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“I consider it no sacrifice to die for my country. In my mind we came here to thank God that men like these have lived rather than to regret that they have died.”

General George S. Patton, Jr.

speech at an Allied cemetery in Italy, 1943


INTRODUCTION

by General Tony Zinni, USMC, Ret., former CentCom commander
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“My centre is giving way, my right is pushed back, situation excellent, I am attacking.”

—Ferdinand Foch, Marshal of France

First Battle of the Marne, September 1914

AS BOTH THE COMMANDER AND DEPUTY commander of United States Central Command (CentCom) for four years, I knew firsthand that these positions were vitally important to our nation. This was also clear to Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Hugh Shelton and Secretary of Defense Bill Cohen. Both asked for my recommendations for these posts and stressed their view that these were among the top few positions that demanded the very best and most competent selections. In their words: “We have to get these right.”

As I was leaving command of CentCom in 2000, my recommended successor, General Tommy Franks, asked for my help and advice in getting the deputy commander he desired for CentCom. He said he wanted a Marine aviator and asked who I would recommend. Without hesitation I told him he needed General Mike DeLong.

I first worked with General DeLong in Somalia and was highly impressed by this square-jawed Marine who could quickly cut through the red tape and get to the heart of all the important issues we faced; he further impressed me with his seemingly effortless ability to get difficult things done well. When I was assigned as the commanding general of the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force, I was pleased to have General DeLong as my deputy commanding general. He reinforced every quality I had seen in him in Somalia and I recommended him to the commandant of the Marine Corps for future command and higher grade. To me he was clearly a superb leader, with a great future in our Corps.

Obviously, Tommy Franks and Mike DeLong proved to be a great team in trying times. We all saw firsthand the brilliant handling of the military operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere in the volatile area of responsibility assigned to CentCom during the three years that Franks and DeLong were there. They were masters at fighting wars, managing the sensitive relationships in the region, and holding together the complex coalition put in place to deal with the significant threats that faced us.

General Mike DeLong was the unsung hero of these efforts. He kept things together behind the scenes and saw all facets of the day-to-day operations firsthand. He had a unique position that enabled him to truly see how and why things unfolded as they did. His savvy, intellect, common sense, professional competence, and honesty come through in this book, and give us a rare insight into critical events that have shaped our course at the beginning of this troubled century.


AUTHOR’S NOTE
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AS DEPUTY COMMANDER OF UNITED STATES Central Command during the critical months between September 2001 and September 2003, I was in a unique position to witness both the political and military sides of the war, to know what really happened, and to be an active participant in the major decisions. Throughout that time, it was frustrating for me to have to watch the onslaught of inaccurate reporting, and it has been even more frustrating for me since, as I continue to travel frequently in an Iraq that bears slight resemblance to what appears in the newspapers and on television.

Moreover, when it comes to books, I have yet to see someone tell the impartial, unbiased truth about what really happened during that time. It seems that nearly everyone who has written about the war has an agenda. I do not. I am a retired general with no political aspirations. My only motive is to air the truth about the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq from my perspective.

The truth is never absolute, and never as black and white as any of us might like. There will be elements in this book that appear pro-Democrat (for example, the truth about how early the Iraqi war plan was set in place), and elements that appear pro-Republican (for example, the military case for going after Saddam). But that is the nature of the truth: serving none and serving all.

There will be many revelations in this book. You’ll learn for the first time how our military reacted to September 11 at the highest levels; how the war was really waged in Afghanistan, and why we chose a unique combination of Special Forces and CIA agents to do the job; how we had been watching Saddam Hussein since 1991, the extent of information we had about him, and the many reasons he was, in fact, a threat; how we planned and executed the Iraq War, along with our thought process during the many manifestations the plan took over a year and a half; and how we knew that Saddam did, in fact, have WMD and where they likely are today.

In the wake of the Iraq War, America is wondering whether we did the right thing to attack Iraq, whether Saddam was really a threat, whether the WMD really existed, whether our troops died for nothing and are dying today for nothing. If nothing else, Inside CentCom will show, from an unbiased military perspective, that we absolutely did the right thing in attacking Iraq. If nothing else, I hope this book can help us to stop second-guessing ourselves and to feel good that we took the action we did, when we did, and that we did the right thing for the safety of America and the world.

