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To all the victims of Osama bin Laden from 1989 to today, may their families find peace and their deaths be avenged.
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INTRODUCTION 2000

ALL ENEMIES, FOREIGN AND DOMESTIC


“The U.S. knows that I have attacked it, by the grace of God, for more than ten years.”



—Osama bin Laden, 19981


 



Osama bin Laden is the unfinished business of the Clinton Administration. Bin Laden’s first strike against Americans occurred in two towering hotels housing American troops in Yemen in December 1992—in the midst of Clinton’s presidential transition. Less than a month after Clinton was sworn in as president, bin Laden struck again by bombing the World Trade Center in February 1993. Seven Americans were killed (counting the unborn child of one of the victims) and more than one thousand were injured in the first-ever foreign terrorist attack on U.S. soil. Clinton never even visited the site to assess the damage, nor did he order swift retaliation. It was the start of a pattern.

Bin Laden’s attacks gradually escalated throughout the Clinton years: the battles in the streets of Mogadishu, Somalia, in September and October 1993; the Riyadh bombing in November 1995; the near-simultaneous attacks on U.S. embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam, which killed hundreds and injured thousands. Bin Laden’s attacks in the Clinton years climaxed with a deadly assault on the  USS Cole in Aden harbor, the most deadly attack on a U.S. warship since World War II.

Many of bin Laden’s near-misses, which are not widely known, might have added to the terrorist death toll during the Clinton years. The thwarted “Project Bojinka” in the Philippines could have killed upwards of three thousand Americans. A second wave of attacks on U.S. embassies in Africa and Central Asia could have murdered hundreds more. The “Millennium plots” in 1999 might have killed thousands of Americans. The failed midnight assault on an American naval vessel, the USS The Sullivans, might have killed hundreds in January 2000. If anything, America should be grateful that bin Laden did not kill more people during Clinton’s two terms.

If President Clinton had been more engaged in the fight against bin Laden, history might have been very different. Early in the Clinton Administration, it would have been comparatively easy to smash bin Laden’s emerging network. Instead the arch-terrorist’s strength, reach, and lethality were allowed to relentlessly build over the course of the eight Clinton years. In 1993, bin Laden was a small-time funder of militant Muslim terrorists in Sudan, Yemen, and Afghanistan. By the end of 2000, Clinton’s last year in office, bin Laden’s terror network was operating in more than fifty-five countries and already responsible for the deaths of thousands (including fifty-nine Americans).2


Yet Clinton responded only with brave words, empty gestures, meaningless cruise-missile strikes, and halfhearted covert operations. Sometimes America’s special forces, allied forces, or foreign governments came heartbreakingly close to killing or capturing the terrorist mastermind. Yet every time, Clinton officials failed to give the final orders for such covert operations or even castigated allies for trying to kill bin Laden. After the president learned that bin Laden was planning to assassinate him, Clinton still could not bring himself to take the kind of strong measures that seem second nature to the current Bush Administration.

It took more than five years for Clinton to sign the first of three confidential executive orders to kill bin Laden. But the legal and political restrictions imposed on these secret orders made success all but impossible.

That is not to say that the Clinton Administration did nothing to stop bin Laden in the 1990s. The federal government, especially at the street level, was active. Indeed, given the bureaucratic and political obstacles erected by the president’s political appointees, it is surprising that these dedicated civil servants won even small victories against bin Laden.

The higher up the chain of command one climbed, the more bureaucratic delay and political paralysis seemed to take over. Clinton’s senior political appointees at the Departments of State, Defense, and Justice, as well as the heads of the FBI and the CIA, often hid behind legalisms or were distracted by feuds. When they looked to the White House, they saw a pattern of dithering and delay—not leadership. Inside the White House, in the wood-paneled Situation Room or in the rabbit warren of offices packed into the West Wing, senior Clinton officials usually fretted that there just was not enough “actionable intelligence” to do anything decisive. They wanted to act, really they did, but something almost always seemed to get in the way.

Clinton himself, especially in the early years of his first administration, was largely missing in action. With a single phone call he could have settled feuds among agencies and demanded immediate action, but he did not. He let anti-terror efforts drift on autopilot; he devoted his attention to bin Laden only when reporters or lawmakers made it impossible for him to do otherwise.

Why? There is a confluence of causes behind Clinton’s unwillingness to confront bin Laden. Clinton feared that a publicly declared war on America’s terrorist enemies would hurt his standing in the polls or undercut his image as a peacemaker. He was deeply ambivalent about the use of American power—stemming from his formative, youthful opposition to the Vietnam War. He  knew that he needed the liberal wing of the Democratic Party in order to govern and to protect himself from the political consequences of personal scandal; if he took tough-minded action against terrorists, his liberal allies might have deserted him. An antiwar movement might have emerged that would have cost Clinton dearly. Whatever the reasons, political calculation seemed to triumph over the president’s constitutional oath to protect America from “all enemies, foreign and domestic.”
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The full story of Clinton and bin Laden has not yet been told. To do that, one must clear away the misperceptions of the Clinton record, held by partisans on both sides.

