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Everybody knows that the dice are loaded
Everybody rolls with their fingers crossed
Everybody knows that the war is over

Everybody knows that the good guys lost

—LEONARD COHEN, “Everybody Knows,” 1988



(c) ketabton.com: The Digital Library

AUTHOR’S NOTE

wo extraordinary colleagues contributed deeply to this book. Christina Satkowski,

who earned an undergraduate degree at Wellesley College and a master’s degree at

Georgetown University, carried out important interviews and document analysis for
more than two years. She was singularly responsible for the rich interviews that inform
chapter 26, among many contributions. I could not have finished the book without her.
The same is true of Elizabeth Barber, a graduate of the honors college at the State
University of New York who also earned a master’s degree from Columbia University’s
Graduate School of Journalism. Among other things, Elizabeth carried out a nine-month
fact-check of the manuscript, recontacting sources and reaching out to new ones. She
used this reporting to improve the manuscript from start to end, adding new scenes and
revelations, and pushing tirelessly for accuracy, nuance, and completeness. Although I am
solely responsible for what appears in these pages, Directorate S belongs to Christina and
Elizabeth as much as it does to me. There are other colleagues from Columbia and
elsewhere who made important contributions; I have tried to thank them all in the
acknowledgments.
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Introduction

n 1989, I moved to New Delhi for The Washington Post to become the newspaper’s

South Asia correspondent. I was thirty years old and responsible for a phantasmagoria

of news from India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Nepal. For three
years I hopped from capital to capital, and from one guerrilla war, coup d’état, and
popular revolution to another. It was thrilling and affecting work.

In Afghanistan, the last units of the Soviet occupation forces had recently pulled out
of the country. The war caused by the Soviet invasion had claimed an estimated one to
two million Afghan lives, or up to 10 percent of the prewar population. Land mines and
indiscriminate bombings maimed hundreds of thousands more. About five million
Afghans became refugees. Soviet and Afghan Communists purposefully decimated the
country’s educated elites, executing or exiling traditional leaders. By the time I turned up,
this culling had left much of the field to radical preachers and armed opportunists.

In Kabul, the Soviets had left behind a few thousand K.G.B. officers and military
advisers to prop up a regime led by Mohammad Najibullah, a physician turned secret
police chief. Najibullah’s forces controlled the Afghan capital and an archipelago of cities.
The countryside belonged to the mujaheddin, the anti-Communist rebels funded and
armed by the C.I.A., as well as by Pakistani and Saudi intelligence. The war had settled
into a grinding stalemate.

The Soviet troop withdrawal knocked the Afghan story off front pages and network
broadcasts in the United States, but for the Post it remained a matter of running interest,
not least because the C.I.A. was still smuggling guns and money to the rebels; the
agency’s career officers and analysts were among our subscriber base in Washington. Like
other correspondents in those years, I covered the Afghan war from both sides. I flew
periodically to Kabul, to interview Najibullah and his aides, or to travel around the
country with Afghan Communist generals. From Pakistan, I went over the border to see
the Islamist rebels’ hold on the countryside. The work was generally safe, as
correspondence from a medium-grade civil war goes. Yet during this period, Western
reporters and humanitarian workers learned to be wary of the loose bands of Arab
Islamist volunteers circulating among the Afghan mujaheddin. These international
radicals sometimes staged roadside executions of nonbelievers they came across. We did
not yet know them as Al Qaeda.

The C.I.A. subcontracted its aid to the Afghan rebels through Pakistan’s main spy
agency, Inter-Services Intelligence, or I.S.I. By 1989, the service had grown into a



pewerful reorrogive force within Pakistan, a shadowy deep state that manipulated politics
on behalf of the army and increasingly promoted armed groups of Islamists, including the
Arab volunteers we had learned to approach cautiously. I.S.I. officers were not easy to
meet, but not impossible to track down, either. I became somewhat obsessed with
reporting on the underbelly of the Afghan conflict. I wrote for the Post about how the
C.I.A. program to arm the rebels functioned, why its escalation had helped to defeat the
Soviet occupation, and how, simultaneously, the C.I.A.’s covert action had empowered the
more radical factions in the rebellion, largely at 1.S.1.”s direction.