Mostly, I want to take you along for the ride. Even after thirty-three years of service, my three years at CentCom were beyond anything I could have expected. I want you to see and experience what we went through to fight the War on Terror, the war in Afghanistan, and the war in Iraq. I’ll show you the mistakes that were made and how we can (or have) overcome them. And I’ll reveal some unheralded victories to set the record straight. I want you to know how hard America’s military is working for America’s safety, and to understand what that work entails. Inside CentCom is that story.


PROLOGUE
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IT BEGAN AS A TYPICAL MONDAY MORNING at CentCom. General Franks was in the Middle East, so I was in charge of our headquarters in Tampa. I had already run the morning meeting, gotten briefed by my men, and now I had Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld on the phone and was filling him in on the events of the day before. It was relatively uneventful.

Suddenly, one of my aides approached me. He handed me a piece of paper, not wanting to interrupt my conversation. I knew it must be important.

It was.

I held an “urgent” message from Current Operations, which meant that something was going down at that very moment in the battlefield and it was sensitive enough to require Rules of Engagement (ROE) approval. As I glanced over the paper, I realized the magnitude of the situation. I immediately knew that this was something I’d need to run by Rumsfeld. I interrupted him.

“Excuse me, Mr. Secretary, but something’s just landed that you need to know about.”

“Tell me.”

“A speedboat has been spotted racing out of a Pakistani port. Our men hailed it on the radio, and it didn’t respond. There are Coalition ships in the area and they chose not to fire any warning shots. As of this moment, it’s speeding away, and it has already reached international waters.”

Silence.

We both knew what this meant. From the beginning of the Afghan War, we had known that al-Qaeda operatives would try to flee. We knew they had only two real options of escape—small aircraft and speedboats—so we watched the skies and the ports very carefully. We were especially on the lookout for any small craft speeding out of Pakistan. This fit the description. If we let this craft go, it could very well be Mullah Omar or Osama bin Laden on that boat.

Additionally, the boat had already reached international waters, which complicated things infinitely. If the boat had been within twelve miles of the Pakistani shore, it would have been in Pakistani waters, and we could have easily forced it to stop. But once it crossed the twelve-mile mark the waters were international, and the rules were no longer clear. That meant we had to follow our ROE. These called for a warning by radio, and if that failed, a warning shot over the bow, and if that failed—nothing else. Our men would have to go to a higher authority in order to escalate the conflict. That’s why they were calling me.

Every war and conflict that the United States enters has its own Rules of Engagement. Contrary to what most people think, the U.S. military does not have a complete license to kill, even in wartime. We are not a barbaric state, and we do not enter any war with the intention of unilaterally killing anything in our path. We go out of our way to spare civilian lives, to keep those who are not in the war out of it—sometimes even at the expense of risking our own soldiers’ safety. We do this by creating strict rules to which our soldiers must adhere. These rules govern when they can fire, when they cannot; what type of force they can use, what type they cannot; what they can do in particular situations, and what they cannot. The reason for this is that battles can become very confusing very quickly, and a common soldier needs simple rules to guide him, to know when he is or is not allowed to kill—and who is and is not the enemy.

The Rules of Engagement were drafted by our CentCom staff and approved by General Franks and myself. They were then sent to the Department of Defense for approval. Once approved, they were final. If we needed to override them, we needed approval from Rumsfeld. Rumsfeld, in turn, would need to get approval from the president, depending on the magnitude of the situation.

We also had our own lawyers at CentCom, advising us every step of the way. Beside me throughout the incident was Captain Shelly Young. She was there to constantly explain the subtleties to us. She would say, “Here’s what the Rules of Engagement really mean.” There are complex international laws that must be considered—the law of land warfare, the law of the sea—and the lawyer has to protect the command and ensure what you’re doing has a legal look.

“Are you sure it’s al-Qaeda?” Rumsfeld asked.

“No, we’re not sure. But intel leads us to believe it could be.”

My aide handed me another sheet of paper.

“Mr. Secretary,” I said, “I have Admiral Moore on the other line. If it’s all right with you, I’ll talk to him, have him fill me in, and then call you right back.”

“Do that.”

I hung up and picked up with Admiral Moore.

Admiral Willy Moore was a three-star admiral, commander of the entire 5th Fleet, stationed in Bahrain. He was the best war-fighting admiral in the Navy.

“How reliable is this intel?” I asked him.

