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Cast of Characters

________________

ABU ZUBAYDAH—A SAUDI ARABIAN CITIZEN AND TORTURE VICTIM, CURRENTLY BEING DETAINED AT THE GUANTANAMO BAY DETENTION FACILITY

JOHN KIRIAKOU—A FORMER CIA AGENT; NOW WORKING AS A COUNTERTERRORISM CONSULTANT

“AMIR”—AN ARAB-AMERICAN CIA OFFICER WHO WORKED SUPPORTING JOHN KIRIAKOU IN PAKISTAN

MAJOR KHALID—A PAKISTANI MILITARY OFFICIAL WHO WORKED WITH CIA OPERATIVES IN PAKISTAN

MOHAMMED SHAM—BOYHOOD FRIEND OF ABU ZUBAYDAH

“AMIN”—UNIVERSITY FRIEND OF ABU ZUBAYDAH

KHALID SHEIK MOHAMMED (KSM)—A MILITANT OFTEN CREDITED AS THE CHIEF ARCHITECT OF THE 9/11 ATTACKS, CURRENTLY BEING DETAINED AT THE GUANTANAMO BAY DETENTION FACILITY

OSAMA BIN LADEN—FOUNDER OF AL QAEDA, EXECUTED BY US SPECIAL FORCES IN 2011.

ABDUL RASUL SAYYAF—LEADER OF THE ISLAMIC UNION FOR THE LIBERATION OF AFGHANISTAN, CURRENTLY A MEMBER OF PARLIAMENT IN AFGHANISTAN

PRINCE TURKI AL-FAISAL BIN ABDUL AZIZ—SAUDI INTELLIGENCE CHIEF

KALIL AL-DEEK—ASSOCIATE OF ABU ZUBAYDAH INVOLVED IN PLANNING “MILLENNIUM ATTACKS”

IBN AL-SHAYKH AL LIBI—FRIEND OF ABU ZUBAYDAH

BRUCE JESSEN AND JAMES MITCHELL—TWO PSYCHOLOGISTS WHO DEVELOPED THE TORTURE PROGRAM EMPLOYED BY THE CIA AFTER THE 9/11 ATTACKS

ALI SOUFAN—FBI AGENT INVOLVED IN THE QUESTIONING OF ABU ZUBAYDAH

MAHER—RELATIVE OF ABU ZUBAYDAH


Author’s Note

________________

On December 9, 2014, I waited in front of my computer for the Senate Select Intelligence Committee to release a report on torture. The report had not yet been made public, and I was very anxious to see what it would say. I believed one of the people who would be featured in the 499-page report was a high-value detainee being held in Guantanamo named Abu Zubaydah.

When the report was finally made public, I found that I had been correct. Abu Zubaydah was mentioned. However, there was also something surprising in the report. Something I had not been expecting at all. Namely, that Abu Zubaydah was mentioned more than one thousand times.

Reading this report was personal for me. In fact, it was probably the most personal thing I’d ever read. Eight years earlier, I had been in the military and assigned to an intelligence unit at Guantanamo Bay. In this capacity, I had participated in that operation that had transferred Abu Zubaydah from CIA custody into custody of the Department of Defense. Years later, I was hired as the lead researcher on the Abu Zubaydah habeas defense team. I worked on that team for two years, and in those two years I threw myself completely into the details of Abu Zubaydah’s life—learning everything there was of his biography, analyzing government documents concerning him, and interviewing his family, friends, and associates. Through this research, the one thing I became absolutely certain of was that Abu Zubaydah was not the number three man in the Al Qaeda organization—as the US government had proclaimed at the moment of his capture (and as many in the government still claim to this day). To the contrary, there was compelling evidence that Abu Zubaydah was not even a member of Al Qaeda. Yet it also became bracingly clear that he was not an innocent dupe or naïve fellow traveler, as many civil rights and humanitarian groups had contended.

In the real world, a person’s life is complicated. It does not always fit easily into a simple category that explains it entirely—like “terrorist mastermind” or “blameless follower.” Abu Zubaydah’s life was just that.

It is just that.

Abu Zubaydah is a real person—not a terrorist monster and not, for lack of better words, an innocent lamb. While the US government and Abu Zubaydah’s attorneys continue to go back and forth—as they do to this day—there remains one thing upon which both sides agree. And that’s that neither side wants the complete, muddy truth about Abu Zubaydah to come out. Sometimes the truth hurts everyone, and serves nobody’s agenda. Unfortunately for him, Abu Zubaydah is the perfect example of such a case.

John Kiriakou is good friend of mine and a former CIA officer—one of the agents who had originally captured Abu Zubaydah in Pakistan in 2002. Years later, he went to prison for having revealed that Abu Zubaydah had been tortured.