 




Before September 11, no one knew about Osama bin Laden. This is a favorite chestnut of Clinton defenders. In fact, bin Laden was tracked by the CIA as early as December 1992. Starting in 1995, the State Department reports described bin Laden as one of the most dangerous terrorists in the world. During the Clinton years, Congressional Research Service reports described bin Laden and his reign of terror extensively. Both sets of these reports were available to the public at the time.

What’s more, major news outlets, including Time, Reader’s Digest, CNN, and ABC News, devoted a lot of space to bin Laden. Indeed, the headline on a 1998 Reader’s Digest cover story on bin Laden could not be more clear: “This man wants you dead.”

 




Clinton didn’t do anything. This is one of the most persistent myths about President Clinton. This view has some appeal. President Clinton’s attention to foreign affairs, especially in the early days of his administration, was episodic at best. But the legacy of a president is not simply the sum of actions that he personally undertakes; it is the sum of the many actions taken in his name by  the far-flung departments of the executive branch. The hardworking street-level agents of the FBI, the CIA, and other counterterrorism agencies deserve credit for their work during the Clinton years. Generally, presidents get the credit or the blame for what happens in the bureaucracy on their watch. With this understanding, it has to be admitted that the Clinton Administration did do something about bin Laden—just not enough.

Fair-minded critics of the president accept this. Senator Richard Shelby, the former vice chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee, told me: “The Clinton Administration did give more than lip service to the fight against terrorism, specifically dealing with the Osama bin Laden group, but the effort was never sustained in any way. I don’t think that effort was ever, ever in any way considered bold action, such as the [Bush] Administration is now employing.”

Did Clinton launch a determined, sustained effort to defeat bin Laden? Could he have done more? After reading the evidence in these pages, the reader can be the judge of that.

 




Unlike Bush, Clinton never had a chance to show his mettle by being tested by momentous events.3 This view, voiced privately by many liberals and former Clinton officials, seems to be that Bush is lucky to have been at the helm when nearly three thousand Americans died on September 11, 2001. The atrocity gave him the scope and stature to be a truly great president. Clinton, they say, never had this “opportunity.” This is their gnawing worry about Clinton’s legacy.

They are wrong. Clinton was tested by a historic, global conflict, the first phase of America’s war on terror. He was president when bin Laden declared war on America. He had many chances to defeat bin Laden; he simply did not take them. If, in the wake of the 1998 embassy bombings, Clinton had rallied the public and the Congress to fight bin Laden and smash terrorism, he might have become the Winston Churchill of his generation. But, instead, he chose the role of Neville Chamberlain.

 




Clinton only used force against bin Laden to distract the nation from his scandals. When President Clinton ordered cruise-missile strikes on a pharmaceutical factory in Sudan and on bin Laden’s mountain strongholds in Afghanistan in August 1998, the press was quick to point out the “suspicious” timing. After all, the Monica Lewinsky scandal was dominating the national conversation. “Wag the Dog” and all that.

But think the “suspicious timing” issue through to its logical conclusion. President Clinton didn’t delay the retaliatory missile strikes, as he knew that the House of Representatives might vote on impeachment. That would have been suspicious timing. Instead, he ordered retaliation on bin Laden almost immediately.

Clinton’s motives were not entirely pure, of course. The missile strike may have had some fleeting political benefits for the scandal-plagued president. But the national-security case for retaliating against bin Laden was sound. Not responding with military force when American diplomats were murdered in their own embassies would have been a real scandal.

In fact, this “Wag the Dog” cynicism puts things exactly backwards. The president wasn’t doing too much because of a sex scandal, but too little. Clinton should have ordered many more strikes on bin Laden.

 




The Republican-led Congress stopped Clinton from doing more on terrorism. This is provably false. Republicans, especially after the 1998 embassy bombings, strongly supported the president’s efforts to defeat bin Laden. Indeed, some Republicans, including Senator Richard Shelby and Senator Orrin Hatch, called for even bolder action against terrorism. In the dark days of the Lewinsky scandal, every senior congressional Republican who appeared on television publicly supported Clinton’s missile attacks on bin Laden. The story of the Clinton years, beginning with Republican congressman Bill McCollum in 1993, is of Republicans pleading with the president to take a harder line on terrorism.

 




The polls were against a war on terror. This argument is frequently made inside the beltway that encircles Washington, D.C., but it is essentially a fallacy followed by a false fact. The premise is that presidents are necessarily poll-driven or that polls set the scope of allowable presidential action. This may be cynical and clever, but it is not true.4 Presidents can shape public opinion. They can oppose it when it is wrong—this is what truly great leaders do.

Now we come to the false fact. In truth, the American public strongly supported sterner action against terrorists. Public opinion surveys as early as 1996 showed that American voters strongly supported military action against terrorists. A major speech given by a gifted communicator like President Clinton would have only solidified and strengthened the view of the majority. The popular president even had a perfect moment to call for a war on terror: August 7, 1998, the day that two U.S. embassies were simultaneously attacked and a dozen Americans lost their lives. He could have made it a date that would live in infamy. But he was too consumed by scandal to do what President Bush is doing now.
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To uncover the real record of Clinton and bin Laden, I traveled to Khartoum, Cairo, Paris, London, Frankfurt, New York, and Washington, D.C., surveyed tens of thousands of pages of court documents and government reports, studied the growing academic literature on bin Laden and terrorism, and examined unpublished private papers.