“Very,” he answered. “One of my admirals called it in. His ship is 150 miles from the location. He has planes patrolling, one of which spotted it.”

“What ships do we have in the vicinity?”

“French and Canadian Coalition ships, and one of ours. We have a fourteen-person Marine attachment on board the U.S. ship commanded by a First Lieutenant Zinni.” That would be Zinni’s son—Tony Zinni, that is, a four-star general and the previous commander of CentCom, whom General Franks had replaced.

“Do you think it’s al-Qaeda?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Let me talk to the secretary.”

I put him on hold and got back on the line with Rumsfeld.

“He confirmed it,” I said to Rumsfeld.

There was a pause.

“What are our options?” Rumsfeld asked. “Can we stop them?”

“We can shoot out the engines. But they’re moving so fast, we only have one shot at this. And it’s an open-hulled craft. If we shoot out the engines, chances are someone might get hit.”

Silence.

This was our first ROE incident in international waters, and we both knew the ramifications of a wrong decision. It couldn’t have come at a worse time, or in worse waters. At that time, tensions were at a peak between Pakistan and India—the two countries were literally on the brink of a nuclear war. We needed both sides to stay neutral, not only to help us fight in Afghanistan, but more importantly, to prevent a possible nuclear catastrophe. In fact, I had been spending nearly all my time in those days on the phone with Pakistani senior staff, doing what I could to calm the Pakistani side while the State Department worked India. Tensions were high, and making a mistake in these waters was the last thing we wanted to do.

Rumsfeld cleared his throat.

“Do what you have to do.”

I picked up the phone with the waiting admiral. It was twilight in Afghanistan.

“Do it.”


Chapter One

WELCOME TO CENTCOM
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“If military art consisted of always taking a safe position, then glory would become the property of mediocre people.”

—Napoleon Bonaparte

AN APPOINTMENT AS DEPUTY COMMANDER of United States Central Command is not something you ask for. You have to be nominated by the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, then approved by the secretary of defense, and then approved by the president himself. The nomination comes before the Senate, and it must formally take a vote. To get recommended in the first place, you have to be chosen out of a pool of several hundred decorated generals. It is one of the hardest spots to land in all of the armed forces.

CentCom is a crucial command center for our national security, and becoming commander or deputy commander at CentCom means a promotion. For the deputy commander it means moving from two stars (major general) to three stars (lieutenant general). For the commander it means a promotion from three stars to four stars. These are among the few military “desk” jobs that are not in fact desk jobs at all—being at CentCom, unlike other appointments, means you’ll spend a lot of time out in the field. As such, appointments as commander or deputy commander are two of the most coveted positions in the entire military, positions that many military people spend a lifetime hoping to get.

In my case, I was recommended for appointment as deputy commander by the previous commander of CentCom, Marine Corps General Tony Zinni—which is ironic, because when I first met General Zinni, we didn’t exactly get along.

We were in Somalia in 1992, where later campaigns would ultimately have disastrous results (later to be dramatized in the book and film Black Hawk Down). General Zinni was then in charge of combat operations for the Coalition Joint Task Force, while I was in charge of air operations, an unusual position for a Marine. In fact, it was the first time a Marine had been given this coveted Air Force position.

When I first met Zinni, it was an argument. Flight operation plans—originating from our carriers at sea—were being delivered by air to our camp. These plans were crucial, and we needed to get them promptly several times a day, from ship to shore. We used S3 Viking planes, small two-engine planes normally reserved for submarine warfare, to take the plans from the ships and drop them over our embassy compound. The Vikings had to dump the plans at a high speed and thus with little accuracy. To give the papers weight, they were wrapped in a rubber package. Since they were dropped from the planes at 150 to 200 miles per hour, they had a tremendous velocity. We cleared an entire parking lot for them in the embassy area, but they kept missing the mark. Day after day, these rubber packages were putting holes in tents, knocking out radio dishes, and coming close to hitting people. They were a major—and dangerous—nuisance.

After one of these packages hit a (luckily helmeted) soldier on the head, I’d had enough. I stormed into Zinni’s tent.

“This is bullshit!” I said.

In the room were several officers, who must have thought I was crazy. Colonels do not talk to generals that way. It was, in fact, probably the dumbest thing you could do in the armed services. It could easily mean the end of your advancement, which in turn could mean the end of your career.

