer. Bergen, who actually has interviewed bin Laden and is the author of two books on him, gives a particularly good view of al-Qaeda’s operative behavior—it’s much more bureaucratic than you might imagine—as well as a gripping re-creation of what went wrong at Tora Bora, the last opportunity the U.S. had to apprehend or kill bin Laden.”


—Los Angeles Times


“When the War on Terror is consigned to the history books, one name will dominate as the steady, clear-eyed chronicler of that period. Peter Bergen was among the first to note the rise of al-Qaeda, and he is still on the case. The Longest War is a vital and essential account of the central conflict of our times.”


—Lawrence Wright, author of The Looming Tower: Al-Qaeda and the Road to 9/11


“Peter Bergen has long since established himself as America’s most authoritative and insightful analyst on Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda, and time and again has given the nation an unblinking glimpse into the mind of the enemy. Now, with The Longest War, he has performed perhaps his greatest public service with what is certainly the finest comprehensive history of the war on terror yet written. Weaving together the wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the broader anti-terror campaigns of Bush and Obama, he does something nearly impossible. He explains how we got here from 9/11.”


—James Risen, author of State of War: The Secret History of the CIA and the Bush Administration


“Peter Bergen has produced a masterful definitive assessment of al-Qaeda and America since September 11—rich with new details, elevated by careful analysis, and quickened by riveting characters and stories. This is essential reading.”


—Steve Coll, two-time Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Ghost Wars and The Bin Ladens


“Peter Bergen’s The Longest War is indispensable history. Authoritative and ambitious, it provides a damning account of the fitful fight against Islamic terrorism that every American should read.”


—Jane Mayer, author of The Dark Side: How the War on Terror Turned Into a War on American Ideals




Also by Peter L. Bergen


The Osama bin Laden I Know Holy War, Inc.




Only the dead have seen the end of war.


—Attributed to Plato
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Author’s Note
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The goal of this book is to tell a history of the “war on terror” in one volume. The organizing principle of this history is to examine not only the actions and strategies of the United States and its key allies, but also those of al-Qaeda and its allies, such as the Taliban. Most histories of the war on terror have been written largely from the American perspective, while this book folds into the narrative the perspective of al-Qaeda and allied jihadist groups. Just as histories of World War II told only from the point of view of Franklin Roosevelt would make little sense, so do we benefit from a better understanding of Osama bin Laden and his followers.


This is not, of course, to suggest a moral equivalence between al-Qaeda and the United States. Yet as we look back it is clear that each side has made a set of symbiotic strategic errors that has helped the other. Luckily, those of the United States have not been as profound as al-Qaeda’s, although they certainly have been significant—from ceding the moral high ground with Guantánamo and coercive interrogations; to invading Iraq, which gave a new lease on life to the jihadist movement; to almost losing the Afghan War.


Yet al-Qaeda has made even more profound strategic errors. The attack on September 11, 2001, itself caused the collapse of the Taliban regime and the destruction of al-Qaeda’s safe haven in Afghanistan, where it had once ruled with impunity as a kind of shadow government within the Taliban regime. Later, in Iraq, al-Qaeda’s ruthless campaign of terror obliterated the support it had first enjoyed there, and so also severely damaged its “brand” around the Muslim world.


This book is first a narrative history of the “war on terror,” based upon a synthesis of all the available open-source materials, together with my own interviewing and reporting during the course of more than a dozen visits to Afghanistan and Pakistan and other reporting trips to countries that have played a role in the narrative, such as Iraq, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Indonesia, Russia, Uzbekistan, the United Kingdom, and Italy. During those trips I have interviewed people from all sides of this war including: failed suicide bombers; leading Western counterterrorism and national security officials; members of the Taliban; the family and friends of Osama bin Laden; top American military officers; victims of American “extraordinary renditions” who have been taken by CIA officials to countries where they were then tortured; leading members of al-Qaeda, including bin Laden, and former militants who have turned against bin Laden’s terrorist organization.


The book also aspires to provide an analytical net assessment of the “war on terror”: to see what conclusions might now be drawn about what al-Qaeda and its allied groups accomplished in the first decade of the twenty-first century and where the United States and her partners have succeeded and failed in their wars with the militants.


Al-Qaeda and America face each other in a conflict in which no short-term resolution appears possible. Al-Qaeda’s jihad has failed to achieve its central aims. Bin Laden’s primary goal was always regime change in the Middle East, sweeping away the governments from Cairo to Riyadh with Taliban-style rule. He wanted Western troops and influence out of the region and believed that attacking the “far enemy,” the United States, would cause the U.S.-backed Arab regimes—the “near enemy”—to crumble. For all his leadership skills and charisma, however, bin Laden accomplished the exact opposite of what he intended. A decade after the September 11 attacks, his last remaining safe havens in the Hindu Kush were under attack, U.S. soldiers patrolled Afghanistan and Iraq, and he was dead.


Above all, this is a mark of the weakness of his leadership. Osama bin Laden has proved an inspiring figure to many in the global jihadist movement; but he has overreached, failed to appeal to any wider constituency, and failed to build a secure and effective operational base after the loss of Afghanistan. Though it survives intact and dangerous, al-Qaeda is hemmed in, weakened and limited in its operations. Its ability to force a decisive change in America’s Middle East policy is close to zero, even though it remains capable of dealing lethal blows around the world; like a snake backed into a corner, a weakened al-Qaeda is still dangerous.


Events since the launch of the “war on terror” have become deeply politicized: the debate about whether bin Laden could have been killed at the battle of Tora Bora in the winter of 2001; the putative linkages between al-Qaeda and Saddam Hussein, which were an important rationale for the war in Iraq; whether the American effort in Afghanistan was shortchanged because of the Iraqi conflict; the efficacy of coercive interrogations of al-Qaeda detainees and of military commissions to try militants held at Guantánamo; the scale of the threat to the West posed by al-Qaeda and its affiliates; the extent to which President Bush’s “surge” of troops into Iraq in 2007 or other factors brought a measure of stability there; and whether President Obama had committed his presidency to a war in South Asia that would replicate the failures of Vietnam. This history aims to provide an assessment of these and other issues that have not received enough objective analysis.


This is also a book about the power of ideas. We are a highly ideological species with a deep need for ideas that help us to narrate and make sense of an often senseless world. For bin Laden and his followers, the world is explained by the idea that Islam is under assault by the West, in particular the United States, and that only by attacking America will this state of affairs ever be reversed. For its part, the Bush administration believed deeply that al-Qaeda and its supposed ally Saddam Hussein posed an existential threat to America and conflated that big idea with smaller fixations, such as its opposition to “nation building,” all of which contributed to the problems the United States has since faced in Afghanistan, Iraq, and the Muslim world overall.


The book is divided into two parts. The first, titled “Hubris,” traces al-Qaeda’s miscalculations, and in particular its profound misunderstanding of the likely American response to 9/11, while also interweaving the strategic missteps of the United States from its initial anemic efforts in Afghanistan to its counterproductive invasion of Iraq. Part II, “Nemesis?” traces how the American government and military learned from their mistakes in Iraq and, later, Afghanistan and have since regained the initiative against al-Qaeda and its allies. At the same time, bin Laden and his followers severely damaged themselves with their actions in the Muslim world, from Indonesia to Iraq. Yet the West has snatched defeat from the jaws of victory a number of times already in this long war, and the jihadist militants have proven surprisingly resilient despite the wide range of forces arrayed against them.





Part I


[image: image]


Hubris
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As a general rule, the easiest way to achieve complete strategic surprise is to commit an act that makes no sense or is even self-destructive.


—maxim once displayed on the desk of Robert Gates, U.S. secretary of defense in the administrations of Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama


No one loves armed missionaries.


—Maximilien Robespierre








Chapter 1




Holy Tuesday
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At 2:30 A.M. on August 29, 2001, the lead hijacker Mohammed Atta called Ramzi Binalshibh, his al-Qaeda handler, telling him he had a riddle that he was trying to solve: “Two sticks, a dash and a cake with a stick down—what is it?” Binalshibh thought for a while and suddenly realized that the two sticks were the number 11, and a cake with a stick down was a 9, and that Atta was telling him the attacks would happen in two weeks, on 11/9. That date is known as 9/11 in the United States.


Binalshibh, a slight, intensely religious Yemeni who had volunteered to be one of the hijackers, was turned down for an American visa. As a consolation prize for not becoming a “martyr,” Binalshibh took control of the coordination of al-Qaeda’s plans for the attacks on America from his apartment in Hamburg, Germany. Atta communicated by email from the United States with Binalshibh, apprising him of the progress of the plot. In his email messages, Atta posed as a university student writing to his girlfriend “Jenny.” Atta used an innocuous code to alert Binalshibh that the plot was nearing completion: “The first semester commences in three weeks. … Nineteen certificates for private education and four exams.” The nineteen “certificates” referred to the nineteen al-Qaeda hijackers and the four “exams” to the four targets of the soon-to-be-hijacked planes.


On September 5, Binalshibh left Germany for Pakistan, where he dispatched a messenger to Afghanistan to warn Osama bin Laden about the exact timing and scope of the attacks. Expecting some kind of American reprisal for the coming assaults on Washington and New York, likely in the form of cruise missile attacks like those President Clinton had ordered following al-Qaeda’s 1998 bombings of two U.S. embassies in Africa, all of the organization’s camps and residential compounds were put on high alert in the days before 9/11. A Yemeni living at al-Qaeda’s al-Farouq training camp in Afghanistan recalled that the trainers at the facility said, “If anyone wanted to leave, we were free to leave. There might be problems and there might be bombings.” In Kandahar, the southern Afghan city that served as the de facto capital of the Taliban, bin Laden urged his followers to evacuate to safer locations in early September.


Earlier that summer the scuttlebutt around the al-Qaeda campfires was that a large anti-American attack was imminent. Feroz Ali Abbasi, a British militant of Ugandan descent who was eager to conduct terrorist operations against Jews and Americans, remembered “this information being commonly known amongst everybody in the training camps and guesthouses.” Even “American Taliban” John Walker Lindh heard an instructor at his camp tell a group of trainees that bin Laden had dispatched dozens of suicide operatives for attacks against the United States and Israel.


In mid-June 2001 bin Laden and his top military commander, Mohammed Atef, also dropped broad hints that a major attack was in the works, during a meeting they held in Kandahar with Bakr Atyani, a correspondent for the Middle East Broadcasting Corporation. Atef said that “in the next few weeks we will carry out a big surprise and we will strike or attack American and Israeli interests.” Atyani asked bin Laden, “Would you please confirm that?” The al-Qaeda leader responded only with one of his slight, enigmatic smiles. The report about al-Qaeda’s plans for an anti-American attack was subsequently picked up by the Washington Post on June 23. For those who cared to look during the summer of 2001, al-Qaeda’s plans to wreak havoc on the United States were an open secret.


But the timing, targets, and scale of the operation was information that was tightly held, confined only to the top leaders of al-Qaeda and the pilots of the planes to be hijacked. Ayman al-Zawahiri, the leader of the Egyptian Jihad group, first learned of the details of the operation in June 2001, and that was only after his organization had formally contracted its alliance with al-Qaeda. Bin Laden even kept his spokesman in Afghanistan, Suleiman Abu Ghaith, in the dark. A former high school teacher from Kuwait, Abu Ghaith learned about the attacks on Washington and New York from media reports.


Similarly, the “muscle” hijackers on the four planes, whose primary role was to restrain the passengers on the flights, knew that they were volunteering for a suicide mission in the United States, but only at the final stage of the operation were they told their targets. Before they journeyed to the United States, the hijackers videotaped suicide “wills,” which al-Qaeda’s video production arm would release over the coming years to milk the 9/11 tragedy repeatedly.


In the final run-up to the attacks, Binalshibh made a last call to Ziad Jarrah, a onetime Lebanese party boy who had moved to Hamburg in 1996 and had fallen in there with the zealots in al-Qaeda’s local cell. Despite his increasing militancy, Jarrah continued to date a pretty Turkish dentistry student he had met in Germany. Now Jarrah was in the States to train as a pilot-hijacker, but in the summer of 2001 Binalshibh was concerned that personality clashes between Jarrah and the lead hijacker, Mohammed Atta, a dour misogynist known as “the Ayatollah,” might endanger the entire operation. Binalshibh asked Jarrah, “How do you feel?” He replied, “My heart is at ease, and I feel that the operation will, Inshallah [God willing] be carried out.” Jarrah would soon crash United Airlines Flight 93 into a Pennsylvania field, killing everyone on board.


Bin Laden was more optimistic than other al-Qaeda leaders that what they termed the “Holy Tuesday” operation would result in mass American casualties. Drawing on the experience he had working in his father’s construction company, one of the largest in the Middle East, bin Laden calculated that the impacts of the crashes of the two planes into the World Trade Center towers would take out three or four floors of each building and would then cause intense fires fed by the jet fuel inside each of the hijacked aircraft, which were both headed to the West Coast on full tanks. As bin Laden explained to a fawning Saudi supporter who visited him a few weeks after 9/11, those white-hot fires would then in turn collapse all the floors above their points of impact. “This is all that we had hoped for,” bin Laden told his Saudi guest.