I have interviewed and re-interviewed dozens of participants and experts, including almost two dozen working and retired members of the intelligence services of the United States, Western Europe, East Africa, and the Middle East who were helpful in providing documents, recollections, and insights. Much of what they told me has never been reported and I am grateful for their time and trust.

Perhaps the most valuable sources of information—outside of the intelligence community—were the many high-ranking Clinton Administration officials who agreed to be interviewed, either on or off the record. They had a profound desire to set the record straight and this book would not have been possible without them.

An alert reader will notice that there is one major terrorist incident that is not covered in this book: the June 1996 attack on the U.S. Air Force barracks in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia. Bin Laden is popularly credited with the 1996 attack, and many intelligence analysts and law-enforcement professionals believe that bin Laden’s organization was behind the attack. They may well be right. On balance, I decided to take the view held by several well-informed, high-ranking sources that the attack was really the work of Iran, not al Qaeda.

The reader will also find that there are many unnamed sources in this book. This is unavoidable when interviewing intelligence sources, both foreign and domestic, as well as military officers and current and retired government officials. I have tried to tell the reader as much as possible about each anonymous source, revealing his function, nationality, or region in many cases. I have granted anonymity to sources only when it was an absolute requirement for the interview. Most authors, working with similar material or sources, have made the same hard bargains.

In cases where documents or sources differ, I have tried to point out the discrepancy and indicate which accounts seem most reliable. When quoting from foreign news outlets (especially Arabic-language publications), which might be unfamiliar to the reader, I have described their editorial line. When citing Al-Quds al-Arabi, for example, I’ve reminded the reader of that newspaper’s pro-bin Laden stance. When I have relied on translations that might be subject to multiple interpretations, I have told the reader the source of those translations. In cases where I have received Arabic-language documents from foreign governments, I have indicated  which governments supplied them and I had the documents independently translated.

Many of the details and descriptions are based on things that I have seen or that have been described to me by reliable eyewitnesses. Others were culled from court records, government reports, and similar authoritative documents. Still others were carefully assembled from reams of congressional reports, news accounts, and other sources. While such reconstructions have become a staple of journalism, they are unavoidably limited by the recollections and biases of witnesses, the thoroughness of secondary sources, and the author’s interpretations.

Journalists like to say that deadline reporting is the first draft of history. And that is true. But the second draft of history is narrative; a fully rounded account of the particular personalities and specific scenes that makes the recent past understandable. That is what I have attempted to write. The third and final drafts belong to the historians.





 





Osama bin Laden’s Area of Operations During the Clinton Years
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CHAPTER ONE 1992

BIN LADEN STEPS OUT OF THE SHADOWS


ADEN, YEMEN—Osama bin Laden’s first attack on Americans began as the sky darkened over the windy port city of Aden, in an unstable desert republic called Yemen, located on the southwestern tip of the Arabian Peninsula.

This largely unknown attack was the start of a deadly pattern. It was President-elect William Jefferson Clinton’s first face-off with bin Laden. It was December 29, 1992.

Bin Laden’s men looked forward to a night of murder and glory. They had trained and fought together in Afghanistan.1 They had patiently studied their targets and built their bombs. In less than an hour, they would start a new jihad.

Their targets were two skyscrapers at opposite ends of the harbor, the Goldmore and Aden Hotels. These hotels were islands of Western culture, with alcohol, rock music, and even Christmas lights.2 And, as the only international five-star hotels in the city, they were also beacons of luxury that offered swimming pools and a disco, places where casually dressed men and women could flirt, drink, and dance. There was much in these targets that would displease a fundamentalist Muslim.

But, most importantly, these hotels were temporary homes to almost one hundred U.S. Marines.

For the Marines, it was not supposed to be a combat posting, just a standard supply operation hundreds of miles from battle. The Marine Corps’ Aerial Refueler/Transport Squadron 352, part of the Third Marine Aircraft wing, were there to fly giant KC-130 Hercules transports out of Aden to Somalia. For the other Marine units, Aden was a way station, a comfortable bed in a luxury hotel before shipping out to the dusty, dangerous outskirts of Mogadishu, Somalia.

There was no compelling military reason to station Marines in Yemen, where they handled only one major cargo flight per day—out of the eighteen per day bound for Somalia from other, more active bases. This was political make-work. At the time, Yemen was a terrorist haven that famously abstained from a UN vote condemning Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. Still, both the U.S. State Department and Yemen were eager to improve relations, provided by stationing a few Marines in Aden.

Yet, it was the symbolic presence of the U.S. Marines on the Arabian Peninsula that enraged Osama bin Laden. Days before Clinton was to be sworn in as president, bin Laden was all but unknown to American intelligence. But they were about to find out.