But I just didn’t care. When I feel something is unfair or unjust, I’ve always been one to speak my mind, regardless of the consequences. That, traditionally, has been the fault (and the pride) of many in the Marine Corps.

The room was silent.

“Get out,” Zinni growled.

He escorted me out, away from the eyes of the others.

“Who do you think you are talking to me like that!” he barked as soon as we were outside.

“One of those flight plans hit one of my boys in the head today. This is dangerous. It’s stupid. You need to stop it now.”

“Who the hell do you think you are to tell me what to do?”

“You don’t need to use the planes.”

“Hell we don’t. There’s no other way to drop ’em.”

“You can use the choppers. I can get you what you need, when you need it.”

“They’re not fast enough.”

“I’ll get them to take off early, land late. Work double shifts. It’ll be just as fast.”

“Bullshit.”

We were face to face. He wasn’t going to give in. I wasn’t either.

Finally, for the sake of good order, I replied, “I’ve said what I came to say. You’re two ranks senior to me. You’ll do what you choose to do. This isn’t going anywhere.”

His demeanor instantly changed. He took a long look at me.

“We shouldn’t argue like this,” he said.

“True,” I said. “It’s a no-win situation for me.”

He sighed, and looked into the distance.

“Those fucking planes,” he said. “Driving me crazy.” He paused. “You know what? You’re probably right. We can find another way to do it.” He paused again. “I’m going to do what you recommend,” he said.

We implemented my recommendations. I had the choppers airlift the plans; I worked out the scheduling like I promised, and we never suffered for it. We got the plans just as quickly, and the menace from the skies stopped.

Zinni took note. He realized I wasn’t out to make him look bad, or prove my bravado. I was just another butthead Marine trying to take care of the troops. After that, we worked together better than just about any other military relationship I’d had.

A year later, when I was a one-star general and he was a three-star, he was selected as the Marine Expeditionary Force commander in Camp Pendleton, in charge of fifty thousand Marines, and he asked me to be his deputy commander. I accepted.

Shortly afterwards, Zinni became deputy commander of CentCom, and after a one-year term he became commander, the first general to be promoted from deputy commander to commander at CentCom. When he retired, he had to make a recommendation for a new commander and a new deputy. At that time, as a two-star general, I was commander of the largest Marine air wing in the world, in Miramar, California. Under my command were 420 airplanes, 53 squadrons, and 17,000 Marines. It was the best job in the world for a marine aviator. After thirty-three years in the service, including two tours in Vietnam (where I was shot down three times), I was happy with my life at Miramar.

Zinni recommended Army General Tommy Franks as the new commander of CentCom, and then recommended me for the deputy slot. The deputy position, of course, requires presidential and senatorial approval, but the incoming commander has to first make the recommendation. So it was up to Franks.

I knew Franks, but not well. We had worked together in the past, mainly in field training exercises, massive joint armed forces exercises where each armed service is supposed to work together (although that is not always the case). Franks was the 3rd Army commander in Fort McPherson, Georgia, and in the exercise he had control of all the land forces defending a mock Kuwait. I was in charge of air support.

Franks had asked what I could do to support him. I had told him I could fly my fixed-wing aircraft over his troops and keep my Cobra helicopters up front to protect them. He was surprised with the plan I drew up, because it provided him with more support than he was used to getting. When the exercise was over, he told me he’d never had better cooperation.

But that was years ago, and I hadn’t interacted with Franks since and had no idea whether he had another general in mind. CentCom is one of the few places focused on joint operations. Indeed, everyone who takes a position at CentCom must appear before the Senate and answer the question: “If you come before us, will you tell the truth and not have a service or Department of Defense bias?” Nonetheless, when it came down to it, Franks was an Army man and I a Marine; it was very possible he might be inclined to choose one of his own.

Then one day the phone rang. My aide told me it was General Franks. I picked up the receiver.

“Okay, asshole, you’re going to be my deputy,” Franks said, and hung up.