Ali Hamza al-Bahlul, a Yemeni who made propaganda videos for bin Laden, hooked up a satellite receiver for the al-Qaeda leader so he could watch live coverage of the attacks, but Bahlul had trouble finding a satisfactory video signal in the mountainous terrain of Afghanistan. And so as their workday on Tuesday, September 11, finished, eight and a half time zones ahead of Manhattan, bin Laden and some fifty other members of al-Qaeda gathered around radios to listen as the attacks unfolded.


When the news of the first plane to hit the World Trade Center was broadcast on the BBC’s Arabic service, it was around 5:30 p.m. local time. Bin Laden’s followers exploded with joy at the news, shouting and crying, “Allah Akbar! God is great!” Their leader, knowing there were more attacks to come, urged them, “Be patient!”


Ramzi Binalshibh was in Pakistan watching the attacks live on television with a group of others from al-Qaeda. Knowing how the plot was to unfold, Binalshibh could not contain his own excitement: “Our brother Marwan [one of the pilots] was violently ramming the plane into the Trade Center in an unbelievable manner! We were watching live and praying: ‘God! Aim! Aim! Aim!’” Binalshibh remembers the elation of his colleagues: “They all chanted ‘Allah Akbar!’ and bowed to Allah in gratitude and they all wept.”


But shrewder members of al-Qaeda and the Taliban felt otherwise. They realized that the 9/11 attacks might not be the stunning victory that al-Qaeda and many in the West took them to be at the time, and might in fact more resemble a kamikaze operation that would decimate their ranks. Vahid Mojdeh, a Taliban Foreign Ministry official, immediately understood that the game was up: “I was listening to BBC radio broadcasting news that several buildings in the States are burning and planes have crashed into those buildings, and it said that al-Qaeda is behind the attack. As soon as I heard the news, I realized that the Taliban were going to be terminated.”


Abu Walid al-Masri, an Egyptian who was an early bin Laden associate in Afghanistan, explains that in the years before 9/11, bin Laden became increasingly deluded that America was weak. “He believed that the United States was much weaker than some of those around him thought,” Masri remembered. “As evidence he referred to what happened to the United States in Beirut when the bombing of the Marines’ base led them to flee from Lebanon.”


Bin Laden’s belief that the United States was a “paper tiger” was based not only on the American withdrawal from Lebanon in 1983 following the Marine barracks attack there, which killed 241 American servicemen, but also the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Somalia a decade later, following the “Black Hawk Down” incident, and the American pullout from the quagmire of Vietnam in the 1970s. Masri was not convinced by this paper-tiger narrative, though a number of bin Laden’s acolytes were: “Some young Saudi followers confirmed to bin Laden his delusions from the gist of the experiences they had gained from their visits to the United States, namely, that the country was falling and could bear only few strikes.” Bin Laden came to believe implicitly in his own analysis that the United States was as weak as the Soviet Union once was.


There were others in al-Qaeda’s inner circle who worried that large-scale attacks on American targets were unwise. Saif al-Adel, a senior Egyptian military commander, and Abu Hafs the Mauritanian, a religious adviser, opposed the attacks because they feared the American response or were worried that the operation would alienate the Taliban leader Mullah Omar. Abu Hafs the Mauritanian was also concerned that killing American civilians could not be justified on religious grounds.


Other militants also warned bin Laden that attacking the United States would be counterproductive. Noman Benotman, a leader of the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group, an organization that occasionally aligned itself with al-Qaeda, traveled from London in the summer of 2000 to meet with the group’s leaders in Kandahar. He told them bluntly that attacking America would be disastrous. “We made a clear-cut request for him to stop his campaign against the United States because it was going to lead to nowhere,” Benotman recalled, “but they laughed when I told them that America would attack the whole region if they launched another attack against it.” Benotman’s warning should have carried some weight because he had known bin Laden since they were both fighting the communists in Afghanistan.


By early September 2001, al-Qaeda was at the height of its power; the group and its Taliban allies were on the verge of taking over Afghanistan entirely. Yet the curtain raiser for the 9/11 attacks had gone virtually unnoticed in the West; this was the assassination on September 9 of Ahmad Shah Massoud, the leader of the coalition of anti-Taliban groups known as the Northern Alliance, which was the only force that stood in the way of the Taliban’s total victory in Afghanistan.


Bin Laden was well aware that key Taliban officials, such as the foreign minister, Wakil Muttawakil, wanted to rein him in because he was complicating the Taliban’s desperate and ultimately ill-fated quest for international recognition of their government. The Taliban put bin Laden on notice to stop his terrorist plotting and stop giving incendiary anti-American interviews on television networks such as CNN and Al Jazeera. At one point Mullah Omar, their strange, reclusive, one-eyed leader, even visited the al-Qaeda leader to tell him to leave Afghanistan. Bin Laden responded, “Sheikh, if you give in to infidel governments, your decision will be against Islam.” This argument was persuasive to Mullah Omar, a hyperdevout Muslim who had anointed himself “Commander of the Faithful” when he assumed total control of the Taliban movement in 1996.


Bin Laden agreed to desist from plotting terror attacks and from his media campaign and he pledged a religious oath of obedience to Mullah Omar, in exchange for the continued shelter that the Taliban offered his organization. Bin Laden would not honor those pledges and he did not clue in Mullah Omar about his plans for attacking America. But he calculated that there was one gift he could give the Taliban that might temper any anger they might have about his coming attacks on the United States: the head of Ahmad Shah Massoud.


Massoud, an intense, wiry warrior permanently dressed in fatigues, his gaunt face framed by a wispy beard, was one of the great guerrilla commanders of the late twentieth century. He had successfully resisted multiple Soviet offensives against his forces in northern Afghanistan during the 1980s and had taken Kabul from the communists in 1992. Four years later, as the black-turbaned Taliban appeared in force outside the capital, Massoud withdrew his forces to his bases in the north, where he continued to lead an intense resistance to the movement of religious warriors.


Much of Afghanistan’s history over the past three decades, and even the events of 9/11 itself, were in some senses reflective of the ideological and military struggles between bin Laden and Massoud. Not only was there the personal enmity between the two men going back to the 1980s, but they were also both representative of the ideological civil war that was taking place in the Muslim world between those like bin Laden, who wanted to install Taliban-style theocracies from Indonesia to Morocco, and those like Massoud, who espoused a more moderate form of Islamism and an orientation to the West.


By the summer of 2001 the Taliban and their al-Qaeda allies had rolled Massoud’s Northern Alliance back to a small patch of northeastern Afghanistan, where his army, now down to one working helicopter, was on life support. At this point bin Laden knew that killing its charismatic leader would be the coup de grace for the Northern Alliance, and indeed it nearly proved to be.


Al-Qaeda planned the Massoud hit with great care, tasking for the job two Tunisian-Belgian volunteers who disguised themselves as TV journalists eager to interview the heroic Massoud. The “journalists,” who had been hanging around his headquarters for weeks to secure the interview with the storied Afghan military commander, finally got their chance to speak with him on September 9. They set up their gear, saying they were interested in asking Massoud why he had earlier declared that bin Laden was a murderer who should be expelled from Afghanistan. As their videotape appeared to be rolling, one of the men asked the first question: “Sir, what is the state of Islam in Afghanistan?” Then one of them detonated a bomb hidden in the camera, killing himself and mortally wounding Massoud.


Feroz Ali Abbasi, the British-Ugandan militant living in one of al-Qaeda’s training camps, remembers that he heard about the Massoud assassination on the radio. “When this happened I thought that at last the Taliban were going to take the whole of Afghanistan. Massoud was crucial to the Northern Alliance.” That assessment was shared by one of Massoud’s closest confidants, Dr. Abdullah, who worried that the Northern Alliance was finished: “When I heard about the assassination, I was one hundred percent sure that the resistance would be over in a matter of days.”


Northern Alliance commanders kept Massoud’s death a secret for as long as possible, knowing that the news of their beloved leader’s assassination would undermine the morale of their troops. Indeed, absent the 9/11 attacks, the Taliban would have likely taken over Afghanistan permanently.


Whatever the intensity of the internal debates within al-Qaeda about the wisdom of attacking the United States, and despite the fierce private criticism leveled at bin Laden by senior Taliban officials, the only person whose opinion really mattered in Afghanistan following the 9/11 attacks was Mullah Omar, the “Commander of the Faithful” who stood by his Saudi “guest” both publicly and privately. Ten days after the assaults on Washington and New York, the Voice of America radio network interviewed Mullah Omar. When the interviewer asked if bin Laden would be handed over to the United States, the Taliban leader put the issue in the most cosmic of terms: “We cannot do that. If we did, it means we are not Muslims; that Islam is finished.”


As it became obvious that the United States was readying an attack on Afghanistan, bin Laden attempted to stiffen Mullah Omar’s resolve with a letter written on an al-Qaeda computer on October 3, four days before the American bombing campaign against the Taliban began. In the letter, bin Laden explained, “A U.S. campaign against Afghanistan will cause great long-term economic burdens which will force America to resort to the former Soviet Union’s only option: withdrawal from Afghanistan, disintegration, and contraction.”


Even if he indeed received this letter, its arguments do not seem to have been especially persuasive to Mullah Omar. He told a group of his companions a few days before the American bombing campaign began, “You may consider me weak or scared, but I have to send my family to Pakistan.” Up until this point, Taliban officials thought that even if Mullah Omar lacked other good qualities, at least he was both pious and courageous. But now he was showing the first sign of weakness.


On October 7, the day that the American aerial bombardment began, Faraj Ismail, an Egyptian journalist, interviewed Mullah Omar in Kandahar. The cleric naïvely assured him that bin Laden had no role in the 9/11 attacks: “I have control over Afghanistan. I’m sure he didn’t do it.” The Taliban leader also invoked the canard that 9/11 was a Zionist plot, based on “the absence on the same day of the incident of 4,000 Jews who worked in the World Trade Centre.”


That night American bombs began falling on Taliban targets in Afghanistan, the beginning of a campaign that would destroy Mullah Omar’s incompetent and brutal regime.


It was the opening salvo of a long war, a war that has already lasted longer than any conflict in American history. In 2006 the Pentagon even enshrined the concept of “the long war” into its Quadrennial Defense Review, its blueprint for military planning, while al-Qaeda’s leaders and their allies fervently believe that their struggle with the United States and her allies could last for generations. Burning with the conviction that they have God on their side, members of al-Qaeda are generally not deterrable in the conventional sense, and their very relative weakness makes them far more willing to take on the United States than conventional state antagonists, who have good reason to fear American retaliation.





Chapter 2



Explaining 9/11
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When people see a strong horse and a weak horse, by nature, they will like the strong horse.


—Osama bin Laden explaining the purpose of the 9/11 attacks


Khaled Batarfi was bin Laden’s closest buddy when they were teenagers living in the coastal city of Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. They met in 1973, when bin Laden was sixteen, three years older than Batarfi. The Musharifa district, where the two friends grew up, is a typical upper-middle-class Jeddah neighborhood dotted with white-walled villas and anchored by the small mosque in which they offered their daily prayers. Next door to the mosque was a scruffy playground where the two played soccer after school. The young Osama was so pious that the neighborhood kids didn’t swear or tell off-color jokes in his presence. Bin Laden even scolded Batarfi for wearing shorts to play soccer; he said they were immodest.


As a teenager bin Laden fasted twice a week in imitation of the Prophet Mohammed, and when a group of friends assembled at his house it was to chant religious songs about Palestine. Batarfi says his solemn friend would often say, “Unless we, the new generation, change and become stronger and more educated and more dedicated, we will never reclaim Palestine.”


Alia Ghanem, bin Laden’s Syrian mother, remembers her son fusing his religiosity with politics in his early teens: “He was frustrated about the situation in Palestine in particular and the Arab and Muslim world in general. He thought Muslim youths were too busy having fun to care about what they should do to propagate Islam and bring back the old glories of the Muslim nation.”


Woven deep into the fabric of bin Laden’s religious zeal was the fact that his family owed a good deal of its fortune and standing in society to its role for decades as the principal contractor renovating and expanding the holy sites of Mecca and Medina. One of the largest public works projects in the history of the modern Middle East, it had begun under his revered father, Mohammed, in the 1950s and continued under his admired older brother Salem.


While a student at the relatively progressive Al-Thagr High School in Jeddah, bin Laden fell under the spell of a charismatic Syrian physical education teacher who organized after-school Koran reading sessions and who may have inducted the teenager into the Muslim Brotherhood, a pan-Islamic movement that seeks to further Islamicize the Muslim world. Jamal Khalifa, bin Laden’s classmate at King Abdul Aziz University in Jeddah, remembers that his college friend was religiously conservative already and wouldn’t listen to music or watch television.