When John was released from prison, we reconnected because we knew we had a story to tell. About Abu Zubaydah and his associates, yes, but also about something more. We knew that together we had information about torture and the pursuit of terrorists by the US government that had never been made public. And that would change everything.

We knew that we had to tell this story.

Joseph Hickman, 2017


Introduction

________________

By David Talbot

Recently the New York Times made a bid to expand its editorial spectrum by hiring a columnist outside the newspaper’s neoliberal mold. Did the newspaper hire a philosophical soul mate of Bernie Sanders, the most popular politician in the country? Did it choose a rising African-American essayist or a voice of America’s threatened immigrant or Muslim communities? Or, a passionate critic of the country’s war-addicted national security state? No, the Times poached neoconservative Bret Stephens from the Wall Street Journal—a climate change denier, unrepentant apologist for the disastrous US invasion of Iraq, and anti-Muslim bigot. During a plague season of fake news and presidential mendacity on a level never before seen, the newspaper of record brought on board a spin artist known for his crackpot science and imperial mania. This is what counts as intellectual diversity in the establishment media.

Hot Books seeks to break this corporate mold with a bold catalog that includes urgent works of investigative journalism, searing memoirs, and political jeremiads. The imprint debuted with D. Watkins’s powerful essay collection, The Beast Side: Living (and Dying) While Black in America, and continued to challenge conventional wisdom with books like American Nuremberg, Rebecca Gordon’s war crimes argument against our country’s top political and military leaders, and Unspeakable, my own extended conversation with fearless journalist Chris Hedges about America’s most taboo topics. More recently, Hot Books has published Horsemen of the Apocalypse by Dick Russell and Robert F. Kennedy Jr., about the corporate energy titans at the heart of the Donald Trump presidency who are responsible for the end of the world as we know it.

And in your hands, you hold The Convenient Terrorist by Joseph Hickman and John Kiriakou, two whistle-blowers who defied the awesome power of the US national security colossus to tell their fellow Americans the truth about the endless war on terror. As Hickman and Kiriakou write here, this war has plunged the country into a “weird wonderland” where truth is a fiction, allies become enemies, and vice versa, and the greatest threats to America are often generated by those in charge of protecting us.

Hickman, a US Army and Marine veteran who blew the whistle on the abuse of prisoners at the Guantanamo Bay prison complex, and Kiriakou, a CIA veteran who served time in prison for exposing the agency’s use of torture, are uniquely qualified to tell the sordid epic of Abu Zubaydah, the “convenient terrorist” whom the United States exploited to justify its own reign of terror in the Middle East. They bring an intimate knowledge to this labyrinthine world that cannot be found in the flood of gung ho, jihadi-busting Hollywood propaganda films and embedded journalism about US imperial adventures.

Other new Hot Books coming out in 2017 include Mark Schapiro’s Seeds of Resistance, about the grassroots movement to challenge the corporate stranglehold on the elements of life; Without a Country: The Untold Story of America’s Deported Veterans by J. Malcolm Garcia; The Watchdogs Didn’t Bark: How the NSA Failed to Protect America from the 9/11 Attacks by Ray Nowosielski and John Duffy; and Inside Job: How American Elections Are Still Rigged Against Voters by Steven Rosenfeld.

Throughout the country, there is a growing resentment against elites who “know better.” They don’t. They get it wrong all the time—about wars and weapons of mass destruction, about assassinations of our leaders, about food and drug safety, and about looming financial and environmental disasters.

We’re sick of being bamboozled and flimflammed. It’s time for us to seek second opinions, to find more credible sources of information. The truth is disturbing. And we need to be disturbed.

The truth is hot, and it’s in your hands. Read on.

David Talbot, May 2017


Foreword

________________

By Jason Leopold

Six months after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, the United States captured its first so-called “high-value terrorist.” A thirty-year-old Saudi national of Palestinian descent named Zain Abidin Mohammed Husain, better known as Abu Zubaydah.

Abu Zubaydah is arguably one of the most important jihadists to have emerged in the nearly two-decade long Global War on Terror. He has a cameo in the infamous August 6, 2001 Presidential Daily Brief, warning President George W. Bush that Osama bin Laden was determined to attack the United States.

Most notoriously, perhaps, Abu Zubaydah, was the guinea pig for the CIA’s torture program and was the first detainee subjected to the drowning technique known as waterboarding.

After his capture, top Bush administration officials asserted that Abu Zubaydah was the “third or fourth man in Al Qaeda,” had served as a “senior lieutenant” to bin Laden, “managed a network of training camps,” and had been “involved in every major terrorist operation carried out by Al Qaeda.”

But as this extraordinary book by former Guantanamo guard Joseph Hickman and veteran CIA officer John Kiriakou—the man who lead the team that captured Abu Zubaydah—lays bare, the Bush administration’s narrative was, at best, highly exaggerated or, at worst, an elaborate lie.