With that, I was a three-star general (select). I was on my way to CentCom to what would be the most demanding thirty-six months of my life.
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CentCom is a “regional command”—a command dedicated to watching over a certain part of the world: the Middle East, East Africa, and Central Asia. Prior to September 11, 2001, there were three additional regional commands, which covered Europe, the Pacific, and the Southern Hemisphere. There was also Joint Forces Command, which covered Iceland and the Atlantic Ocean. The Area of Responsibility (AOR) of each command ranges from ninety countries (for the European command) to twenty-five countries (for CentCom). Numbers, of course, are deceiving: Of the ninety countries under the European command, very few are “hot;” of the twenty-five countries under CentCom’s watch, most are hot areas. CentCom’s AOR includes the eastern horn of Africa, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the Gulf states, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Uzbekistan, and all the other central Asian states.

The regional commands provide security for their assigned areas, discourage hostilities, balance a military presence with diplomacy, and make sure that foreign aid goes where it’s supposed to go. If one of the countries in a regional command’s AOR is a potential threat, then the command develops contingency plans to deal with it.

CentCom was not formed until 1980, after the fall of the shah of Iran destabilized the Middle East and unleashed Islamic extremism under the support of Ayatollah Khomeini. CentCom was formed as a direct response, and as such, its primary focus has been the Middle East.
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On my first day, I drove into CentCom pulling a four-horse trailer. I had taken the three-thousand-mile trip from California with my wife, Kathy, our four horses, and our four dogs, stopping every few hundred miles to board the horses. The guards were happy to see me, although they didn’t quite know what to make of the horses. Dogs are not allowed to stay in temporary quarters on base—let alone horses—so this caused a bit of consternation.

I was shown my new quarters. They were the nicest I’d ever stayed in. The deputy commander, like the commander, has a large house at CentCom. It was on the base, less than a mile from the CentCom building, so my commute would be easy. And my wife was happy, which, after her twenty years of devotion and selflessness, was important to me.

CentCom is housed on MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, Florida. MacDill is situated on the end of a peninsula, so there is only one way in or out. The water around it is patrolled for a wide radius with our boats, and there are multiple barbed-wire gates guarded by Air Force police. MacDill is also home to SpecialOps command, half a mile away, one of the U.S. Air Force’s most secure bases.

The CentCom building itself is equally secure. To begin with, it would be impossible to approach it inconspicuously. There is no building within seventy-five yards of it; guards are at every door and all baggage is checked. The building has thick walls, few windows, and many of its rooms have vault-like security for highly classified meetings and for holding secure documents. The rectangular original building has been added on to over the years, and it’s easy to get lost in its corridors.

The first person I met with was three-star general Mike Dotson, the former deputy commander, who would fill me in on what to do and what to expect. We sat down in one of the conference rooms.

“CentCom is divided into six directorates, known as ‘Js’ for joint,” he said. “J1 is personnel. J2 is intel. J3, operations. J4, logistics. J5, plans and programs. And J6 is communications and information technology. It’s the same J-layout as the Pentagon. Each of these has its own staff, headed by a one- or two-star general. The total staff numbers between nine hundred and one thousand. All of these people will now report to you.

“Every morning you’ll get briefed on what’s going on in our twenty-five countries, what happened the night before, the current status of all of our troops, planes, and ships, and where we are headed for the future. You’ll have to break it all down, and figure out what needs to be dealt with. Every day there are often multiple issues, with different degrees of crisis. You’re going to have to also work all the diplomatic and political issues in these countries—in conjunction with the State Department—which means you’ll be on the horn with most of our ambassadors or deputy chiefs of mission nearly every day. You’ll be talking to multiple assistant secretaries of defense daily. We’re often called before Congress, on both routine and special matters, so part of your job is to prepare whoever is going to testify. And then there are the hot areas, of which we seem to have more than anyone else. War plans and contingency plans must constantly be kept up to date for each of these areas. Franks normally deals with the four-stars and above—you deal with everyone else.”

Our conversation went on for hours: Here’s who you work with in Washington; here’s who you deal with in the services; the normal work week is ten to twelve hours a day, six days a week. He showed me around the halls, introduced me to the staff, and I quickly came to see that CentCom was a world in itself.

Dotson prepared to go. Before he left, he stopped and offered a final comment: “Good luck working with Franks.”

“What do you mean?”

He didn’t answer, but his eyes showed a combination of fear and bitterness.

Franks was in fact my next stop. Our meeting was short, and he was matter of fact.

“Here’s how I want things done,” he began, and took it from there. He knew exactly what he wanted, how he wanted it; he was detail-oriented and one of the most focused people I’d ever met. His mind grabbed onto a subject like a pit bull; God help you if you tried to deviate from it. He said he had absolutely zero tolerance for digressing from the exact topic he wanted discussed.