Bin Laden came of age as a deep religious current was sweeping through the Muslim world. The Sahwa, or Awakening, began swirling after the devastating and unexpected defeat of Egypt by Israel in the 1967 war, which called into question the then reigning orthodoxies of Arab nationalism and socialism. And this current was given an intellectual architecture by the Egyptian writer Sayyid Qutb, who claimed that much of the Middle East was living in a state of pagan ignorance, and that the way forward for Muslims besieged by the Western ideologies of socialism, capitalism, and secularism was an Islam that informed every aspect of life. Jamal Khalifa says Qutb made a profound impact on his generation of fundamentalists because he explained that true Islam was more than just observing the traditional tenets of the religion; it should penetrate all facets of the believer’s life.


This Islamic awakening peaked in 1979—the first year of a new century on the Muslim calendar—with a series of seismic events that would profoundly influence bin Laden and other future members of al-Qaeda: the overthrow of the Shah of Iran by the fundamentalist cleric Ayatollah Khomeini, which demonstrated that an American-backed dictator could actually be eliminated by a group of religious revolutionaries; the armed takeover of Islam’s holy of holies, the mosque in Mecca, by Saudi militants protesting the supposed impiety of the Saudi regime, later a central theme of bin Laden’s; Egyptian President Anwar Sadat’s historic peace agreement with Israel, which Islamist militants saw as a sacrilegious stab in the back; and finally the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan.


It was a thrilling time to be a deeply committed Muslim, as the 22-yearold bin Laden then was. At the time there wasn’t much remarkable about him; a priggish young man working in his family business, studying economics at university, married, with a couple of toddlers running around the house. He was admired by friends and family alike for his piety, although a good number of them found his religiosity a bit much, even by the conservative standards of 1970s Saudi Arabia.


But this would all change with the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in late December 1979. It was the first time since World War II that a non-Muslim power had invaded and occupied a Muslim nation. For bin Laden it was the most transformative event of his life, uncoupling him from his tranquil domestic life of work and family in Saudi Arabia, and launching him into what would become a full-time job helping the Afghan resistance. His experiences in Afghanistan during the 1980s turned the pious, shy rich kid into a leader of men who fought the Soviets himself, and, at least in his own mind and those of his followers, he came to believe that he had helped to defeat the communist superpower.


A key to this transformation was bin Laden’s relationship with the charismatic Palestinian cleric Abdullah Azzam. Azzam was the critical force both ideologically and organizationally for the recruitment of thousands of Muslims from around the world to engage in some way in the Afghan struggle against the Soviets. And Azzam would become bin Laden’s mentor, the first and most important of a series of father figures that he would find to replace his own father, Mohammed bin Laden, who had died in a plane crash in Saudi Arabia when the future al-Qaeda leader was only ten.


The influence of bin Laden’s revered father—a busy man who sired an impressive fifty-four children and also managed a business empire, and whom Osama rarely saw when he was alive—may have also helped to shape his desire to become a mujahid, or holy warrior. Bin Laden told Pakistani journalist Hamid Mir, “My father was very keen that one of his sons should fight against the enemies of Islam. So I am the one son who is acting according to the wishes of his father.” Whether or not his father really wanted one of his sons to be a holy warrior is beside the larger point, which is that bin Laden increasingly fused together his own religious zealotry with the reverence and admiration that he felt for his father, and grafted it on to his selfconception as a heroic warrior defending Islam. Bin Laden was well aware that as one of the most junior of his father’s twenty-five sons, he was unlikely to follow in his father’s footsteps at the helm of the family business. But he could do something else of which his father would have approved: fight the enemies of Islam.


Together with his mentor Azzam, bin Laden founded the Services Office in 1984, an organization based in the western Pakistani city of Peshawar that was dedicated to placing Arab volunteers either with relief organizations serving the Afghan refugees who had flooded into Pakistan after the Soviet invasion of their country, or with the Afghan factions fighting the communists on the front lines.


That same year, Azzam, a true religious scholar (unlike his younger protégé) with a doctorate in Islamic jurisprudence from Al-Azhar University in Cairo, issued an influential fatwa that was to provide the ideological underpinnings for the recruitment of Muslims from around the globe to the Afghan jihad. The fatwa ruled that to expel foreign aggressors from Islamic lands was a fard ayn, or a compulsory duty for all Muslims. In effect Azzam was saying that every individual Muslim had a religious obligation to fight in some way in the Afghan war. The radical call to arms would help ignite the first truly global jihadist movement, inspiring men from Algeria to Brooklyn to travel to Pakistan and Afghanistan to wage jihad against the Soviets.


In all this bin Laden played only a financial role, helping to subsidize the operations of the Services Office, which served as the logistical hub for those who answered Azzam’s call to arms. Faraj Ismail covered the Afghan jihad for the Saudi newspaper Muslimoon during the mid-1980s. He remembered that the shy Saudi rich kid exhibited no leadership charisma and was instead totally overshadowed by Azzam. “The relationship between bin Laden and Azzam was the relationship of a student to a professor,” Ismail recalled.


In 1984 bin Laden for the first time ventured into Afghanistan, an experience that transformed his life. He told a journalist, “I feel so guilty for listening to my friends and those that I love to not come here [to Afghanistan] and stay home for reasons of safety, and I feel that this delay of four years requires my own martyrdom in the name of God.” Bin Laden now began spending most of his time on the Afghan front lines, particularly with Jalaluddin Haqqani, a Pashtun commander based in Khost, in eastern Afghanistan.


From 1986 on, bin Laden’s close relationship with his mentor Azzam would gradually fray as the young Saudi militant became preoccupied with personally fighting the Soviets rather than simply supporting the activities of the Afghan mujahideen, which was what Azzam saw as the most pressing task for the Arab volunteers. Abdullah Anas, Azzam’s son-in-law and also a close friend of bin Laden, says that the future al-Qaeda leader, fast approaching the age of thirty, was now starting to assert his independence from the charismatic Azzam.


Khaled Batarfi, bin Laden’s childhood friend, continued to see bin Laden when he returned home to Saudi Arabia, but noticed that his old soccer buddy had changed: “He became more assertive, less shy.” Jamal Khalifa also noticed that his close friend, who had once enjoyed the give-and-take of a real discussion, would now no longer tolerate disagreement with his own views.


The Afghan war changed bin Laden. The humble, young, monosyllabic millionaire with the open checkbook who had first visited Pakistan in the early 1980s would, by the middle of the decade, launch an ambitious plan to confront the Soviets directly inside Afghanistan with a group of Arabs under his command. That cadre of Arabs would provide the nucleus of al-Qaeda.


Seeking martyrdom, in 1986 bin Laden established a base for several dozen Arab fighters close to a Soviet garrison inside eastern Afghanistan, located in Jaji, about ten miles from the Pakistani border. With the zeal of a fanatic, bin Laden told a journalist that he hoped his new base would draw heavy Soviet firepower: “God willing, we want [our base] to be the first thing that the enemy faces. Its place as the first camp visible to the enemy means that they will focus their bombardments on us in an extreme manner.”


Jamal Khalifa was not impressed by his friend’s plans to set up a military operation right next door to a Soviet military post. Khalifa knew that bin Laden had absolutely no military experience, and he was also concerned that his friend was sending idealistic young Arabs to the Afghan front lines on kamikaze missions. He confronted bin Laden inside his base in 1986. “I told him, ‘Every drop of blood bleeds here in this place; God will ask you about it in the hereafter. Everybody is saying this is wrong, so Osama, please leave the place right now.’ Everybody was hearing our argument, our voices become hard.” The two friends rarely spoke again.


From the Jaji base, bin Laden fought near suicidal battles over three weeks with the Soviets during the spring of 1987. Esam Deraz, an Egyptian filmmaker who covered the battles in Jaji, explains that they were the making of bin Laden. “I was near him in the battle, many months, and he was really brave.… [bin Laden] fought in this battle like a private.”


Bin Laden’s stand against the Russians at the battle of Jaji was lionized in the mainstream Arab press, turning him into an authentic war hero. A 1988 article published in the Saudi magazine Al-Majallah featured bin Laden, who was quoted saying, “We sometimes spent the whole day in the trenches or in the caves until our ears could no longer bear the sound of the explosions around us.” Bin Laden told the reporter from Al-Majallah, “It was God alone who protected us from the Russians during their offensive last year. … We depend completely on God in all matters.” By the late 1980s, bin Laden already saw himself as an instrument of God’s will in an epic struggle against the enemies of Islam.


Jaji was bin Laden’s first brush with publicity and over time the shy millionaire would increasingly come to embrace the spotlight. But the battle of Jaji was only a morale booster for the scores of Arabs then fighting in Afghanistan. It was not a battle of any importance in the larger war against the Soviets.


Bin Laden’s decision to found his own military force made no strategic sense and would be part of his pattern of strategic overreach that would culminate in al-Qaeda’s attacks on 9/11. Informed estimates of the total number of Afghan mujahideen fighting the Soviets ranged up to 175,000. By contrast, the largest number of Arabs fighting the Soviets inside Afghanistan at any given moment amounted to no more than several hundred. To assemble those fighters in one force did not make much sense from a military standpoint. Indeed, despite bin Laden’s subsequent hyperventilating rhetoric, his “Afghan Arabs” had no meaningful impact on the conduct of the war, which was won with the blood of the Afghans and the billions of dollars and riyals of the United States and Saudi Arabia.


Abdullah Azzam was opposed to the idea of a separate Arab military force because he envisioned Arabs seeded throughout all of the Afghan militias functioning as morale boosters who could simultaneously teach the Afghans about true Islam, aid them with education and medicine, and bring news of the Afghan jihad to wealthy donors in the Middle East. A single Arab military force would end this effort, and in any event could have no impact on the conduct of the war. Bin Laden saw matters differently. He believed that an Arab military force would stand its ground against Soviet attacks because his recruits were more than willing to martyr themselves.


Bin Laden’s military ambitions and personality evolved in tandem. He became more assertive, to the point that he ignored the advice of many of his old friends about the folly of setting up his own military force. That decision would also precipitate an irrevocable (but carefully concealed) split with his onetime mentor, Abdullah Azzam.


During the mid-1980s, bin Laden had been careful to distance himself from the more radical Arab elements in Pakistan who wanted to overthrow the ruling regimes of the Middle East. In 1987, when King Fahd of Saudi Arabia traveled to Britain on a state visit, he was presented a medal in the form of a cross by Queen Elizabeth II. In the hothouse radical atmosphere of Peshawar, some militants said that by accepting the crosslike decoration, King Fahd was no longer a Muslim. Bin Laden was having none of this, telling the militants, “For God’s sake, don’t discuss this subject; concentrate on your mission.” And bin Laden continued to maintain cordial relations with the Saudi government. Prince Turki al-Faisal, the director of Saudi intelligence, met bin Laden on a number of occasions in Pakistan during the anti-Soviet jihad and remembered him as “a gentle, enthusiastic young man of few words who didn’t raise his voice while talking.”


It was not an accident that bin Laden’s split from Azzam began around the time of his first meeting with the Egyptian doctor Ayman al-Zawahiri, in 1986. Zawahiri nurtured a far more radical interpretation of jihad than Azzam’s vision of rolling back non-Muslims who had invaded Islamic lands, as the Soviets had in Afghanistan. The Egyptian doctor was a revolutionary who wanted regime change across the Middle East, something that Azzam would have no part of, as this was to engage in fitna: sowing discord within the Muslim community. Azzam did not approve of intra-Muslim violence. But Zawahiri gradually won over bin Laden to his more expansive view of jihad. Faraj Ismail, the Egyptian journalist who covered the war against the Soviets, recalls that it was Zawahiri “who got Osama to focus not only on the Afghan jihad, but regime change in the Arab world.”


Osama Rushdi, a member of the militant Egyptian Islamic Group who had been jailed with Zawahiri in the early 1980s in Cairo, a few years later was living in Peshawar. There, he says, Zawahiri, a prickly intellectual, increasingly adopted the doctrine of takfir (declaring other Muslims to be apostates). Rushdi remembers that Zawahiri even told people not to pray with Azzam, “and that is a grave thing in Islam, because in Islam it is correct to pray with any Muslim.” The conflict between Azzam and the Islamist militants in Peshawar may have signed his death warrant. He was assassinated there by unknown assailants on November 24, 1989.


A year earlier, Salem bin Laden, Osama’s oldest brother, had died in a plane crash in San Antonio, Texas. Within a year Osama bin Laden had lost both his most important mentor and the brother who headed the bin Laden clan. They were perhaps the only two people in the world who might have been able to pull him back from the project he was just beginning: the establishment of al-Qaeda as an armed jihadist group with large ambitions. A relative lamented, “If Salem had still been around no one would be writing books about Osama bin Laden. Salem had a volcanic temper. … Salem would have grabbed Osama by the lapels and taken him back to Saudi Arabia.”