It was after nine in the evening when a security guard spotted two men3 squatting near a parked car in front of the Aden Hotel.4 Were they trying to place something under the car? Car bombs were common enough in Yemen to make the guard suspicious. As the guard walked over to investigate, one of the men ran toward him, toting a suitcase.5 The man had a grim look on his face. Before the guard could speak to him, the bomb-rigged suitcase exploded.6 The terrorist howled in pain; his right arm had vanished in the blast. His clothes were singed and coated in his own blood. Hot debris from the bomb slammed into both the guard and the bomber’s accomplice, a shaking eighteen-year-old. All three lay wounded and stunned.

Police arrived quickly. The wounded guard gave a hurried report. One team took the guard and the two injured terrorists to  a hospital. Another police unit set to work to disarm the bomb placed under a parked car.7 The Aden police were experienced with bombs and worked quickly. They were fortunate. The bomb was meant to explode in minutes.

Meanwhile, a timer on a massive TNT charge was ticking to zero in a hall closet on the fourth floor of the Goldmore Hotel.8 Investigators still don’t know if bin Laden’s men bribed a hotel desk clerk or brazenly walked past the front desk carrying a mysterious suitcase. But there is little doubt about the bomb they left behind.

At about 9:15 P.M. local time, a janitor was walking down the hall of the Goldmore Hotel.9 The timer triggered the blast, spraying a lethal wave of shrapnel. The janitor was killed instantly.

Inside the hotel restaurant, Herbert Denes, a seventy-year-old Austrian man on vacation, was having dinner with his wife. A giant wall of blast-driven glass shards rushed toward him. In seconds, he was bleeding to death. His wife, her face slashed by glass, was critically injured. Five other hotel guests were cut and bleeding.10 Around them sharp glass glittered on the floor and blood coated the walls.

In the hall and in five rooms beyond, a fire raged. The bloodied victims were temporarily cut off from rescuers.

Back at the Aden Hotel, the bomb planted beneath the car was disarmed and police searched a vehicle that had been driven by the terrorists. Police Major Kassem Mohammed later told reporters that his officers had found twenty-five bombs, two anti-tank mines, and two detonators in the truck.11 Yemen’s state-run television later added to this deadly inventory: two sticks of dynamite, two machine guns, and a pistol. Clearly, a larger attack had been planned.

Yemeni intelligence was quick to connect bin Laden to the Aden bombings. The two terrorists who were wounded in the blast in the Aden hotel parking lot admitted they had trained in camps in Afghanistan funded by bin Laden. Four more men were arrested in the following days; each had a connection to bin Laden. (All four later escaped in a jailbreak. Eight years later, one of the four  escapees was detained in a police sweep after the attack by bin Laden’s organization on the USS Cole in Aden harbor in October 2000.) As the investigation widened, still more links to bin Laden appeared. Police searched the apartment of one of the terrorists and found a large amount of cash, “twenty-one explosive devices, TNT, detonators,” and documents written in code.12 Those documents also connected the attackers to bin Laden.

The hunt for bin Laden was on, at least on the Yemeni side. Within days, Yemen’s Ministry of Interior publicly blamed “hirelings of foreign elements.”13 But, in private, they were not so vague about the perpetrator. The Ministry of Interior, which supervises Yemen’s police and intelligence services, contacted Interpol, an international body that coordinates efforts to capture transnational criminals and terrorists. Yemen wanted help tracking down Osama bin Laden.

But no help ever came, over the next few weeks and months, from the Clinton Administration. If Clinton had energetically swung behind Yemen’s efforts to arrest a terrorist who plotted to kill Americans, bin Laden might have been stopped years before September 11, 2001—and thousands of lives would have been saved.

The Aden bombings are believed to have been Osama bin Laden’s first attack on Americans,14 the beginning in a long series that would culminate in the September 11 attacks on New York and Washington. But it was a misfire.

Unbeknownst to the terrorists, the American soldiers staying at the Goldmore had checked out two days earlier. While there were some one hundred U.S. Marines still at the Aden Hotel, a sharp-eyed security guard had foiled that attack. The terrorists had failed to kill or wound a single American. It was not a miscalculation that bin Laden would make again.

But bin Laden won anyway.

Within hours of the blasts, all American military personnel were immediately evacuated from Aden. By midnight, most Americans had been airlifted out. A spokesman for the U.S. Naval  Forces Central Command dryly told the Associated Press that the evacuation was ordered “because of concern about the security situation.” 15 A quick victory for bin Laden.

Quick victories, the Clinton Administration would soon painfully learn, only emboldened bin Laden. The rapid evacuation allowed bin Laden to turn a misfire into triumph.

Bin Laden’s war on America had begun.

 




LANGLEY, VIRGINIA—The headquarters of the Central Intelligence Agency are perched on a high ridge west of the Potomac River, obscured by a wall of maples and pines, ringed by a chain-link fence, patrolled by armed guards, and surveyed by a battery of exposed and hidden cameras. Behind its various gates is a sprawling campus of concrete parking garages, grassy terraces, and a pile of nondescript office buildings.

About an hour after the explosion in Yemen, the CIA’s station chief there telephoned the CIA’s Counter-Terrorism Center.16


The Center was established under President Reagan, on February 1, 1986, to combat a wave of terror attacks backed by Iran and Syria. It was supposed to break down the bureaucratic barriers among CIA operations, which were divided into Near East, Middle East, and Africa stations. Properly run, the CTC—as it was known internally—could help the agency prevent attacks. In the late 1980s, it was an exciting place to be an analyst; by all accounts, it helped the operations division win some important clandestine victories over terrorists.