When our meeting was over, he paused.

“Mike,” he reflected. “I know how to be professionally mean.”

It was a strange statement, one I would grapple with in the months and years to come. Franks was a hard man to get to know. He didn’t talk much, and he didn’t necessarily like having people around him. He could be cold and distant. I like humor; Franks rarely did, except in private. Which is ironic, because he had a great sense of humor, but he wanted humor when he wanted it. For the most part he was rather somber, in sharp contrast to myself. He trusted few people, and trust came very slowly to him.

Over the next several days I was briefed by my staff. I went to their offices so that I could meet not just the officers, but also the people under them. There were dozens of generals reporting to me—many of them two-stars—representing the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, and SpecialOps. I was used to having many people under my command, of course, but not so many generals.

The more people I talked to, the more I observed that they were shell-shocked by Franks’s aggressive new style. For the previous three years they had operated under the laid-back managerial style of General Zinni. Franks had taken command two months before my arrival, and had apparently given these people a rude awakening. Franks was rumored to be very, very hard; things had to be done the right way, no excuses. These fine officers had found themselves catching some flak.

I had worked for some of the toughest people in the Marine Corps and had never been intimidated by anyone, and wasn’t about to be by Franks. Besides, Franks had chosen me, we had worked well together and liked each other, and on my second day on the job it was Franks whom I chose to “pin” my third star on me. When one is promoted, the officer who “pins” you (promoting you by physically putting your stars on your uniform) is usually someone from your own service. But I wanted to emphasize my commitment to joint operations by choosing Franks, in what was a large and wonderful ceremony.

Things wouldn’t stay rosy for long. Our first heated exchange came as the result of a memo. Every day hundreds of memos for Franks crossed my desk. It was my job to lessen his workload, and to sign off on as many of them as I could. The logistical memos I could sign, but he had wanted to sign the policy memos. One day I initialed a policy memo and told my staff that Franks had to see it before it was sent out. The memo went through, with my initials, and was sent out without Franks seeing it. He noticed it the next day in a “sent” folder. He was livid.

In front of a large group of generals and colonels, Franks caught me off guard and laid into me, asking me if I thought I was the commander, if I thought I did policy, and so on. I asked the other officers in the room to leave, which they happily did. Then I turned to Franks.

“Don’t you ever do that again,” I snapped back at him. “If you want to chew my ass out, that’s your prerogative. But don’t you ever do it in front of anybody else. If you want me to support you and want me to continue to have the respect of these other generals, you cannot do this in front of them.”

Franks stared back at me. I don’t think anyone had ever talked to him like that.

“Fuck you, DeLong,” he said.

I walked out of the room. I had made my point. And he never did it again.
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But Franks didn’t let up on the staff. This issue was not Franks or the staff—it was change. And it would take a thousand people a while to change. Franks and Zinni were both effective managers, but in very different ways. While Zinni was more sociable, he was also more of a lone decision maker. He used the CentCom staff on a freelance basis, having each department submit information to him, which he alone processed and made decisions on. Franks, on the other hand, while having an autocratic personality, was a communal leader; he wanted the CentCom staff to process their information together and make decisions together.

Like so many brilliant men, Franks was paradoxical. He was hard on the staff, but he loved and respected them. He was a loner, yet he rarely made decisions alone. He wasn’t trusting, yet he delegated tremendously. Franks was one of the few men I couldn’t figure out, but then, nobody else could either.

I tried—not always successfully—to act as a buffer between Franks and the staff. Many one- and two-stars wanted face time with Franks, which they didn’t really need, and I tried to discourage them because I knew that Franks didn’t like having people hang around. He could see through an agenda instantly, and God help the person who wasn’t prepared. If the generals insisted, I let them enter. When they came out, time and again, they wished they hadn’t.
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We had a lot on our plate. It was August 2000, and Iraq was firing at our aircraft almost every day. “Operation Southern Watch” had us patrolling the “no fly” and “no drive” zone between Iraq and Kuwait. It was an internationally recognized zone, backed by the United Nations, intended to prevent Iraq from invading Kuwait again. Yet the Iraqis violated it nearly every day and fired at our planes patrolling the zone. Our ROE allowed us to fire if fired upon, so nearly every day there was an incident. Even back then, in 2000, Iraq’s aggressive behavior was escalating.