The minutes of al-Qaeda’s founding meetings did not mention the United States as an enemy but rather described the group’s goals in the broadest and vaguest of terms: “to lift the word of God, to make His religion victorious.” The minutes did note that the “work” of al-Qaeda commenced on September 10, 1988. Almost exactly thirteen years later the organization carried out the 9/11 attacks, inflicting more direct damage on the United States during a morning than the Soviet Union had done during decades of the Cold War.


So what had changed in the meantime? Or to put it another way: Where did bin Laden’s anti-Americanism stem from? It was far from predictable that bin Laden would turn against the United States; several of his half brothers and sisters maintained vacation homes in the States and had substantial business interests there, while about a quarter of Osama’s fifty-three siblings had studied there at some point. And in 1979, when he was twenty-two, bin Laden himself traveled to the United States with his wife Najwa and their two infant sons. On the two-week trip the bin Ladens visited Los Angeles and Indiana. His wife recalled that the visit was uneventful: “My husband and I did not hate America, yet we did not love it.”


Over the course of the 1980s, bin Laden’s indifference to the United States would gradually harden into hostility because of its support for Israel. The al-Qaeda leader explained that he made a speech in 1986 urging Muslims to boycott American products because “the Americans take our money and give it to the Jews so they can kill our children with it in Palestine.” Bin Laden stopped drinking Pepsi and Coca-Cola and his son Omar recalls that his father refused to let his kids consume American soft drinks. (They would drink them anyway, behind his back.)


Bin Laden’s anti-Americanism, hardly uncommon in the Muslim world, blossomed into full-blown hatred, springing, famously, from the rejection of his offer to deploy his army of veterans from the Afghan anti-Soviet jihad to defend the Saudi kingdom following Saddam Hussein’s invasion of neighboring Kuwait in August 1990. The head of Saudi intelligence, Prince Turki, recalled bin Laden’s offer of his men to help defeat Saddam’s army, which was then the fourth largest in the world: “He changed from a calm, peaceful and gentle man interested in helping Muslims into a person who believed that he would be able to amass and command an army to liberate Kuwait. It revealed his arrogance.”


Bin Laden’s offer was summarily dismissed by the royal family and instead the Saudis sought the protection of Uncle Sam. Five hundred thousand American soldiers, including a number of women, soon arrived on Arabian soil, a force that bin Laden took to be “infidels” trespassing on the holy land. Omar bin Laden remembers his father ranting, “Women! Defending Saudi men!” The contemporaneous fatwas of the firebrand Saudi clerics Salman al-Awdah and Safar al-Hawali also had an important impact on bin Laden. Awdah and Hawali were among the first Saudi clerics to issue cassette tapes of sermons railing against the U.S. presence in Saudi Arabia.


By now bin Laden had become something of a thorn in the side of the absolute Saudi monarchy, not only because of his defiant stance against the American presence in the kingdom but also because he kept trying to insert himself into the affairs of neighboring Yemen. For bin Laden the first order of business as the Afghan jihad wound down was to dislodge the socialist government of southern Yemen, which had ruled over the bin Ladens’ ancestral land since 1967, when the British protectorate of Aden was replaced by a government that aligned itself with the Soviets. As he had in Afghanistan, bin Laden envisaged raising his own jihadist army to help overthrow the socialist Yemeni government. Abu Musab al-Suri, a Syrian militant close to bin Laden, recalled that during this period, “Osama’s main passion was the jihad in South Yemen.”


As the Saudi government soured on bin Laden, he decided to flee his homeland in the spring of 1991. Abu Jandal, a Yemeni who became the al-Qaeda leader’s chief bodyguard in Afghanistan, says that his boss was given a passport to leave the country because of his connections with members of the royal family so that he could travel to Pakistan to liquidate his investments there. The passport was given on the condition that bin Laden would then return to Saudi Arabia and live there under house arrest. Instead the al-Qaeda leader traveled to Pakistan, never to return to his native land.


Around the same time that bin Laden went back to Pakistan, increasing pressure was being exerted on the Pakistani government by a number of Middle Eastern states to expel the hundreds of Arab militants then living in the country, particularly in Peshawar. Bin Laden decided to pull his group out of Pakistan, sending a Sudanese member of al-Qaeda to find suitable property to purchase in Sudan so that he and other members of his organization could settle there. By 1992, bin Laden and his men had sold their properties in Peshawar and moved their operations to Sudan.


It was in Sudan that al-Qaeda’s plans to attack American targets first matured. The presence of U.S. soldiers in Saudi Arabia continued to anger bin Laden deeply. In 1992, he gathered together his followers to tell them, “We cannot let the American army stay in the Gulf area and take our oil, take our money. We have to fight them.” And in December 1992, following the arrival of American troops in Somalia as part of a humanitarian mission to help starving Somalis, bin Laden became even more adamant, saying, “The Americans have now come to the Horn of Africa, and we have to stop the head of the snake.”


Al-Qaeda saw the arrival of those troops—just two years after the United States had based hundreds of thousands of soldiers in Saudi Arabia—as part of a larger American strategy to colonize ever greater chunks of the Muslim world. In late December 1992, an al-Qaeda affiliate bombed two hotels in Yemen housing U.S. soldiers in transit to Somalia. The bombs killed a tourist but no Americans. It seems to have been the first attack against an American target by al-Qaeda or one of its affiliates anywhere in the world.


Bin Laden also sent his men from Sudan to Somalia to explore ways that al-Qaeda could kill Americans there. In 1993, one of bin Laden’s military commanders, Mohammed Atef, traveled to Somalia to determine how best to attack U.S. forces, later reporting back to bin Laden in Sudan. On October 3 and 4, 1993, eighteen American soldiers were killed and two U.S. helicopters were brought down by rocket-propelled grenades in an intense firefight in Mogadishu during a botched mission to try to snatch a Somali warlord. At least five hundred Somalis were also killed. Somalis trained by Arab veterans of the war against the Soviets in Afghanistan had been taught that the most effective way to shoot down a helicopter with a rocket-propelled grenade was to hit the vulnerable tail rotor. Within a week of the Mogadishu battle, the United States announced plans for its pullout.


Given the fog of war, it remains unclear who exactly brought down the American helicopter in Mogadishu. But what is clear is that by 1993, half a decade after its founding, al-Qaeda now conceived its central mission to be attacking American targets. That year al-Qaeda started five years of planning to launch major attacks on U.S. targets in Africa, which resulted in the August 1998 bombings of the American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. Bin Laden took a strong interest in the details of those plots. Ali Mohamed, an Egyptian member of al-Qaeda, was dispatched by bin Laden to the Kenyan capital, Nairobi, in late 1993 to conduct surveillance of the U.S. embassy. Ali Mohamed then traveled to Khartoum, “where my surveillance files and photographs were reviewed by Osama bin Laden.” After looking over the pictures of the embassy, bin Laden, who had spent years working in his family’s construction business, pointed out the best place to position a truck bomb.


In 1996 the Sudanese government came under increasing pressure from the governments of the United States and Saudi Arabia to expel bin Laden and his small army of militants. Prince Turki, the head of Saudi intelligence at the time, recalled that the Saudi government had been carefully monitoring bin Laden’s training camps in Sudan, where he was “recruiting persons from different parts of the Islamic world, from Algeria to Egypt, from East Asia to Somalia, to get them trained at these camps. It was an unacceptable activity.”


In mid-May 1996, under intense pressure from the Sudanese government, bin Laden left for Afghanistan, an exile—or in Arabic, a hijra—that the hyper-religious al-Qaeda leader no doubt interpreted as a distant echo of the hijra that the Prophet Mohammed had himself made fourteen centuries earlier to escape the pagans of Mecca and to build up his perfect Islamic society in the nearby town of Medina. Bin Laden would even come to refer to Afghanistan as the Medina of the new age.


Bin Laden’s fifteen-year-old son Omar was the only family member to travel in the small jet that flew the al-Qaeda leader from Sudan to Afghanistan (the rest of bin Laden’s family and other members of al-Qaeda would follow months later). Omar recalls that the expulsion from Sudan “hugely embittered” his father, who blamed it largely on the American government.


Underlining that bitterness, bin Laden’s first public statement that he was at war with the United States was issued on August 23, 1996, three months after his expulsion from Sudan. It was titled “Declaration of war against the Americans occupying the land of the two holy places [Saudi Arabia],” the text of which was published within a few days in the pan-Arab newspaper Al-Quds al-Arabi. In the declaration, bin Laden mentioned that one of his gripes against the United States was the hounding of his group out of Sudan.


Al-Qaeda was now officially at war with the United States, although only a handful of Americans were aware of this yet.


As we have seen, one of the intellectual architects of that war was Sayyid Qutb, a nebbishy Egyptian writer with a Hitler mustache who arrived in the placid town of Greeley, Colorado, in 1949 to attend college. A priggish intellectual, Qutb found the United States to be racist and sexually promiscuous, an experience that left him with a lifelong contempt for the West. One evening, the puritanical Qutb went to a dance at a local church hall, where the pastor was playing the big-band hit “Baby, It’s Cold Outside.” The idea of a house of worship playing a secular love song crystallized Qutb’s sense that Americans were deeply corrupt and interested only in self-gratification.


On his return to Egypt, Qutb joined the Muslim Brotherhood. He was arrested in 1954 for supposedly plotting revolution and was then subjected to the most dreadful tortures. Writing from his prison cell, Qutb argued that Egypt’s secular nationalist government was presiding over a country mired in a state of pre-Islamic barbarity known as jahiliyyah and, by implication, that the government should be overthrown. Qutb’s jail-cell manifesto, Milestones, would become the primer for jihadist movements around the Muslim world. In it he insisted that jihad should be conducted offensively against the enemies of Islam. Qutb wrote, “As to the persons who attempt to defend the concept of Islamic jihad by interpreting it in the narrow sense of the current concept of defensive war … they lack understanding of the nature of Islam and its primary aim.” In other words, fighting preemptive wars against Islam’s enemies is the very essence of the Islamic project.


What was truly revolutionary was Qutb’s insistence that Islam’s enemies included Muslim governments that did not implement true sharia law. Qutb wanted secular Middle Eastern governments excommunicated from the Muslim community. That process of declaring other Muslims to be apostates, takfir, would become a key al-Qaeda doctrine.


Qutb was executed in 1966, but he would profoundly influence the young Ayman al-Zawahiri, who set up a jihadist cell when he was only fifteen dedicated to the Qutbian theory that Egyptian government officials were apostates from Islam and therefore deserved death. In Zawahiri’s autobiography he repeatedly cited Qutb, saying that he “was the spark that ignited the Islamic revolution against the enemies of Islam at home and abroad.” And Qutb’s brother, Mohamed, the keeper of his brother’s flame after his death, occasionally gave lectures at King Abdul Aziz University in Jeddah in the late 1970s, which bin Laden would attend.


Qutb’s claim that Muslim rulers who presided over countries in what he considered to be the state of pagan ignorance known as jahiliyyah were effectively non-Muslims provided the intellectual underpinning for the assassination of Egyptian President Anwar Sadat in 1981. Sadat had signed Egypt’s peace agreement with Israel two years earlier, thus effectively signing his own death warrant, too. In 1981, Zawahiri was arrested for his alleged role in Sadat’s assassination, then imprisoned and tortured by Egyptian authorities just as Qutb had been, an experience that further radicalized him.


Sprung from jail, Zawahiri moved to Pakistan in 1986, where he eventually met bin Laden. For bin Laden, the slightly older, cerebral Zawahiri presented an intriguing figure, someone far more experienced politically than himself. For Zawahiri, bin Laden also presented an interesting opportunity: someone who was on his way to becoming a genuine war hero in the jihad against the Soviets and whose deep pockets were well-known. They would go on to embark on a marriage of convenience that would have hellish consequences.


The conventional view of al-Qaeda’s war on America is that Zawahiri has really been the brains of the operation; a Machiavellian strategist like Karl Rove to bin Laden’s George W. Bush, an analysis that appeared in myriad post-9/11 accounts. But this analysis misses the fact that in making the most important strategic shift in al-Qaeda’s history—identifying the United States as its Main Enemy—bin Laden dismissed Zawahiri’s obsessive, single focus on overthrowing the Egyptian government, and for years kept him in the dark about al-Qaeda’s plans for the 9/11 attacks on America.


Certainly when bin Laden first met Zawahiri in 1986, the slightly older Egyptian militant, who had recently served three years in Egypt’s notorious prisons for his jihadist activities, was far more of a hardened revolutionary than the shy son of a Saudi billionaire. Zawahiri already firmly believed that most of the modern Middle East had turned away from true Islam and that the correct response was to overthrow the “near enemy” Arab regimes run by their “apostate” rulers.