But by the end of the first Bush Administration, morale was plunging. The CTC was still resented by many operations officers as an invasion of their turf. The number of interesting assignments was shrinking. The Center’s principal enemies, the Abu Nidal Operation and Hezbollah, seemed to be reducing their attacks. Some of the best analysts were retiring or seeking transfers.

Even the CTC’s mission seemed obsolete. Some intelligence analysts believed that terrorism would wither away with the demise  of the Soviet Union, which had been a major source of terrorist funding.

With two bomb blasts in faraway Aden, all of that was about to change.

The agents at the CTC got the news just after lunch. The CIA’s station chief in Yemen said that Yemen’s intelligence service suspected a mastermind named Osama bin Laden.

The supervisor paused for a moment. To whom could he assign the case?

The CTC is a large room with a low ceiling, sliced into rows of cubicles.17 Each row is devoted to studying, tracking, and stopping particular terrorists. Signs point the way to “Abu Nidal Boulevard,” but in December 1992, there was no “Bin Laden Boulevard.”18 The CIA would not set up a bin Laden “station” until January 1996,19 after a meeting of National Security Advisor Tony Lake and the National Security Council.20


Bin Laden was not well known to the CIA’s Middle East specialists. “It was only after this bomb in Aden that first word came through of bin Laden’s connections and how he might target America,” said one former senior official at the CIA’s directorate of operations.21


At the time, bin Laden was well known to Middle Eastern and East African intelligence services. Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and Egypt had, for different reasons, developed dossiers on bin Laden. If the incoming Clinton Administration had asked its Arab allies for information or even asked the CIA, which was rapidly developing information, it might have learned a good deal about the Arab arch-terrorist. But no one on Clinton’s transition team was curious about their new nemesis. Clinton himself was absorbed with picking political appointees and the details of inauguration parties.

 




JEDDAH, SAUDI ARABIA—The only son of Mohammed bin Awaz bin Laden, a Saudi construction magnate from Yemen, and his least-favored wife, a Jordanian named Alia, Osama bin Laden grew  up mocked and isolated. As his older half-brothers basked in their father’s attention and were rewarded with well-paying jobs in the family construction firm, Osama retreated into books and religion. He soon gravitated to a severe form of Islam, which, in addition to traditional Islam’s strictures against drinking and unveiled women, forbids all music, movies, television, smoking, dancing, and singing. By all accounts, his father approved, but did not share, Osama’s zealous form of Islam.

Osama had only two consistent ways of winning his father’s attention: speaking knowledgeably with his father and older relatives about the Koran after Friday night prayer services and gleefully forgoing all creature comforts during the family’s annual two-week excursion into the Saudi desert. There they would camp in tents, without electricity or running water, in 110-degree heat. In time, these two traits—extreme religiosity and survivalism—would fuse to make the bin Laden we know today.

Radical ideology was the catalyst. While studying at King Abdul Aziz University in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, in the late 1970s, he joined the Muslim Brotherhood, a radical Islamic group founded in Egypt in 1928. The group, which was banned by many Arab governments, is believed to have cells across the Middle East. The Brotherhood specializes in recruiting university students and young professionals, many of whom later move on to even more radical and violent Islamist organizations. The Brotherhood believes that all Arab dictatorships should fall because they are insufficiently “Islamic” and that a return to the seventh-century values of Mohammed will raise the Arab world to global preeminence. These soon became the views of Osama bin Laden.

While still at the university, bin Laden graduated to a more violent brand of Islamism. Sometime in 1978, he met a Palestinian firebrand named Abdullah Azzam. Azzam, a tall, charismatic man with arresting eyes, spoke with conviction and passion. His theme was holy war, jihad. He did not mean a spiritual struggle, as some American jihad apologists say, but violence. Azzam was quite clear  that jihad meant war. Ten years later, a videotape of Azzam’s fiery speech on jihad surfaced at an Islamist conference in Oklahoma City. “The jihad, the fighting, is obligatory on you wherever you can perform it. And just as when you are in America you must fast—unless you are ill or on a voyage—so, too, must you wage jihad. The word jihad means fighting only, fighting with the sword.”22


Such was his power as a speaker that a videotape of a single speech would lead young men to abandon their studies, their families, and their jobs, to train for war. Even Azzam’s enemies came to respect his ability to recruit and inspire thousands of terrorists. Israel’s former ambassador to the United Nations, Dore Gold, recently wrote: “It is difficult to overstate the impact that this Islamic radical [Azzam] had.”23


Young bin Laden saw Azzam in person in 1978. It changed his life. Without Azzam, bin Laden might have become a Saudi executive with a soft spot for radical ideas. With Azzam, he started on a path to become the most feared and hated terrorist of our time.