Iraq also was attempting to smuggle millions of barrels of oil out of the country, violating UN sanctions, and making a mockery out of the UN Oil-for-Food Program. Nearly every day our ships intercepted an Iraqi ship full of oil coming out of Um Qasr. This was business as usual.

On October 12, 2000, all that changed. Franks was in the Middle East, so I was left running the CentCom staff. I had just finished a routine meeting when I received a phone call from Admiral Willy Moore, the 5th Fleet commander. Moore said there had been an explosion on one of our ships in the port of Aden, in Yemen. It was the USS Cole. That was all the information he had. With four hundred–plus ships in the U.S. Navy, accidents and explosions can happen, so we didn’t leap to any conclusions. But quickly, more reports flowed into CentCom. A second report said that seventeen American sailors were dead. A third report said the ship was taking on water and having trouble staying afloat. Then a fourth report came in, raising the possibility that it had been a terrorist attack.

That’s when I moved into action. If there had been a terrorist attack on the Cole, I had to assume there might be some sort of coordinated global attack, that an attack on our other ships might be imminent. After a phone call to General Franks and in coordination with Willy Moore, we decided to put out an area order: “All ships currently in any port in the Mideast, go to deep water.” Our ships were vulnerable in ports: Vehicles and men could be ambushed at piers, RPGs (rocket-propelled grenades) could be fired from shore, and speedboats could approach them. Out at sea, though, our ships were untouchable—nothing could get within miles of them without being spotted and stopped.

As we gathered information over the hours and days to come, it became clear that the Cole had been attacked by terrorists affiliated with al-Qaeda. A speedboat filled with an estimated seven hundred pounds of explosives had driven into the ship in a suicide attack. It was the worst attack on an American ship since World War II, and the worst terrorist attack on an American ship in history.

The irony here is that we had taken multiple precautions against precisely such an attack. To begin with, Aden was considered one of the safest of the Middle East ports—and there weren’t a lot of safe ports in the Middle East. We had inherited the policy of refueling there (and of promoting friendly relations with Yemen) from General Zinni, and we thought it a good one. The Cole had refueled from a floating refueling dock, far out in the harbor, two thousand feet from shore. The refueling dock’s high-velocity pump provided nearly 2,200 gallons per minute, so the entire ship could be refueled in only six hours, minimizing the risk-exposure time. We had shooters on the decks of the Cole, on the lookout for any suspicious water craft that might approach. As an additional precaution, we never refueled in Yemen on a regular, predictable schedule, but staggered the refueling at odd intervals; we had, for example, refueled in Yemen only a few times that entire year.

Our shooters aboard the Cole had indeed spotted an approaching speedboat, but it had seemed to be a normal harbor patrol boat. But when our shooters fired warning shots over the bow and the speedboat didn’t slow down, it was too late. The plastic explosive the suicide bombers used had been molded into the frame of the speedboat itself, so it was impossible to detect. Our boys did all they were allowed to do, but what they were allowed to do was not enough to stop the Cole from being engulfed in flames.

In this situation, the soldiers on deck were adhering to the Navy’s ROE, which demanded that they first shoot a warning shot over the bow. The problem was that they had time for only one shot. They did what they were trained to do, but their rules were not appropriate for terrorism in the Gulf. In this situation, if the soldiers aboard the Cole had adhered to CentCom’s ROE (which were different and better geared to terrorist-fighting) instead of the Navy’s, it might have made the difference. At that time, however, the Navy’s ROE were the rule for all Navy personnel. After the Cole bombing, we changed the protocol: From then on, all craft entering CentCom’s territory had to adhere to CentCom’s ROE.

In the meantime, the Cole was sinking. It was a 505-foot boat, one of the largest in the service, with a complement of 249 men and 44 women. An Arleigh Burke–class guided-missile destroyer, it was a billion-dollar ship. Its complete destruction would have been disastrous—especially at the hands of terrorists in the Middle East, who could brag that America was so vulnerable that even one of its mightiest ships could be taken out by a speedboat. That boat could not sink.