Bin Laden took the next step, urging Zawahiri to see that the root of the problem was not simply the Arab “near enemy” regimes, but the “far enemy,” the United States, which propped up the status quo in the Middle East, a shift in strategy that took place when al-Qaeda was based in Sudan in the early 1990s. The al-Qaeda leader lectured to his followers there about the necessity of attacking the United States, without which the “near enemy” regimes could not survive. Noman Benotman, the Libyan militant who knew both of al-Qaeda’s leaders, recalled that, “Osama influenced Zawahiri with his idea: Forget about the ‘near enemy’; the main enemy is the Americans.” The intense Syrian jihadist intellectual Abu Musab al-Suri explains that bin Laden came to this strategic analysis because “Sheikh Osama had studied the collapse of the Soviet Union and of the dictator governments in Warsaw Pact countries and, as had happened in East Germany, Romania, Poland and other countries; he was convinced that with the fall of the United States, all the components of the existing Arab and Islamic regimes would fall as well.”


Conceptualizing the United States as the Main Enemy was also useful for bin Laden because it was a big enough idea that it could unite several militant Islamist organizations with purely local agendas, such as Zawahiri’s Egyptian Jihad group, under al-Qaeda’s banner as the standard-bearer of Global Holy War. And it had a further benefit in that it blamed America rather than the jihadist organizations themselves for their failures from Algeria to Egypt to mobilize genuine mass movements capable of toppling the authoritarian regimes in the Middle East.


When Zawahiri first arrived in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan in 1997, following a six-month spell in a Russian jail, his relations with bin Laden were on a quite different footing than they had been a decade earlier. Bin Laden was emerging as something of a global celebrity, the emir or prince of jihad, while Zawahiri was the penniless leader of a relatively small Egyptian terrorist group, not especially well liked or well regarded even by his own followers. It was now bin Laden who took Zawahiri under his wing. And even then the al-Qaeda leader kept Zawahiri at some distance. It was only in the summer of 2001 that the al-Qaeda leader disclosed to Zawahiri the details of the coming attacks on Washington and New York, and that was only after Zawahiri’s Jihad group had formally merged with al-Qaeda in June. This merger was “more like the assimilation” of Zawahiri’s organization into al-Qaeda, according to Feroz Abbasi, the British-Ugandan militant training in al-Qaeda’s camps at the time.


Bin Laden exercised near-total control over al-Qaeda, whose members had to swear a religious oath personally to him, so ensuring blind loyalty. Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the 9/11 operational commander, outlined the dictatorial powers that bin Laden exercised over his organization: “If the Shura council at al-Qaeda, the highest authority in the organization, had a majority of 98 percent on a resolution and it is opposed by bin Laden, he has the right to cancel the resolution.” Bin Laden’s son Omar recalls that the men who worked for al-Qaeda had a habit of requesting permission before they spoke with their leader, saying, “Dear prince: May I speak?” Even Zawahiri would ask the al-Qaeda leader for leave to speak.


Before the 9/11 attacks, bin Laden was consolidating more power as the unquestioned, absolute leader of al-Qaeda. To his followers he was truly an extraordinarily charismatic man, someone who they knew had given up a life of luxury as the scion of one of Saudi Arabia’s wealthiest families to live a life of danger and poverty in the cause of jihad. The way bin Laden lived his life was attractive to his followers. He had rejected all the comforts of the modern era, sleeping on the floor, eating little, a man of disarming personal modesty who displayed an almost freakish religiosity. The fact that he modeled his life of jihad on the life of the Prophet Mohammed was also not lost on them.


Several of his followers have described their first encounter with the al-Qaeda leader as an intense spiritual experience, and when they explain their feelings for him it is with love. Abu Jandal, a Yemeni who became one of his bodyguards, described his first meeting with bin Laden in 1997 as “beautiful” and said he came to look on him “as a father.” Shadi Abdalla, a Jordanian who was also one of bin Laden’s bodyguards, explained his boss’s attraction: “A very charismatic person who could persuade people simply by his way of talking. One could say that he ‘seduced’ many young men.”


Bin Laden’s appeal was especially strong for militant Muslims living in the West. Nizar Trabelsi, a Tunisian who was a professional soccer player in Germany, traveled to Afghanistan in 2000. When he first met with the al-Qaeda leader in Kandahar, he remembers, “I was so impressed when I saw him that I didn’t dare to speak to him. He asked me questions about my family and realizing that I felt uneasy he tried to cheer me up.” And Mohammed Abdullah Warsame, a Canadian citizen of Somali descent living in Minneapolis who attended al-Qaeda training camps in Afghanistan, sat next to bin Laden during a meal and found him to be “very inspirational.”


The special awe that his followers had for the al-Qaeda leader struck John Miller, an ABC News correspondent who interviewed bin Laden in 1998. Miller is one of the few outsiders to have spent several days in and around the al-Qaeda organization when it was based in Afghanistan in the late 1990s. He recalled bin Laden’s “charismatic aura or a scent … either you have it or you don’t. They spoke of him with godlike reverence and they talked with great excitement about the Sheikh.”


Bin Laden carefully tended his public image as “the Sheikh,” a heroic warrior-monk who was not only fearless on the battlefield but could also recite the entire Koran from memory and wrote his own poetry. When he invited the Al Jazeera correspondent Ahmed Zaidan to attend the wedding of his son Muhammad in Afghanistan in January 2001, bin Laden read a poem of his own composition celebrating al-Qaeda’s recent bombing of the USS Cole in Yemen. The hundreds of guests at the marriage feast cheered him on with chants of “Allah Akbar!” as he declaimed his poem, a performance that was videotaped for Al Jazeera by Zaidan. Later, when bin Laden and Zaidan were alone, the al-Qaeda leader told him, “Ahmed, I don’t think my delivery was good.” Zaidan recalls, “He’s very much caring about public relations, very much caring how he would appear on the TV. And he said, ‘I didn’t like it. I’m going to deliver it again.’” Bin Laden repeated his performance and then watched both versions on tape, saying afterwards, “No, no. The first one was better.”


Like many of history’s most effective leaders, bin Laden told a simple story about the world that is easy to grasp, even for those of his followers from Jakarta to London who had not had a chance to sit at his feet. In bin Laden’s telling there is a global conspiracy by the West and its puppet allies in the Muslim world to destroy true Islam, a conspiracy that is led by the United States. This single narrative purports to explain all the problems of the Muslim world; for Muslims in the United Kingdom the real problems that many of them face are not caused by simple British racial discrimination but by the fact they are Muslim; the long-running war between Russia and the Chechens is not a centuries-old imperialist land grab by the Russians, but is rather a war against Islam; and the American attack on Saddam Hussein in 2003 wasn’t because he seemed to be flouting multiple United Nations resolutions aimed at disarming his supposed stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction, but rather it was a plot by America to take over a great Arab nation.


This narrative is silent, of course, about the well-documented cases when the United States had provided large-scale help to Muslims, such as belatedly and finally halting the Serb massacres of Bosnians in the mid-1990s and providing massive aid to the hundreds of thousands of Indonesians made homeless by the 2004 tsunami. Bin Laden is never one to let facts get in the way of his narrative of American-led Muslim humiliation.


Al-Qaeda’s leader and his followers are strongly motivated by the belief that the Muslim world has been collectively humiliated for decades, and in particular by Western powers. Three weeks after 9/11, as the United States began launching airstrikes against Taliban positions, a video of bin Laden sitting on a rocky outcrop was broadcast on Al Jazeera. On the tape, he said, “What America is tasting now is something insignificant compared to what we have tasted for scores of years. The Islamic world has been tasting this humiliation and this degradation for 80 years.”


In his first public statement following 9/11, bin Laden emphasized the “humiliation” that the Muslim world had felt for much of the past century and the negative effect of Western policies in the Middle East. For bin Laden, the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement, the secret plan to carve up the disintegrating Ottoman Empire between the French and British, has the same resonance that the 1919 Treaty of Versailles did for Hitler. It must be avenged and reversed. In mid-February 2003, a month before the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq, bin Laden railed on an audiotape posted to jihadist websites against “a new Sykes-Picot Agreement, the Bush-Blair axis.”


By bin Laden’s own account, it was U.S. foreign policy in the Muslim world that was the reason al-Qaeda is attacking America. In all the tens of thousands of words that bin Laden uttered on the public record, there were some significant omissions: he did not rail against the pernicious effects of Hollywood movies, or against the pornography protected by the U.S. Constitution. Nor did he inveigh against the drug and alcohol culture of the West, or its tolerance for homosexuals. Judging by his silence, bin Laden cared little about such cultural issues. What he condemned the United States for is simple—its policies in the Middle East: its wars in Iraq and Afghanistan; its support for regimes, such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, that bin Laden regards as apostates from Islam; and its support for Israel.


Crucially, bin Laden blamed not just the U.S. government for its supposed campaign against Islam but also ordinary American citizens. In an interview a few weeks after 9/11 he explained: “The American people should remember that they pay taxes to their government, they elect their president, their government manufacture arms and gives them to Israel and Israel uses them to massacre Palestinians.” Bin Laden claimed this makes them legitimate targets for his campaign of violence, citing a doctrine of Koranically sanctioned reciprocity to justify killing ordinary Americans: “Allah legislated the permission. … Whoever kills our civilians then we have the right to kill theirs.”


There is sufficient truth to aspects of bin Laden’s critique of American foreign policy for it to have real traction around the Muslim world. To cite three obvious examples: first, the U.S. government’s largely reflexive and unqualified support for Israel at the expense of the Palestinian people; second, the obvious American hypocrisy when it comes to promoting “democracy,” while also embracing the absolute monarchy of the Saudis; and third, of course, the U.S. invasion of Iraq.


Bin Laden’s master narrative of a war on Islam led by America that must be avenged is embraced by a significant minority in the Islamic world. A Gallup poll in ten Muslim countries conducted in 2005 and 2006 found that 7 percent of Muslims said the 9/11 attacks were “completely justified.” Or to put it another way, given the 1.2 billion Muslims in the world, around 100 million Muslims wholeheartedly endorsed bin Laden’s rationale for the 9/11 attacks and the need for Islamic revenge on the United States.


In discussions of the “root causes” of Islamist terrorism, there is often little discussion of Islam. That is suprising because in the minutes of al-Qaeda’s first meetings in 1988 the group’s mission statement was explicitly religious: “Al-Qaeda is basically an organized Islamic faction; its goal will be to lift the word of God, to make His religion victorious.” Similarly, bin Laden was quite clear about the religious nature of his war in his post-9/11 interview with Al Jazeera: “This war is fundamentally religious. … Under no circumstances should we forget this enmity between us and the infidels, for the enmity is based on creed.” Living in societies that are largely postreligious, many Westerners find it hard to understand how someone might really believe in a war sanctioned by God, yet four centuries ago most European wars were fought over issues of religion.


Members of al-Qaeda view themselves as part of a vanguard defending true Islam. Bin Laden based justification of his war on a corpus of Muslim beliefs and he found enough ammunition in the Koran to give his war Islamic legitimacy, often invoking the “Sword” verses of the holy book, which can be interpreted as urging attacks on infidels who won’t submit and convert to Islam. The Koranic verse 9:5 speaks for itself: “Once the Sacred Months are past (and they refuse to make peace), you may kill the idol worshipers when you encounter them, punish them, and resist every move they make. If they repent and observe the Prayers and give the obligatory alms-giving you shall let them go.” That verse was quoted approvingly by bin Laden in his 1996 declaration of war against the United States and again in a statement he made seven years later in the run-up to the Iraq War.


Traditional Islamic theology recognizes five pillars of faith: the daily prayers, fasting during Ramadan, charitable donations, the profession of faith that there is only one God and his Prophet is Mohammed, and the pilgrimage to Mecca. But bin Laden claimed that jihad is an additional pillar of the faith: “No other priority except faith, could be considered before [jihad].”


The standard interpretation of jihad down the centuries is religiously sanctioned warfare. And this is hardly surprising; the Prophet Mohammed was not only a religious figure but also an able military commander. Mohammed took part in some two dozen military campaigns and he revolutionized the conduct of war in the Arab world with the concept of jihad and martyrdom in the service of Islam. Religiously sanctioned warfare is a constant theme of the Koran and in the model life of the Prophet.


It is not surprising, therefore, that bin Laden, who styled himself after the Prophet, tapped into this tradition. One of his Afghan training camps was named Al-Badr, after one of the Prophet Mohammed’s most famous battles, and the guesthouse that bin Laden established for Arab volunteers in Peshawar, Pakistan, in the mid-1980s was known as the Beit al-Ansar, the House of Supporters, after those who helped the Prophet when he fled his native Mecca for Medina in 622.


Bin Laden was not, of course, a religious scholar, and so when on May 26, 1998, he held a press conference in Afghanistan to announce that he had formed “the International Islamic Front to do jihad against the Crusaders and Jews,” also present were the sons of the Egyptian cleric Omar Abdel Rahman, “the Blind Sheikh.” They distributed small cards to the journalists attending the conference, on which was printed their father’s “will,” which Rahman had supposedly written while serving a life sentence in an American prison for his role as the inciter of terrorist plots in New York in the mid-1990s.