Less than a year later, two cataclysmic events at the frontiers of the Muslim world completed bin Laden’s transformation from a radical to a jihadi. In November 1979, Islamic extremists led a coup in Tehran, the capital of Iran. The Iranian revolution showed to bin Laden and his generation of Islamists that their dream of a Koranic theocracy was actually possible. They could change the world. Just as the 1917 Soviet revolution in Russia electrified communists across Europe, the Iranian revolution energized radicals across the Muslim world.

The Iranian revolution taught bin Laden and his comrades-in-arms a second deadly lesson: not to fear the United States. Iranian militants took fifty-two American diplomats hostage in the U.S. embassy in Teheran. America did nothing. As the months ticked by, President Carter seemed increasingly weak and ineffectual. Carter’s feeble response surprised the Islamic radicals. According to their speeches and printed propaganda, militants became convinced that Allah was protecting the fundamentalist revolution in Iran and  holding America at bay. They were elated and emboldened. No one could stop them now.

Then, in December 1979, the Soviet Union toppled its own puppet regime in Afghanistan with a massive invasion of airborne special forces, paratroopers, tanks, and self-propelled artillery. Saudi Arabia saw a potential threat to its oil fields and to the Arab world. On its eastern flank, Iran saw a threat to its revolution from its ancient enemy—the Russians—and was alarmed that its allies in Afghanistan were among the first gunned down by Soviet troops. The word went out: Islam is in danger. Azzam repeated the call to arms in his spellbinding speeches.

Bin Laden heard the call. “When the invasion of Afghanistan started, I was enraged and went there at once,” he told British journalist Robert Fisk, the only Westerner to interview the arch-terrorist three times. “I arrived within days, before the end of 1979.”24 For what it is worth, bin Laden is probably lying. The Soviet invasion began on December 25, 1979, and the Islamist effort took weeks and months to organize. But the lie illustrates bin Laden’s reaction nonetheless; he was provoked and he took action.

In neighboring Pakistan, bin Laden soon linked up with Azzam. There were thousands of other recruits—many drawn by Azzam’s speeches—from around the Arab world. They became known as the Arab Afghans. They lacked guns, training, and organization. Azzam busied himself trying to negotiate alliances among the various factions—it would take unity to defeat the largest army in the world. But the unity rarely held and the Arab Afghans spent much of their energy fighting among themselves. As a result, the Arab Afghans failed to play a decisive role against the Soviets. Meanwhile, bin Laden searched for a role for himself. Azzam told him an army also needs a quartermaster.

With Azzam’s help, bin Laden opened the “bureau of services,” the Maktab Khadamat al-Mujihideen, in Peshawar, Pakistan. (In 1989, this organization was renamed al Qaeda, Arabic for “the base.”) Bin Laden returned to Saudi Arabia to raise money and buy  supplies. He returned with his family’s construction vehicles to cut roads and build bomb-proof bunkers. He bought strings of houses to quarter the holy warriors, the mujihideen. And, critically, he set up a central office to track recruits. Once registered with bin Laden’s “bureau of services,”25 a recruit was assured food, medical care, and, if he died in combat, a letter to his parents lionizing his martyrdom. Since the recruits came from as far away as Morocco and the Philippines, bin Laden ended up with a vast database of Islamic militants from around the world. That roster would enable him to set up cells of trusted terrorists in more than fifty-five countries in the 1990s.

As the Afghan jihad wore on, the Reagan Administration decided to join the Saudis and various Gulf state sheikhs (who had been financing the Afghan war since 1980) in financing the anti-Soviet revolt. As a rule, America financed Afghan natives while Saudi Arabia funded Islamic extremists from outside Afghanistan. Many Muslim nations—from Morocco to Indonesia—opened their jails and bought one-way tickets for their local Islamic militants. The American and Saudi-led Muslim efforts were separate; only a common Communist enemy united them. The Saudis saw the effort as a way of protecting their kingdom, spreading their severe version of Islam, and extending their influence to the non-Arab Muslim world. The Reagan Administration officials saw the war as a way of weakening and demoralizing the Soviet Union. A joke, popular in conservative circles at the time, captured the essence of the strategy: “How do you say Vietnam in Russian? Afghanistan.” The Reagan Administration was no more responsible for the anti-Soviet Arab Afghans than bin Laden and his fellow jihadis were responsible for Reagan’s principled anti-communism stance.

Ultimately, the Reagan Administration pumped in more than $3 billion between 1985 and 1989.26 The author talked to two former CIA Chiefs of Station in Pakistan—who, at different times, supervised funding for anti-communist rebels in Afghanistan in the 1980s. Both flatly and firmly denied that any CIA funds ever went  to bin Laden. Bill Peikney, who was CIA station chief in Islamabad, Pakistan, from 1984 to 1986, and Milt Bearden, who was CIA station chief from 1986 to 1989, oversaw the intelligence operations during the entire period of American financial support for the anti-Soviet guerrillas. Funding the Afghan resistance began in earnest under Bearden, who was in charge of disbursing almost $1 billion per year at its height. (The Saudis agreed to match U.S. expenditures dollar-for-dollar, but the Saudi funds went to the Arab Afghans, possibly including bin Laden.) In an interview with the author, Bearden scorned the idea that any U.S. government funds ever went to bin Laden: “I challenge anyone to give any proof that we gave one dollar to any Afghan Arabs, let alone bin Laden.”27


There are many reasons to believe the senior CIA officials. Bearden was in charge of all CIA funds at the time and knew where the money went. He retired from the CIA in 1995 to write books28 and to become an international consultant—he has no motive to mouth an agency line. The other CIA official, Bill Peikney, strongly supports Bearden’s account. He adds in an e-mail to the author: “I don’t even recall UBL [bin Laden] coming across my screen when I was there.”29 The CIA simply did not even know who bin Laden was in the mid-1980s. It is hard to fund someone you don’t know exists.