Years later, Department of Justice attorneys working for the Obama administration, quietly recanted nearly every major claim the Bush administration had leveled against Abu Zubaydah, explaining that the government’s understanding of his role in Al Qaeda’s terrorist-related activities “has evolved with further investigation.” Remarkably, the Justice Department admitted that Abu Zubaydah was never even a formal member of Al Qaeda.

Yet despite these revelations, Abu Zubaydah remains a mystery. His story, from young computer engineering student to mujahedeen fighting the communists in Afghanistan to “high-value” detainee housed in a secret facility at Guantanamo Bay, is largely unknown.

Thankfully, the publication of The Convenient Terrorist ensures that the Abu Zubaydah’s account gets a real public airing. At the same time, the book provides readers with deep insights into the jihadi mind-set at a time when average young men and women across the globe were joining the Islamic State and launching attacks.

But more importantly, this milestone of a book raises new questions about the capture and detention of Abu Zubaydah. Is it possible the United States has been holding the wrong man captive for all of these years? The years long investigation by Hickman and Kiriakou, based on numerous interviews and never-before-seen government documents, deepens the mystery.

I have interviewed Hickman and Kiriakou more than a half-dozen times over the past ten years, and I have come to know both men personally. Their shared passion for speaking truth to power and their fearlessness in holding powerful officials accountable for misdeeds are the embodiment of patriotism.

The pairing of Hickman, the former Guantanamo guard who was on duty when Abu Zubaydah was rendered to the prison in 2006, with Kiriakou, the accused terrorist’s captor, is brilliant. Both men are important figures in their own right, whistle-blowers who have paid a hefty price for publicly revealing government abuse in the Global War on Terror. For Hickman, it was the scandalous “suicides” that took place at Guantanamo in 2006, which was the basis for his first book Murder at Camp Delta. By revealing the truth about the death of the detainees, he was vilified by high-ranking military and government officials. And Kiriakou is the only person who was prosecuted for “crimes” related to the Bush administration’s torture program. His so-called criminal act? Disclosing details about the torture program and that Abu Zubaydah had been tortured. For that, he was sentenced to more than two years in a federal penitentiary.

Hickman and Kiriakou, however, get the last word in The Convenient Terrorist. It will surely ruffle feathers when the Deep State gets its hands on it.

Jason Leopold, March 2017

Los Angeles, California


Chapter One

Takedown

________________

The CIA had been looking for Abu Zubaydah for a long time.

Yet for a person occupying the upper echelons of its list of most-wanted terrorists, he remained mysterious. The Agency knew very little about his particulars. Perhaps the only thing they were sure of was that Abu Zubaydah was the third highest-ranking man in Al Qaeda, the infamous international terrorist organization that had slaughtered more than 3,000 American citizens only a few months before. In the CIA’s hasty list-making that had followed, Zubaydah was ranked only behind Al Qaeda deputy leader Ayman al-Zawahiri and Osama bin Laden himself.

By late February 2002—after several delays and missteps—the CIA was finally hot on Abu Zubaydah’s trail. And John Kiriakou was there.

Kiriakou had arrived in Pakistan only a month earlier as the CIA’s chief of counterterrorism operations. The work was hard and the hours were brutal, and not just for him. It wasn’t unusual for all employees in the CIA’s Pakistan office to work sixteen- or eighteen-hour days, six or seven days a week. The Pakistani weekend is Friday and Saturday. On a normal week, a CIA operative in-country might allow himself the luxury of sleeping in until 8:00 a.m. on a Saturday before going to the office to start yet another day. Kiriakou was enjoying this rare additional snooze time when his phone rang. It was the senior CIA officer in Pakistan. All he said was: “John, get in here as soon as you can. Something very important has come up.”

By the time Kiriakou arrived at the office, the chief had already convened a meeting. The chief’s deputy, a collection of CIA officers and FBI agents, and the chief himself sat around a large conference room table.

“Abu Zubaydah is somewhere in Pakistan,” the chief announced. “The number three guy. And it’s our job to catch him.”

Headquarters had sent a cable to the CIA office in Islamabad several hours prior, announcing that Abu Zubaydah’s presence in the area had been confirmed. However, when you really got down to the details, they didn’t have much more. It turned out that—beyond this single cable—there wasn’t anything to go on. The intelligence from HQ indicated that he could be in Faisalabad—Pakistan’s third-largest city with a population of over four million—but there was also reason to believe he could also be in in nearby Lahore, or in Peshawar (where he had previously run a safe house for Al Qaeda operatives), or even in Karachi, the second-largest city in the world and a place where Al Qaeda fighters had been successfully “blending into the crowd” for years.