The cleric’s will read, “Extract the most violent revenge. … Cut off all relations with [the Americans, Christians, and Jews], tear them to pieces, destroy their economies, burn their corporations, destroy their peace, sink their ships, shoot down their planes and kill them on air, sea, and land.” Sheikh Rahman’s will/fatwa seems to be the first time that a Muslim cleric had given his religious sanction to attacks on American aviation, shipping, and economic targets. The fatwa, with its exhortations to “shoot down their planes,” “burn their corporations,” and “sink their ships,” would turn out to be a slowly ticking time bomb that would explode on October 12, 2000, when a suicide attack blew a hole the size of a small house in the USS Cole in Yemen, and it would explode again with even greater ferocity on 9/11.


To understand the significance of Sheikh Rahman’s will/fatwa, it is crucial to understand the spiritual authority that its author exercises over al-Qaeda. Al-Qaeda may have been led by bin Laden and his deputy Ayman al-Zawahiri, but neither of them has any standing as a religious authority, while Sheikh Rahman has a doctorate in Islamic jurisprudence from Al-Azhar University in Cairo, the Harvard of Sunni Islamic thought. Indeed, Sheikh Rahman has long been the spiritual guide of Egypt’s Jihad Group, members of which occupy senior leadership positions in al-Qaeda.


Al-Qaeda’s leaders wanted to exact revenge on the United States for the imprisonment of their spiritual guide; at the same time, Sheikh Rahman gave his followers his spiritual sanction for terrorist attacks on American civilians. His fatwas are the nearest equivalent that al-Qaeda has to an ex cathedra statement from the pope. Sheikh Rahman, for the first time in al-Qaeda’s history, ruled that it was permissible, and even desirable, to carry out attacks against American planes and corporations—not coincidentally, exactly the type of attacks that took place on 9/11. Indeed, up until 9/11 al-Qaeda had confined its attacks to American governmental and military targets. With Sheikh Rahman’s fatwa, al-Qaeda now had clerical cover for its plans to kill American civilians.


As a result, the 9/11 hijackers saw themselves as taking part in a heroic religious war. When a number of the key plotters based in Hamburg, Germany, moved into a dingy, modern apartment block on Marienstrasse, they grandiloquently referred to it as Dar al-Ansar, or the Abode of the Supporters. The 9/11 conspirators also awarded themselves kunyas, Islamic honorific names, which often referred to figures from Islam’s heroic early history. The lead hijacker, the dour Egyptian Mohammed Atta, was known as Abu Abdul Rahman, after an Egyptian who was told by the Prophet that he would go to Paradise.


The certainty that Paradise awaits those “martyred” in the defense of Islam is something that has long pervaded Muslim thought. In his August 1996 declaration of war against the United States, bin Laden approvingly quoted a hadith, a saying attributed to the Prophet: “The martyr has a guarantee from God … [He] marries him to seventy-two of the pure virgins of paradise.” Al-Qaeda took the idea of martyrdom, which had traditionally been death in battle, and applied it to suicide operations against civilian targets, a serious leap of faith since suicide is a grave sin in Islam punishable by eternal torment in hell. (From a theological perspective, engaging in one of al-Qaeda’s “martyrdom” operations that kills civilians is quite risky, because what if Allah chooses to see the operation as a simple suicide compounded by the murder of many innocents?)


In luggage that Atta left in a car at Boston’s Logan Airport on the morning of 9/11, authorities discovered an Arabic document titled “Manual for a Raid,” which used the Koranic word ghazwah for raid, demonstrating that the hijackers firmly believed that commandeering passenger jets and killing everyone on board was all in the great religious tradition of the heroic battles fought by the Prophet. In the manual, the hijackers were urged to invoke God as they entered the aircraft and were told they “will be with your heavenly brides soon.” The manual mentions the “martyrs’” ascension into heaven twelve times, underlining that the hijackers were religious fanatics aflame with the belief that they were doing God’s will and would shortly be in Paradise.


Making the elementary point that al-Qaeda’s jihad is literally a holy war that has something to do with Islam is not to imply that Muslims are inherently more violent than the adherents of any other religion. Christianity has, of course, been used as the justification for any number of crusades, pogroms, wars, and imperial adventures in Christ’s name. And it was from Christian countries that the monstrous secular political religions of Nazism and communism arose; in their relatively brief tenancies on the planet, these two arguably created more human misery than any of the other creeds that had preceded them.


Of course, not all of al-Qaeda’s terrorists are religious fanatics. Some seem to be more in the game because they think it is a blast. Typical of this group is the 9/11 operational commander Khalid Sheikh Mohammed (KSM). KSM is a burly Pakistani born in Kuwait, who earned a degree in engineering from North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University. In the mid-1990s, KSM lived in the Philippines, where he consorted with a number of girlfriends—unusual behavior for a committed jihadist militant. KSM’s taste for terrorist theatrics could be seen in his initial scheme for al-Qaeda’s attacks on the United States, which involved hijacking ten planes, nine of which were to be flown into buildings on both the west and east coasts. The tenth plane was to be hijacked to an American airport, and after all the adult male passengers had been killed, KSM would himself emerge from the plane to deliver to the assembled media a speech blasting American support for Israel. Tellingly, KSM cast himself as the superhero of his terror-snuff movie, a jihadist James Bond. Bin Laden ordered KSM’s grandiose plans to be scaled back, but entrusted him with the overall execution of the attacks on Washington and New York.


But even those Islamist terrorists like KSM who get a kick out of planning epic terrorist operations share a deep and aggrieved sense with their more religiously motivated cadre that the Muslim-Arab world is under siege. All around the region a host of authoritarian kleptocracies have held on to power for decades. Those Middle Eastern authoritarian governments have been an important factor in incubating jihadist militants. Sayyid Qutb, the Lenin of the militant jihadist movement, and later Ayman al-Zawahiri were radicalized by their time in the jails of Cairo. And al-Qaeda draws many of its men from closed societies that are intolerant of dissent. In al-Qaeda’s training camps in Afghanistan before the fall of the Taliban, according to KSM, 70 percent of the recruits were Saudi, 20 percent from Yemen, and the final 10 percent from elsewhere.


After the 9/11 attacks it became commonplace to say that bin Laden had only latched on to the issue of Israel and Palestine belatedly, as if saying this would somehow reduce the importance of the Palestinian issue as a rationale for al-Qaeda’s attacks. Nothing could be further from the truth, as even the most casual reading of bin Laden’s statements demonstrates. The al-Qaeda leader’s first public declaration that he was at war with the United States was issued on August 23, 1996, and he was quite clear about where he stood on the issue of Palestine: “I feel still the pain of [the loss of] Al-Quds in my internal organs.” Al-Quds—the name is Arabic for Jerusalem—is the site of the Al-Aqsa Mosque, the third-holiest place of pilgrimage in Islam, and which was annexed to Israel in 1967. Bin Laden went on to say that he felt the loss of Jerusalem “like a burning fire in my intestines.”


Bin Laden also had a strong personal connection to Jerusalem’s Al-Aqsa Mosque, since his father Mohammed’s construction company was responsible for its restoration during the 1960s. And bin Laden relished telling interviewers that his father would pray at all three of Islam’s holiest sites in one day. Pakistani journalist Hamid Mir recalls the al-Qaeda leader telling him it “was a routine of his father, once or twice in a month; he used to offer his morning prayers in Medina, afternoon prayers in Mecca, and then the evening prayers in Jerusalem, because he had a plane.”


In 1982 the Israelis invaded Lebanon, an event that received wide coverage in the Arab world at a time when bin Laden was already quite politicized. Years later he would recall his hatred for the Americans, whom he blamed for Israel’s policies: “The event that affected me personally began in 1982 when America gave the Israelis the green light to invade Lebanon. … I cannot forget those unbearable scenes of blood and severed limbs. … They produced an intense rejection of tyranny and a strong resolve to punish the oppressors.”


And so in May 1998, when bin Laden held his first and only press conference to announce the formation of his “World Islamic Front,” he said it was formed “to do jihad against the Crusaders and Jews.”


Al-Qaeda’s first videotape production, which was posted to the Internet in June 2001, focused heavily on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. On the videotape bin Laden said, “Jews are free in Jerusalem to rape weak Muslim women and to imprison those young cubs who stand up to them.” He then made the connection explicit between the suffering of the Palestinians and supposed American complicity, saying, “The American government is an agent that represents Israel inside America. Look at sensitive departments like the Defense Department or the State Department, or sensitive security departments like the CIA and others; you find that Jews have the first word in the American government.”


Bin Laden was also a pathological anti-Semite. He told the Pakistani journalist Hamid Mir that one of his wives had a baby girl after 9/11 named Safia. Mir asked him, “Why Safia?” Bin Laden replied, “I gave her name of Safia who killed a Jew spy in the days of Holy Prophet. … She will kill enemies of Islam like Safia of the Prophet’s time.”


The very basis of al-Qaeda’s campaign of murder against Americans and their allies derives, then, in part from U.S. support for the Jewish state. So intense were bin Laden’s feelings about the Palestinian issue that he wrote two letters to Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the operational commander of 9/11, urging him to move the attacks on Washington and New York forward to June or July 2001 to coincide with a planned visit to the White House by the right-wing Israeli politician Ariel Sharon.


What is striking about the accounts of those who knew him, whether they are close family members or mere acquaintances, is that bin Laden was a retiring, even shy man who was polite and deferential in his dealings with others and quick to forgive failings in his followers. Even his critics within the jihadist movement describe a humble man who led by example and abjured every material comfort for a life dedicated to defending his conception of Islam. So given this consistent portrait of him, why did bin Laden mastermind 9/11? After all, it was hardly the act of a humble or empathetic person. For that we must return to where we began with bin Laden: religion.


Bin Laden firmly believed that he was an instrument of God’s will, as was made clear in the videotape he released after his near-death experience at the battle of Tora Bora in eastern Afghanistan in December 2001, in which he said, “I am just a poor slave of God. If I live or die, the war will continue.” Arguably no man has been closer to the Saudi militant than Jamal Khalifa, who was his best friend at university. Bin Laden encouraged Khalifa to marry his half sister Shaikha, to whom he was close, as she is the other particularly religiously observant member of his family. Khalifa explains the key to understanding bin Laden: “Especially when you come to a religious issue—Osama is very sensitive and he really likes to implement Islam. And he’s very much at the same time afraid that if he does not, God will punish him.”


For bin Laden, not to defend Islam from what he believed to be its most important enemy, the United States, would therefore have been to disobey God; an unimaginable act for him.


The depth of feeling that burned inside bin Laden about his holy war could be seen during the January 10, 2001, wedding ceremony of his son Muhammad, where one of his youngest sons, then aged eight, made a short speech captured on video in which he declaimed, “I stand for a jihad against the infidels today and shall do so until eternity. Jihad is in my mind, heart and blood. No fear, no intimidation can ever take this feeling out of my mind.” Indoctrinating his eight-year-old boy to believe that holy war is what gives meaning to his young life says much about how the al-Qaeda leader viewed the world.


Bin Laden’s fanaticism burned so hot that he was even prepared to sacrifice his own kids in the service of his jihad. About a year before 9/11, bin Laden gave a lecture about “the joy of martyrdom” to a group of al-Qaeda fighters, after which he excitedly gathered a number of his sons around him, saying, “My sons, there is a paper on the wall of the mosque. This paper is for men who volunteer to be suicide bombers. Those who want to give their lives for Islam must add their names to the list.” Omar bin Laden recalled, “That’s when one of my youngest brothers, one too young to comprehend the concept of life and death, got to his feet, nodded reverently in my father’s direction, and took off running for the mosque.”


A further component of the al-Qaeda leader’s thinking is explained by the Libyan Noman Benotman, who says that, based on his dealings with bin Laden and others in al-Qaeda stretching back decades, they have an ultrafundamentalist view of who has “immunity” from being killed during the course of a holy war. “They believe the only way to get immunity to your life is to be a Muslim,” says Benotman. Bin Laden firmly believed that all non-Muslims are fair game in his jihad.


This helps explain the seeming paradox that the mastermind of 9/11 was described by so many of his family, friends, and acquaintances as a humble, empathetic, if religiously zealous man: because they are, of course, all Muslims, whom bin Laden generally treated with respect, a respect that he would not accord to non-Muslims. He took to heart the Koranic injunction, “O ye who believe! Take not the Jews and the Christians for your friends.” And he went a significant step further when he said, “Every Muslim, from the moment they realize the distinction in their hearts, hates Americans, hates Jews, and hates Christians. This is part of our belief and our religion.”


It was this blinding hatred and thirst for revenge that propelled forward bin Laden’s plans to attack the United States.