In addition, bin Laden simply did not need the CIA’s money. He was awash in money from Saudi and Persian Gulf sources. Besides, the CIA financed Afghans fighting for their country, not extremist Arabs like bin Laden. And the Arab Afghans rarely ventured up to the front. Indeed, many of these so-called holy warriors were killed by rival Islamist factions in Pakistan. Why invest in people who were not actively fighting Soviet troops?

And even if the CIA wanted to pay Arab Afghans—which top agency officials insist they did not—bin Laden would be a far from obvious choice. Bin Laden himself rarely left the safety of Pakistan’s northwestern cities and commanded no troops of his own. There was simply no reason for the CIA to give bin Laden a dime.

Moreover, the handful of Americans who had heard of bin Laden in the 1980s knew him mainly for his violent anti-American views. Dana Rohrbacher, now a Republican congressman from Orange County, California, told the author about a trip he took with the mujihideen in 1987. At the time, Rohrbacher was a Reagan aide who delighted in taking long overland trips inside Afghanistan with anti-communist forces. On one such trek, his guide told him not to speak English for the next few hours because they were passing by bin Laden’s encampment. Rohrbacher was told: “If he hears an American, he will kill you.”30 If a CIA operative had tried to recruit bin Laden, he probably would not have lived through the experience. Just why and how could the CIA fund someone who hated America and would most likely kill the courier?

Finally, there is no evidence that the CIA ever paid bin Laden. No canceled checks. No contemporary news accounts published in English in any newspaper in the world. Indeed, the earliest article to mention bin Laden (or any variant spelling of his names) appears in a February 1992 edition of The Guardian—and it does not mention CIA funding. Subsequent congressional and media investigations have turned up nothing.31 The charges of CIA funding came later—and with no evidence attached.

The claim that the CIA somehow supported bin Laden is mostly made by those who opposed President Reagan’s support of guerrilla movements to roll back Soviet communism. They had warned that Reagan’s strategy would inevitably cause “blowback,” which they now claim is embodied by bin Laden. Perhaps they hope to use bin Laden to win an argument they lost long ago.

By February 1989, the Soviets had retreated and bin Laden had joined the civil war to turn once-tolerant Afghanistan into a model Islamic state. He financed the construction of vast training camps and bankrolled militant factions. His activities seemed to increase as the Soviets shrank back.

Bin Laden now thought his former mentor Azzam was too moderate—and too much in his way. Bin Laden and Azzam quarreled  over tactics. On November 24, 1989, Azzam put his two sons into his car to go to Friday prayers. He turned the key. The car exploded. There were no survivors. Pakistani investigators were never able to prove that bin Laden was behind the blast,32 but he was surely its direct beneficiary. He was now the undisputed master of a global network of terror with no one to overrule or question him. He began looking for another jihad.

In Saudi Arabia, bin Laden was widely admired for his battle against the Soviets. Wild stories circulated of bin Laden’s derring-do in the face of Russian machine guns and his “miraculous” survival when a 105-mm shell landed at his feet but did not explode.33 These stories are almost certainly false, but Saudi Arabia was so short of heroes that any doubts were put aside. Bin Laden was their hero.

At first, bin Laden went to work in the Jeddah office of his family’s construction business. He seemed to be making a transition to civilian life and resuming his position among the kingdom’s wealthiest citizens. He was hardworking and his family members were impressed with his energy and focus. But soon Saudi intelligence tracked terrorists—Yemenis, Saudis, and, ominously from the Saudi point of view, Egyptians, the presumed experts in terrorism in the Arab world—to bin Laden’s office. Under the cover of his family’s business, bin Laden was deepening his ties with Islamic extremists from his Afghan days.

Then on August 2, 1990, Iraqi tanks rolled across the Kuwait border. The government of Saudi Arabia was nervous. Its military was considerably smaller than Iraq’s, then the fourth-largest in the world. What would stop Saddam Hussein from seizing their oil fields? Saudi officials called on America for help.

Bin Laden had different ideas. He sought out Prince Sultan, Saudi Arabia’s Minister of Defense. The Saudi jihadi made an unusual offer in a ten-page plan: he would use his family’s construction business to ring the border of Iraq with new fortifications and would supply thousands of Muslim veterans from the Afghan  war to defend the oil kingdom. In return, Saudi Arabia had to forgo an American military presence.34 Bin Laden strongly argued against allowing American airmen and soldiers onto the holy sands of Saudi Arabia, even en route to another country. He claimed that allowing non-Muslims into the kingdom violated a well-known passage in the Koran that says that “there shall be no two religions in Arabia.” He repeated his offer to the director of the Saudi General Intelligence Department, Prince Turki al-Faisal.35 He presented a detailed alternative plan: an army of thousands of Arab Afghans fighting a guerrilla/terrorist war against Iraq’s massive army.36 When his plan was rejected, his hatred of America and the Saudi royal family deepened.