We rounded up every ship in the area, as well as engineers and extra security, and rushed them to the Cole, where the sailors were battling to save their ship. They worked pumps, ran lines, and worked twenty-eight hours straight, sleeping standing up. They were without electricity, had little fresh food and water for three days, and only one toilet worked. It was 113 degrees on deck and 130 degrees below decks. We brought in fresh sailors to replace them, but the sailors of the Cole absolutely refused to leave their ship. But the massive hole in the hull was too deep for their pumping efforts; they were losing the ship. Finally, in desperate ingenuity, they boldly cut a second hole in the hull, thinking the pumps might work more effectively then. It worked. These heroes saved the Cole.

Still, it was an embarrassment for the United States and yet another warning about al-Qaeda. We alerted the Yemeni president about the terrorist attack, and General Franks, who had been in the area, flew into Yemen the next day. We got on the phone with the U.S. ambassador in Yemen, Barbara Bodine—one of the toughest women I’ve met—and told her we needed to beef up security at the embassy, hotels, and other “American” locations. Ambassador Bodine accepted our sending over a CentCom SpecialOps unit, an elite eight-man team, under the direct control of CentCom. This unit secured buildings, put shooters on roofs, blocked entrances, and did whatever had to be done to make Yemen airtight for Americans. For the next several months, the Navy changed its ROE and required that all ships refuel offshore, which meant many more tankers and oilers in the area—a considerable, but necessary, cost.

In the months and years to come, the critics turned on us, saying that we had “credible intelligence” that could have averted the disaster. The truth is that we had received an intelligence report warning that “somewhere in the world there might be an attack in a port against a U.S. ship,” and we kept our ships on guard as a result. Various intelligence indicated that the attack could happen in the eastern Mediterranean, in the Red Sea, in the Indian Ocean, or in the Gulf. And there was no telling when. The bombing of the Cole occurred six months after this piece of “intel.” It is impossible to take action based upon such vague intelligence, and this is one of the reasons why Dick Clarke’s book, Against All Enemies, in my opinion, draws wrong conclusions.

I met Dick Clarke when he came down to CentCom to brief us. He specifically told us how comfortable he was with all that President Bush was doing for the War on Terror. But he was not an insider. He was not included on any of the numerous video teleconferences I attended with President Bush. I suspect we might have had better knowledge of existing intelligence from the Middle East than Clarke did. I was given a daily breakdown of all the intel—including from the CIA, FBI, and our intelligence units—originating out of the twenty-five countries in our AOR. There was of course a lot of intel that warned in a general way that “something was going to happen somewhere.” Our intel people were constantly doing “spider graphs” so that this vague intel might be pinpointed, but the spider trails almost always resulted in very few leads. It was frustrating and time-consuming.

The bottom line is that, when it comes to intel, you’re no better than the people you have in the field collecting the information, the technical intel you receive, and the analysts that you have interpreting that information. Intel is ultimately no better than the educated guess of an expert analyst—and there will always be some analyst somewhere who, like Dick Clarke, will step forward after the fact and hurl accusations of ignored intel. One thing we had learned in interpreting intelligence about possible terrorist attacks was that there would often be a spike in the sheer amount of intel warning of an attack, even if the who and where were unknown. This is precisely what happened in the months leading up to September 11, 2001. Again, the intel was frustratingly general, but a spike in al-Qaeda message traffic about a big hit somewhere made an attack seem imminent. We naturally assumed the attack would be in the Middle East, and in the weeks leading up to September 11, 2001, our AOR was kept in a high state of alert.

That summer I was at a dinner party with Dick Greco, the four-time mayor of Tampa. He asked me if I was worried about a terrorist attack.

“We’re concerned,” I answered. “Based on what we’ve been seeing, we think al-Qaeda is going to try to harm Americans somewhere.”

Conversation around the table grew quiet.

“What do you think they’ll do?” he asked.

“We expect an attack in the Mideast. Maybe an American embassy or hotel, maybe even something more fantastic, like the Eiffel Tower.”

“What do you think they’ll do?” he asked again.

The guests looked at me. I paused.

“If I were them, I’d go after the U.S. in the U.S. I’d do something to tear the fabric out of the American soul, something that would change our way of living. Maybe something to affect the financial markets.

“But that would also be the worst thing they could do,” I continued. “Right now, Americans are basically comfortable and not overly concerned, and as a result, our enemies underestimate us. But God help the person who wakes us up. The way Americans are, all of us, is that once somebody does something to hurt us, we change. It brings us together, wakes up the core of America.”
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