Chapter 3



Blinking Red



[image: image]


This was the exchange between John Miller, the ABC News correspondent who had interviewed bin Laden in Afghanistan in May 1998, and ABC anchor Peter Jennings at 10:29 A.M. on September 11, 2001.


MILLER: The north tower seems to be coming down.


JENNINGS: Oh, my God.


MILLER: The second—the second tower.


JENNINGS: (A very long pause.) It’s hard to put it into words, and maybe one doesn’t need to. Both trade towers, where thousands of people work, on this day, Tuesday, have now been attacked and destroyed with thousands of people either in them or in the immediate area adjacent to them.


CIA analyst Gina Bennett knew who was responsible as soon as the second plane hit the World Trade Center. In August 1993, while working at the Bureau of Intelligence and Research, the small intelligence shop inside the State Department, Bennett had authored a paper that was the first warning of the threat posed by a man named “Osama Bin Ladin,” who was “enabling hundreds of jihadists and training even more” in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Sudan, and Yemen. She also fingered him as the possible sponsor of the bombing of the World Trade Center on February 26, 1993, an attack that killed six and was the first time that a group of Islamist terrorists had struck in the United States. Bennett wrote an analytic assessment that same year noting that bin Laden had “established an organization called al-Qa’ida in the 1980s.” This was many years before the name of bin Laden’s terrorist group became public and was a term that was then unknown even to many of the foot soldiers in his training camps.


On the morning of September 11, 2001, Bennett was doing “something very typical, vomiting with morning sickness.” She was three months pregnant with her fourth child, something that she had yet to tell her coworkers about, and was at her desk at the Counterterrorist Center (CTC) at the CIA. As something close to panic set in, Agency managers told everyone to evacuate—everyone, that is, but those in the CTC who would remain in the building doing their jobs; after all, there was no one group in the government who knew more about the source of the 9/11 threat.


Bennett and her colleagues tracking al-Qaeda were well aware that the CIA was a potential target. During the mid-1990s, Abdul Hakim Murad, an al-Qaeda associate, had developed a plan to fly a plane into CIA headquarters. The CTC officials also knew that one of the hijacked jets was heading toward Washington, D.C. (it was the plane that would eventually crash into the Pentagon). One of Bennett’s most valued colleagues, Barbara Sude, a precise, careful analyst with a doctorate from Princeton in medieval Arabic thought, was at her desk. Only a month earlier the memo that Sude had coauthored warning “Bin Ladin Determined to Strike in U.S.” had been briefed to President Bush at his ranch in Texas.


Sude knew that the CIA was a likely target but remained in the CTC offices on the ground floor of the Agency, preparing to write the avalanche of reports about al-Qaeda she knew were likely to fill her coming days. Chuckling, she remembers, “I told my boss, well, let me go to the restroom first before I have to write in case I get trapped in the rubble. I didn’t want to not have gone to the bathroom beforehand.” Sude recalls the moment the World Trade Center towers started collapsing: “I will never forget when my colleague comes up, his face ashen.” But there wasn’t much time to focus on anything but the task at hand: “Policy-maker appetite became insatiable for everything about al-Qaeda. … They didn’t know as much as they realized they needed to know.”


Like Gina Bennett, FBI Special Agent Daniel Coleman had also been tracking Islamist terrorists since the 1993 bombing of the Trade Center. And three years later he became the first official from the Bureau to be attached to a small, new CIA unit dedicated to tracking bin Laden. Walking around the streets of lower Manhattan near his FBI office, Coleman, a portly gentleman in his early fifties, wearing glasses and a tan raincoat, might have been mistaken for an auditor at one of the big banks. But Coleman, who comes from a long line of New York City cops going back to his great-grandfather, knew more about al-Qaeda from the inside than anyone else in government. “I’m the kind of guy who gets into the back room of everything, reads everything, and tries to remember everything,” Coleman explained. As a result of a highly retentive memory and the fact that he had spent many, many hours debriefing the first defectors from al-Qaeda—Jamal al-Fadl, L’Houssaine Kherchtou, and Ali Mohamed—Coleman had an encyclopedic understanding of the terrorist organization. In December 1995, Coleman had even opened the first counterterrorism case against an obscure Saudi financier of terrorism named Osama bin Laden.


On the morning of September 11, 2001, Coleman was at his office at 26 Federal Plaza, a block away from the Trade Center. When the first plane crashed, Coleman hoped it was an accident, “but after the second building got hit I thought, ‘Oh God almighty!’ I was pretty certain who had done it.” Coleman rushed down Broadway toward the Trade Center, looking to interview witnesses, when “all of a sudden this cyclone comes up the street and I hear this noise and it was the loudest noise I have ever heard in my life, and I’m like, okay, what was that? It was incomprehensible. I didn’t know what it was, all these papers. This cloud was coming.” This was the debris cloud from the South Tower imploding and collapsing, the first building to do so, at 9:59 A.M.


Almost immediately an important clue was found near the Trade Center. Someone picked up a passport that had fallen to the street shortly after the first hijacked plane, American Airlines Flight 11, had crashed into the twin towers. It was turned in to the FBI that day. The passport belonged to Satam al-Suqami, a Saudi law student, who had entered the United States a few months earlier and who would turn out to be one of the hijackers. Coleman remembers that Suqami’s passport was only partially burnt and smelled strongly of kerosene.


Analysts at the CIA quickly realized with something close to horror that two men they had previously tagged as al-Qaeda associates, Nawaf al-Hazmi and Khalid al-Mihdhar, were on American Airlines Flight 77, which had crashed into the Pentagon shortly after 9:30 A.M. Barbara Sude recalls that Mihdhar’s name “came up right away.”


Bennett, Coleman, and Sude, who had put themselves into harm’s way on September 11, were three of perhaps a few dozen U.S. government officials who understood the true scope of the al-Qaeda threat before it materialized so spectacularly in New York and Washington. Most of those officials were concentrated at the CIA or at the New York field office of the FBI, which had been investigating Islamist extremists since the early 1990s, or were part of the small counterterrorism group at the National Security Council. Otherwise, much of the rest of the government, including almost all of the top national security officials in the Bush administration, had no idea about the true scale of the al-Qaeda threat until they were evacuating their offices on the morning of 9/11.


After the 9/11 attacks no Bush administration official took responsibility, apologized, resigned, or was fired for what was the gravest national security failure in American history. The first and only official to offer an apology was counterterrorism coordinator Richard Clarke, who, when he appeared as a private citizen in 2004 before the 9/11 Commission, opened his remarks by addressing the families of victims sitting in the audience, saying, “Your government failed you.… And I failed you.”


In contrast, following Pearl Harbor, to which 9/11 has often been compared, Admiral Husband Kimmel, the commander of the Pacific Fleet, who had been warned of a possible Japanese attack, was immediately relieved of his command and demoted; a year later he retired. The Roosevelt administration also quickly investigated what had happened at Pearl Harbor. Within seven weeks of the attacks, the Roberts Commission, which had been appointed by President Roosevelt, issued its first congressional report. It was one of nine official inquiries into Pearl Harbor convened in the middle of World War II. By contrast, the Bush administration thwarted congressional efforts to investigate 9/11, and only reluctantly acceded to an investigative commission more than a year after the attacks, following intense public pressure from the victims’ families. Vice President Dick Cheney claimed improbably in May 2002 that he wanted to avoid the “circus atmosphere” that would come with establishing a separate investigatory body.


Once it was set up, the 9/11 Commission largely focused on the structural failures of agencies within the U.S. government. The commission was a bipartisan panel, and by examining the very real problems of particular government institutions it was able largely to skirt the wider policy failures of the Clinton and Bush administrations’ handling of the al-Qaeda threat, subjects that were politically too hot to handle.


What does the historical record tell us about the culpability of the two American administrations sitting in the White House in the years before 9/11 in failing to counter the gathering al-Qaeda threat? In the winter of 2001, Richard Shultz, an American historian of Special Forces, was tasked by the Pentagon to find out why elite counterterrorism units, such as Delta Force, were not deployed to hit al-Qaeda before 9/11; after all, that was supposed to be their main mission. In a public version of his report, published under the apt title “Showstoppers,” Shultz found that the “great reluctance in the Pentagon”—as General Peter Schoomaker, their commanding officer put it—to deploy Special Operations Forces arose from several factors. First, terrorism was generally seen as a crime until 9/11, and so the Pentagon saw terrorism as something that fell under the purview of the CIA and found it convenient to assume (wrongly) that the military did not have the statutory authority to engage in fighting terrorism.


A second key “showstopper” was the tendency by the Department of Defense to recommend “big footprint” operations involving as many as several hundred soldiers to take on al-Qaeda in Afghanistan. That made those operations nonstarters for President Clinton, who was looking for small-unit insertions, not mini-invasions of Afghanistan. Michael Scheuer, then the head of the bin Laden unit at the CIA, recalls that “Clinton wanted a rapier and they brought him a battle axe.”


Finally, the Pentagon demanded high-quality “actionable intelligence” before launching an operation, which simply didn’t exist in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan. Special Operations boss Schoomaker recalled: “Special Operations were never given the mission. It was very, very frustrating. It was like having a brand-new Ferrari in the garage and nobody wants to race it because you might dent the fender.”


Given the reluctance of the Pentagon to send in Special Operations Forces, and the generally imperfect intelligence about bin Laden’s location, what other options were available to policy makers? One option was to tighten the diplomatic noose around the Taliban and so increase their costs for sheltering al-Qaeda. After the embassy bombings in Africa in 1998, Michael Sheehan, the U.S. ambassador for counterterrorism, an intense, wiry former Special Forces officer given wide latitude by his boss Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, put the Taliban on notice that they would be held responsible for future al-Qaeda attacks. And in 1999 the Clinton administration slapped sanctions on the Taliban and the United Nations followed suit.


As concerns about a possible terrorist attack during the turn of the millennium were gripping Clinton’s national security team, Sheehan dispatched a strongly worded cable to Taliban leaders that said they would “be held fully accountable” for another attack by al-Qaeda. Sometime in January 2000, Sheehan followed that up with a forty-five-minute phone call with the Taliban foreign minister Wakil Muttawakil in which he read him an unambiguous statement from Clinton: “We will hold the Taliban leadership responsible for any attacks against US interests by al-Qaeda or any of its affiliated groups.” Muttawakil, who was privately one of bin Laden’s most bitter critics inside the Taliban movement, stuck to his talking points that the al-Qaeda leader was under the control of the Taliban and there was no proof that he was involved in terrorism.


The international community’s pressure and sanctions on the Taliban did ratchet up the pressure on them, according to al-Qaeda insider Abu Walid al-Masri, who later wrote that a “nucleus of opposition” to bin Laden developed among senior leaders of the Taliban who urged that bin Laden be expelled. Taliban officials also told bin Laden to cease his international terrorist plotting in early 1999. Obviously, the al-Qaeda leader did not pay much heed to any of this.


The deeper problem the United States had in attacking al-Qaeda in Afghanistan before 9/11 was not simply the result of imperfect intelligence about the country, the reluctance of the military to take action, and the lack of political will to go to war against terrorists that had characterized American administrations for decades; rather, it was that policy makers in the Clinton and Bush administrations didn’t have any overarching strategy for Afghanistan. This was the legacy of many years of American neglect of the festering problems in the country. After the brilliant success of the covert U.S. operation to arm the Afghan mujahideen that had helped to destroy the Soviet Union, the George H. W. Bush administration closed the U.S. embassy in Kabul in 1989. This turned out to be a grave error, as from that day forward the United States was largely flying blind in Afghanistan (the embassy only reopened after the fall of the Taliban). And as the Cold War receded into history, aid to Afghanistan, one of the poorest countries on the planet, was effectively zeroed out, dropping to only $2 million a year in Clinton’s first term.


Both Bill Clinton and George W. Bush failed to see bin Laden as a political challenge. They both had hoped to end the al-Qaeda problem by decapitating its leader through cruise missile strikes or by using CIA assets on the ground. Of course, that would have left the training camps and al-Qaeda’s organization in place even if the decapitation effort had succeeded. And instead of using the leader of the Northern Alliance, Ahmad Shah Massoud, as a strategic partner to defeat both al-Qaeda and the Taliban, the United States saw him only as someone who might be helpful in eliminating bin Laden.


There were some American officials who did see the larger strategic picture. Five days into the new Bush administration, on January 25, 2001, Richard Clarke wrote National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice that a cabinet-level review of al-Qaeda policy was “urgently” needed. Attached to the memo was a paper titled “Strategy for Eliminating the Threat from the Jihadist Networks of al Qida.” In the memo Clarke suggested arming Predator drones with Hellfire missiles to take out the group’s leaders, giving “massive” support to Massoud’s Northern Alliance, destroying terrorist training camps and Taliban command-and-control facilities using U.S. Special Forces, and expanding a deal with Afghanistan’s northern neighbor, Uzbekistan, to allow U.S. assets like the Predator drones to be based there. But Rice seemed content to let her deputy Stephen Hadley move ahead at a businesslike but not urgent pace with an al-Qaeda policy review and otherwise do nothing. (The strategy that Clarke had outlined in the memo to Rice was essentially the same one that President Bush finally adopted after 9/11.)