By February 1991, American and Allied forces were victorious in liberating Kuwait. But American forces stayed on in Saudi Arabia to patrol the no-fly zones in northern and southern Iraq and to preserve the peace. To bin Laden, the continued American presence on Saudi soil felt like betrayal and he became increasingly vocal and hostile in his opposition to the Saudi royal family as 1991 wore on.

Bin Laden began to give Friday speeches in mosques across Arabia accusing the royal family of corruption and of violating the tenets of Islam. The Saudi government responded by limiting his movements, what the New York–based Council on Foreign Relations later called “virtual house arrest.”37


Bin Laden fled Saudi Arabia in April 1991. He arrived in Khartoum, Sudan, where the new Islamic regime welcomed him with a small reception at the separate VIP terminal at the Khartoum airport, according to a Sudanese official interviewed by the author. He was greeted by Hassan al-Turabi, the speaker of Sudan’s assembly and a leader in the growing Islamist movement. Within days, bin Laden was sipping tea at the world’s largest convention of international terrorists, formally known as the Popular Arab and Islamic Conference.38 U.S. officials later called the annual gatherings “terrorist conventions.” It is easy to see why. Everyone was there, from  Hamas and Fatah to Egyptian Islamic Jihad and Yasser Arafat, representing the PLO. It gave the arch-terrorist another web of deadly contacts: bomb makers, passport forgers, and safe houses across the Muslim world.

Although officially an investor and businessman in Sudan, bin Laden had never really ceased running his terrorist network. Now he would be able to operate freely and openly—as long as he kept building roads for one of the world’s poorest nations. And his anti-American fervor had grown. He considered the stationing of non-Muslim troops in Saudi Arabia to be tantamount to defiling a mosque. Now he would bring the jihad to them, in Yemen, in the first days of the Clinton presidency.

In time, the Aden bombings would be seen as part of a classic bin Laden pattern: the use of Arab Afghans,39 hidden bombs, simultaneous explosions, a willingness to kill civilians (even Muslims) to annihilate his enemies, and the use of Yemen as a staging area. 40 But it was too soon for analysts to detect such patterns; they would have to learn from many more blasts.

Worse, the CIA was blinded by its own obsolete doctrines. For the next few years, intelligence analysts and counterterrorism specialists continued to believe that bin Laden, like most terrorists, would stick to military or symbolic targets and try to avoid hurting fellow Muslims. They underestimated bin Laden. He set his own rules of engagement.

Still, the CIA was learning to pay attention to bin Laden by January 1993, the month that Clinton was sworn into office. It would take three years for the Clinton White House to learn the same lesson.

 




THE WHITE HOUSE—Outside the Oval Office in the west wing of the White House is a narrow corridor lined with blue carpet. In a few short steps, President Clinton could walk left, past the curved white wall of the cabinet room, with its double doors, to the offices of his top advisors: his Chief of Staff, Mack McLarty, and his National Security Advisor, Tony Lake. And those trusted aides  could make the same trip in reverse to advise the president about emerging threats to the United States.

But in the first few weeks of the new administration, it seems that no one walked down the narrow corridor, momentarily crowded with open boxes and antique furniture, to brief Clinton about the emerging threat of Osama bin Laden or the Aden bombings. It was deemed too trivial for the president. Besides, it happened a month before Clinton took office; not his responsibility they could argue.

But an attack on American troops—even a failed one—is serious. Some would counter that the attacks had occurred in the last days of the Bush Administration and that the “lame-duck” president should have done something about them. However, outgoing administrations typically brief incoming ones extensively and defer to incoming administrations before taking action. It is a tradition of presidential courtesy. In practical terms, the decision was not Bush’s prerogative, but Clinton’s.

Reconstructing the decisions inside the Clinton White House concerning the Aden bombing is very difficult. Clinton’s first National Security Advisor, Tony Lake, said he simply did not remember, when the author asked him about it. His memory loss is plausible—in his position one has to deal with a constant barrage of crises—but it also suggests what little importance Clinton and his senior officials initially put on responding to terrorist attacks on American troops. Clinton could have worked with Yemen and Saudi Arabia to track bin Laden and his deadly lieutenants. He could have put the U.S. military in the region on high alert. He could have ordered an interagency task force to assess the bin Laden threat. But he did none of these things. And this neglect blinded the Clinton Administration to the hidden pattern in the next attack, which would come just thirty-eight days later.

 




CAPITOL HILL—The Clinton White House was repeatedly warned about bin Laden in 1993 from a surprising source. Congressman  Bill McCollum, a Florida Republican whose district included Disney World, repeatedly wrote the president, the National Security Advisor, and the Director of Central Intelligence, beginning in 1993. He was hoping to persuade the Clinton Administration to focus on global terrorism, including Osama bin Laden. It wasn’t easy.
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