In December 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed. The political upheavals in Moscow and
Central Asia rippled into Afghanistan. Soviet cash, food, and arms supplies to Najibullah’s
government looked to be finished. This altered the civil war’s balance. By late April 1992,
the fall of Kabul to the I.S.I.-backed Islamist rebels seemed imminent. I flew in. The
mujaheddin flowed into the capital unopposed on a Saturday. Kabul’s wary residents had
been governed for a decade by an officially secular regime. Hoping to avoid a bloodbath,
they greeted the entering long-bearded rebels with flowers. Najibullah tried to flee but
was arrested at the airport. His security forces took off their uniforms, abandoned their
posts, and went home, trying to blend into the new order. The mujaheddin seemed
uncertain initially about whether to trust their acceptance into Kabul. That first day of the
takeover, I met a rebel straggler near the zoo. He said his name was Syed Munir. He was
carrying an assault rifle. He turned in circles and insisted that anyone who wished to talk
to him do so from a distance of ten feet. “Everyone is friendly,” he admitted. “But maybe
some people want to take my gun.”

He was right to be wary. That night, a new round of war erupted among factions of the
Afghan rebels. The fighting soon shredded Kabul, claimed thousands more innocent lives,
and consigned Afghanistan to yet deeper poverty and international isolation. America, by
now absorbed by victory in the Cold War and startling geopolitical changes such as the
reunification of Germany, looked away.

I moved on as well, to London, to take up a position as an international investigative
correspondent for the Post. I was stationed there on February 26, 1993, when a cabal of
jihadists, some with ties to the Afghan war, detonated a truck bomb beneath the World
Trade Center, killing six people and wounding many others. My editors asked for an
investigation into the networks of Islamist radicals and financiers that seemed to lie
behind the World Trade Center attack. I worked on some of that project with another
reporter, Steve LeVine. We heard about a wealthy Saudi exile in Sudan, Osama Bin Laden,
who was reported to be funding some of the groups we were looking into. Steve flew to
Khartoum to ask for an interview. Bin Laden’s bodyguards said he would not be available.
After speaking with some of Bin Laden’s aides and many other supporters and members
of the jihadi movement from London to the Balkans to the Middle East, we wrote,
“Arguably, the best way to think about Bin Laden’s multistory Khartoum guest house is
not as a centralized, string-pulling headquarters,” but as “one among many scattered
centers of gravity where militant Islamic radicals may find haven, succor or support.” We
still had not heard of Al Qaeda. Because of Bin Laden’s rising notoriety, the United States
soon pressured Sudan to kick him out of Khartoum. He went to Afghanistan in the



cwmmenr:of rvgg6yrdeclared war on the United States, and soon found shelter with the
Taliban.

By 2001, I had become the Post’s managing editor in Washington. That spring, the
paper carried coverage of the New York trial of jihadi conspirators who had participated in
the terrorist attacks on two U.S. embassies in Africa in August 1998. The prosecutors
introduced evidence of Bin Laden’s involvement in the terrorist plot, as well as his
leadership of Al Qaeda, which was at last identified publicly. A defector testified in detail
about how Al Qaeda worked and how Bin Laden and his aides doled out support to
followers and allies. Yet the conventional wisdom in Washington held that the group was
isolated in distant Afghanistan, and that it was most likely to continue to carry out attacks
overseas—Al Qaeda was a serious nuisance, in other words, but not a major threat to
American territory or security.

On the morning of September 11, I was at a desk in my home office in Maryland,
typing notes for a book I was considering about genocide in Africa. I had CNN on mute on
a small television to one side. When I saw the first reports about a plane that had
smashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center in clear weather, I assumed it
was a freak accident. I scrambled to collect my keys and work materials, to rush to the
newsroom. I was just about out the door when my wife called out as she watched United
Airlines Flight 175 hit the South Tower. We stared at the terrible scenes for some
minutes. “Oh, this is Bin Laden,” it finally occurred to me to say. I drove downtown.
Smoke rose from across the Potomac River, where American Airlines Flight 77 had struck
the Pentagon.

Six weeks later, I went digging around in my garage, looking for old tape recordings of
interviews with 1.S.1. officers from the early 1990s. I found them. That discovery
inaugurated research for the book that became Ghost Wars: The Secret History of the
CIA, Afghanistan, and bin Laden, from the Soviet Invasion to September 10, 2001. My
intention was to provide Americans, Afghans, and Pakistanis with a thorough, reliable
history of the often-secret actions, debates, and policies that had led to Al Qaeda’s rise
amid Afghanistan’s civil wars and finally to the September 11 attacks. I traveled back to
Afghanistan and Pakistan to conduct some of the research. Ghost Wars came out in 2004.