With the exception of Clarke and CIA director George Tenet and the latter’s deputy John McLaughlin, senior Bush administration officials consistently underestimated the urgent threat posed by bin Laden and al-Qaeda, who simply did not fit their worldview of what constituted a serious threat. A Nexis database search of all the newspapers, magazines, and TV transcripts of Rice’s statements and writings from the mid-1990s until 9/11 shows that she never mentioned al-Qaeda publicly, and only referred to the threat from bin Laden during a 2000 interview with a Detroit radio station. Perhaps sensitive to this fact, when Rice testified before the 9/11 Commission in 2004, she said, “I, myself, had written for an introduction to a volume on bioterrorism done at Stanford that I thought that we wanted not to wake up one day and find that Osama bin Laden had succeeded on our soil.”


The book that Rice referred to her in her testimony, The New Terror: Facing the Threat of Biological and Chemical Weapons, was published by Stanford in 1999. The New Terror has no mention of al-Qaeda or bin Laden either by Rice or any of its other contributors. It’s no wonder that when Clarke first briefed Rice on al-Qaeda, “her facial expression gave me the impression that she had never heard the term before.”


For other key members of Bush’s national security team, the al-Qaeda threat also barely registered. A Nexis database search of all of Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz’s pre-9/11 statements and writings shows he never mentioned al-Qaeda, and referred to bin Laden only once, in the context of the Saudi exile’s supposed links to Saddam Hussein, testifying before a congressional committee in 1998 that there were “suspect connections between the Iraqis and this Osama bin Laden fellow.” Indeed, during the summer of 2001, Wolfowitz enraged CIA officials, some of whom were frantic with worry, by pooh-poohing the flood of warnings pouring in by asking whether bin Laden was simply “trying to study U.S. reactions.”


A Nexis search for anything that President Bush or Vice President Cheney might have written or said about the threat posed by al-Qaeda and bin Laden similarly comes up empty before 9/11. Of the thirty-three “principals” meetings of cabinet members held by the Bush administration before the attacks on Washington and New York, only one was about terrorism, although almost immediately after assuming office Bush convened his cabinet on February 5, 2001, to discuss the supposedly pressing issue of Iraq. The first cabinet-level meeting about the threat posed by al-Qaeda took place on September 4, 2001.


The fact that the Bush administration was strangely somnambulant about the al-Qaeda threat is puzzling. It was not as if they did not have enough information or warning about the threat posed by al-Qaeda; quite the opposite; President Bush was being regularly briefed about the terrorist group. Bush administration officials, of course, deny that they didn’t take the threat urgently enough, but there is no debating that in their public utterances, private meetings, and actions, the al-Qaeda threat barely registered. The real question then, in the face of all this information about the threat, is why did the most experienced national security team in memory underestimate the problem?


The short answer: They just didn’t get it. Key members of the Bush team had cut their teeth during the Cold War. Rice was a Soviet specialist at the National Security Council under President George H.W. Bush. Wolfowitz had worked on the “Team B” efforts at the Pentagon in the 1970s which concluded, wrongly, that the Soviet military threat was much larger than supposed. And Cheney and Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld had served as White House chief of staff and secretary of defense respectively during the Ford administration. Their views about the importance of state-based threats remained frozen in a Cold War mind-set. The quip that after the French Revolution the restored Bourbon monarchs came back to power having “learned nothing and forgotten nothing” applied equally well to the Bush national security team, who assumed office as if the 1990s and the gathering threat from al-Qaeda simply hadn’t happened.


This was compounded by a self-confidence bordering on arrogance typified by the nickname Bush’s foreign policy advisers accorded themselves during the 2000 election campaign. They dubbed themselves “the Vulcans,” after the Roman god of fire and metal. Initially this was something of a joke, but as the campaign went on the Bush national security team became known in all seriousness as the Vulcans. The Vulcans, who prided themselves on their hard-nosed appreciation of the harsh realities of the national security realm, would go on to preside over the most devastating national security failure in American history.


To admit that al-Qaeda was the number-one threat to American security would then make it difficult, if not impossible, to argue that missile defense ought to be, as it was for the pre-9/11 Bush administration, a key national security imperative. Antiballistic missile systems, of course, do nothing to stop terrorists. To admit that nonstate terrorists were the primary danger to the nation, it then became impossible to argue, as many in the administration did, that a rogue state, Iraq, was the number-one danger. In a nutshell, bin Laden and al-Qaeda were politically and ideologically inconvenient to square with the Bush worldview.


The inattention of the Bush administration to the al-Qaeda threat had results: Bush stood down the force of submarines and ships stationed in the Arabian Sea that were capable of launching cruise missile strikes into Afghanistan and had been put in place by Clinton. And shortly before 9/11, Attorney General John Ashcroft turned down FBI requests for some four hundred additional counterterrorism personnel. Ashcroft also released a statement about the Justice Department’s top ten priorities in May 2001. Terrorism wasn’t one of them. Neither Rice nor her deputy Hadley got the squabbling Pentagon and CIA to fly Predator drones equipped with Hellfire missiles over Afghanistan. An unarmed Predator had filmed bin Laden at his farm near Kandahar late in the Clinton administration. The issue between the Agency and the Pentagon was, in part, cost: Predator drones cost $3 million each.


Michael Sheehan, then the Ambassador for Counterterrorism, recalls that Richard Clarke “was pounding on the [CIA and Department of Defense] to more quickly develop—and use—the armed Predator, which was being tested, in Nevada, at the time. And both of them were dragging their feet in terms of money, and they also were uncomfortable with the use of the armed Predator. Can you imagine that now? Back then they were very slow to develop the capability, very slow in testing, they had lawyers wrapping them up in knots, and Clarke was apoplectic over it, because he wanted to introduce this asset into the Afghan theater.”


In Nevada in June 2001 the CIA had built a replica of bin Laden’s four-room villa at Tarnak Farms where he was living outside of Kandahar. A Predator drone equipped with a missile obliterated the replica house in tests that the Agency conducted with the Air Force. National Security Council official Roger Cressey recalls that even this wasn’t enough to get the CIA and Pentagon to move forward with the armed Predator. “I was at the meeting at the Agency afterwards, the data they got they said was inconclusive as to whether or not there was enough lethality in the explosion or the shrapnel to ensure that everybody inside would have been killed. Now, I’m looking at the video, this big fucking explosion packed in there, and I’m like, ‘I can’t believe anybody would have survived that.’ … And that played into the Agency’s real fear of—There’s only one thing worse than not being allowed to do it; it’s doing it and fucking it up. And then it becomes exposed, they get the shit kicked out of them on the Hill, and then they get the shit kicked out of them in the international community.”


The armed Predator would fly only after 9/11.


The Bush administration’s handling of the October 12, 2000, attack on the USS Cole in the Yemeni port city of Aden by al-Qaeda suicide bombers, an operation that killed seventeen American sailors and threatened to sink the billion-dollar destroyer, was especially puzzling. Following the Cole attack, the Clinton administration, in office for only three more months, sat on its hands. This was despite the fact that according to Ali Soufan, the lead FBI agent on the Cole case, within three weeks, “We knew one hundred percent that it was bin Laden.” On December 21 the CIA made a presentation to the key national security officials in the Clinton cabinet that there was a “preliminary judgment” that al-Qaeda aided the Cole attack. In not responding to the Cole bombing in the waning days of his presidency, Clinton may not have wanted to complicate his legacy-building attempt to broker peace between the Israelis and Palestinians with an attack on a Muslim country. And the inaction on the Cole may have also reflected simple exhaustion at the end of the second term of the lame-duck Clinton administration.


Bin Laden certainly expected some retaliation for the attack on the Cole, after having only narrowly escaped the U.S. cruise missile strikes that had rained down on his training camps in eastern Afghanistan in August 1998. On September 27, 2000, two weeks before the Cole attack, bin Laden told a group of al-Qaeda members about the “possibility of a missile attack by the infidels” on their training camps. Around the time of the Cole bombing, the al-Qaeda leader evacuated everyone from his compound at Kandahar airport and split up from his senior advisers Mohammed Atef and Ayman al-Zawahiri so that all three would not be killed together in the event of a retaliatory American strike. But bin Laden’s precautions were unnecessary; the United States never retaliated for the Cole attack.


By the time the Bush administration was sworn into office in January 2001, it was obvious that al-Qaeda was responsible for the Cole bombing. On February 9, Vice President Cheney was briefed that the attack was the work of bin Laden’s men. At the end of March, Clarke’s deputy Roger Cressey wrote the deputy national security advisor, Stephen Hadley, an email saying, “We know all we need to about who did the attack to make a policy decision.” Cressey recalls that by the spring of 2001 “there was no disagreement about who was culpable. And yet there was no enthusiasm, no interest in doing anything about it, because it didn’t happen on their watch.”


In June 2001, al-Qaeda released a propaganda videotape strongly implying its responsibility for the Cole operation and calling for more anti-American attacks, something that Clarke pointed out to Rice in an email. If the Bush administration needed a casus belli, here it was broadcast around the world. The attack on the Cole was an act of war, plain and simple, and it merited an American military response. As we have seen, Michael Sheehan, the ambassador for counterterrorism under Clinton, had told Taliban leaders in early 2000 that they would be held responsible for future attacks against American targets because they were harboring al-Qaeda. Responding to the Cole attack by launching cruise missile strikes at key Taliban government buildings and military installations would have been relatively easy to do and might have put some pressure on the Taliban to expel bin Laden. Instead, the Bush administration did nothing.


Stephen Hadley says the lack of response to the Cole was largely due to the fact that the Clinton administration’s cruise missile strikes against al-Qaeda’s Afghan camps in 1998 were “inadequate, ineffective responses” and the Bush team “wanted a much more robust response to al-Qaeda generally, rather than just a response to the Cole. And that’s what we set about trying to develop, in the first 6–9 months up to 9/11.”


Ali Soufan, the FBI agent leading the Cole investigation, later interrogated a number of detainees held at Guantánamo, including Salim Hamdan, bin Laden’s driver. Soufan says the lack of American response to the Cole bombing came up often during his interrogations: “Not only Hamdan—a lot of other people said the same thing: ‘You want to know who is responsible for 9/11, you’re responsible for 9/11, you didn’t retaliate after the Cole and it emboldened bin Laden so he felt that we are untouchables.’”


The feckless response to the Cole attack was a bipartisan failure, but one that reflects especially poorly on the Bush administration. When members of the 9/11 Commission asked Bush about the lack of response to the Cole bombing, he said that he wasn’t aware of the Clinton administration’s warnings to the Taliban, warnings that his own ambassador to Pakistan, William B. Milam, had renewed in June 2001 when he told his Taliban counterpart that the Afghan government would be held responsible for attacks against American targets by al-Qaeda.


During the summer of 2001, CIA director George Tenet told the 9/11 Commission that the American intelligence “system was blinking red” because of a series of credible intelligence reports about al-Qaeda’s plans for attacks on American targets. Below is a representative sampling of the threat reporting that was distributed to Bush officials, which gathered intensity during the spring and reached a crescendo during that summer.


CIA, “Bin Ladin Planning Multiple Operations,” April 20


CIA, “Bin Ladin Attacks May Be Imminent,” June 23


CIA, “Planning for Bin Ladin Attacks Continues, Despite Delays,” July 2


CIA, “Threat of Impending al-Qaeda Attack to Continue Indefinitely,” August 3


Warren Bass, a historian in his mid-thirties, was one of the 9/11 Commission staffers who reviewed National Security Council documents going to and from Rice during the commission’s investigation. Bass found that Clarke repeatedly warned her and her deputy, Stephen Hadley, of the volume of alarming information about possible al-Qaeda plots during the summer of 2001.


On July 10, Tenet took the unusual step of calling Rice and asking her with some urgency for a meeting that same day to discuss the al-Qaeda threats. Barely fifteen minutes later, Tenet and two of his deputies were in Rice’s White House office. One of Tenet’s staff members got everyone’s attention when he predicted, “There will be a significant terrorist attack in the next weeks or months.… Multiple and simultaneous attacks are possible and they will occur with little or no warning.” Rice asked her counterterrorism adviser Richard Clarke if he shared this assessment and he gave an exasperated “Yes.” Tenet and his staff thought he had finally gotten Rice’s attention, but she did nothing following the meeting. This was especially surprising because Rice would later publicly testify before the 9/11 Commission that the Bush administration was at “battle stations” during this period. The historical record does not reflect this.
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“For years, | tried to read every new novel about how 9/11 affected our
lives. ... As | read the stunning first section of Bergen’s new book.. ..
I realized | had been looking in the wrong genre. None of the novels
were as effective or moving as The Longest War, which is a history of
our time.” —Thomas E. Ricks, The New York Times Book Review
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