And that was precisely the problem. Pakistan is the size of Texas and has two-thirds the population of the United States. To just say, “He’s in Pakistan. Find him” demands something almost impossible. The CIA team in-country had little manpower, an unspecified budget, and—despite this—a deadline of yesterday. In an attempt to be supportive, CIA Headquarters had cabled the office in Islamabad daily with “leads” that were meant to be helpful, but often provided conflicting or useless information. They did little more than waste the agents’ time.

With only a small group of CIA officers, Kiriakou was tasked with both sifting through these Headquarters leads and developing independent ones. His early efforts had proved utterly useless, and involved guesses so off-base they turned out to be almost comical. One memorable instance had involved a wild goose chase that ended in a raid on a local police station, and another had found him investigating a maternity hospital. However, as the CIA would later learn, Abu Zubaydah’s movements during this period were purposeful. He was indeed hiding. He was very aware that the United States was looking for him. If Kiriakou had been feeling around for a needle in a haystack, it was because that was exactly what Abu Zubaydah wanted him to do.

Excerpts from Abu Zubaydah’s own diary, later recovered by the CIA, reveal a wariness during this time.


“February 8, 2002: I am now in Lahore since two days ago. We are now in a temporary house with the Pakistani brothers.”1

“February 9, 2002: News came from Karachi that the Pakistani Police raided one of the houses which had a number of our brothers in it, and it arrested 20 brothers. Two hours later, a group of Americans came and photographed the location, or they photographed themselves with their weapons, at the location, like Rambo.”2

“February 10, 2002: We moved to another house, or more precisely, two houses, and divided ourselves in it. This is also temporary. And in order to arrange our matters and split from our Pakistani brothers, rather the Arabs, too, in another house, completely independent and isolated. We will stay this way, unsettled. We cannot start any (new) program.”3

“February 10, 2002: The Pakistani newspapers are saying that I am in Peshawar, trying to reorganize Al Qaeda, for war against the Americans.”4



Only once did the small CIA team in-country come close to Abu Zubaydah, and only after patrolling the streets of Pakistan’s major cities all night long for an entire week. The device they’d used—the details of which remain classified—had picked up Abu Zubaydah’s trail in Faisalabad, but for only a few seconds. Rushing to his location, the CIA had, alas, found nothing. He had slipped away once more, and his trackers had no idea where to go next. A blip and he was gone.

But still, a blip.

After this initial period of struggle and frustration—with missives from Headquarters continuing to come in (and continuing to be completely useless)—Kiriakou asked the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center for help. He received a top CIA targeting officer, who arrived in Islamabad a few days later and immediately began poring over the thousands of pieces of data the Agency had amassed relating to Abu Zubaydah as his constantly changing location.

This “targeteer”—as the agent was known—began by taping a huge roll of paper—the size of a small American-style billboard—to the wall of a CIA conference room, and putting Abu Zubaydah’s name in the center. From that, like spokes of a wheel, were radiated out the names of people known to be associated with Abu Zubaydah, their addresses, and all other identifying data that had been collected. Every time something new was uncovered, up it went on the board. After a week or two, the thing looked like a strange work of postmodern art—a spider’s web of data that pointed to fourteen specific sites, each one a potential location for Abu Zubaydah (and possibly for his cohorts).5

They began to formulate a plan for hitting these sites. The first obstacle was that the CIA had never before carried out more than two raids in a single night in Pakistan. Fourteen simultaneous raids would be unprecedented, and would require a much larger team. Still, Kiriakou knew that it was the approach that offered the best chance of success. It was what needed to be done. So he made his pitch.

Kiriakou began by requesting that Headquarters provide a team of several dozen agents—half CIA and half FBI—along with weapons, communications gear, night vision equipment, battering rams, and other tools of the trade. He also asked for a budget of several million dollars for “incidentals,” including safe houses, rental cars, food, water, and hotels to house this new and expanded team.6

Because of Abu Zubaydah’s prominence and priority, Kiriakou got what he wanted, and quickly. Langley chartered a plane, and forty-eight hours later an expanded team arrived with new manpower, money, and equipment. They set up a base in a local hotel, renting out an entire floor. Because of the sheer size and scope of what was happening, maintaining a low profile was impossible. In addition to the DO NOT DISTURB signs placed on every door on the entire floor, the sight of men who were obviously Americans bringing dolly-loads of crates containing electronic equipment, weapons, and ammunition raised the eyebrows of the hotel’s Pakistani security guards. The guards demanded to see what the crates contained. A fistfight nearly broke out between one of the local guards and a newly arrived CIA officer. The tension was only dispelled when Kiriakou arrived on the scene and told the guard that the hotel manager, a British national, had approved of all the equipment.7 Of course, no such approval had been given. However that, and the discreet passage of 100 rupees to each guard, nipped further problems in the bud.
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