At the time, Afghanistan and Pakistan appeared to be stable and relatively peaceful.
During the next several years, the Taliban and Al Qaeda revived, plunging Afghan and
Pakistani civilians into further violent misery and insecurity. It seemed evident that I.S.I.
was, once again, interfering secretly in Afghanistan, exploiting the country’s fault lines,
and that the U.S. government, including the C.I.A., was again unable to forestall an
incubating disaster. The Bush administration and then the Obama administration
gradually escalated America’s commitment to suppressing the Taliban and defeating Al
Qaeda. Ultimately, hundreds of thousands of Americans volunteered to serve in
Afghanistan after 2001 as soldiers, diplomats, or aid workers. More than two thousand
American soldiers died alongside hundreds of contractors. More than twenty thousand
soldiers suffered injuries. Of the much greater number who returned safely, many carried
questions about whether or why their service had been worthwhile and why the



eeeminglyrsueeessful lightning-strike American-led war of late 2001 had failed to
vanquish the Taliban and Al Qaeda for good.

Directorate S: The C.I.A. and America’s Secret Wars in Afghanistan and Pakistan,
2001—-2016 is intended to address those questions, as best as the evidence allows. It is a
second volume of the journalistic history recounted in Ghost Wars, starting from where
that volume ended, on September 10, 2001. The new book can easily be read
independently, but it also seeks to deliver to readers of the first volume a recognizable
extension of the subjects, narrative approaches, and investigations they encountered
there.

Directorate S seeks to provide a thorough, reliable history of how the C.I.A., I.S.I., and
Afghan intelligence agencies influenced the rise of a new war in Afghanistan after the fall
of the Taliban, and how that war fostered a revival of Al Qaeda, allied terrorist networks,
and, eventually, branches of the Islamic State. The book also seeks to connect American,
Afghan, Pakistani, and international policy failures to the worldwide persistence of jihadi
terrorism. It tries to provide a balanced, complete account of the most important secret
operations, assumptions, debates, decisions, and diplomacy in Washington, Islamabad,
and Kabul. Like Ghost Wars, this volume asks the reader to traverse much territory. To
keep things moving, I have again tried to prioritize action, vivid characters, and original
reporting, without sacrificing depth and context.

After 2008, the United States and N.A.T.O. allies fought a large-scale overt
conventional war against the Taliban, and, in a secret annex campaign waged mostly by
armed drones, against Al Qaeda and its allies in Pakistan. This campaign could be the
subject of a book in and of itself (and has been the subject of a number of excellent ones,
including Little America, by Rajiv Chandrasekaran; Obama’s Wars, by Bob Woodward;
and The Way of the Knife, by Mark Mazzetti, which also provides a penetrating account of
the C.I.A. during these years). In Directorate S, I have tried to offer new insights into that
war, but not to recount it fully, concentrating instead on the less thoroughly treated
trajectory of decision making at the C.I.A., the 1.S.1., and the principal Afghan intelligence
service, the National Directorate of Security. I have also had to consider how to absorb,
but not regurgitate, the vast body of excellent journalism already produced by other
reporters about Afghanistan and Pakistan since 2001. I traveled repeatedly to both
countries after 2005 while carrying out the research for what became Directorate S, but I
cannot possibly match here the granular, on-the-ground correspondence and books by the
many intrepid field reporters and resident researchers who have done so much to deepen
public understanding of South Asia’s instability and political violence. I could not have
written this volume without incorporating the insights and research of scores of other
journalists and scholars, some of them colleagues and friends, including Ahmed Rashid,
Peter Bergen, Dexter Filkins, Carlotta Gall, Anand Gopal, Felix Kuehn, Anatol Lieven,
David Rohde, Owen Bennett-Jones, Sarah Chayes, Graeme Smith, Alex Strick van
Linschoten, and Martine van Bijlert, as well as many others cited in the source notes.
However, I have concentrated the narrative in Directorate S on my own reporting, and
principally on the hundreds of interviews conducted for the book during the last decade,
as well as new documentary evidence obtained from those sources. I have sought to



@reumdnTy:pelianee on interviews and contemporaneous notes with secondary sources
such as documents obtained from F.O.I.A. requests and the State Department cables
released by WikiLeaks.

For many Americans and Europeans who have lived and worked in Afghanistan and
Pakistan before and after 2001, it is frustrating to hear discourse back home holding that
Afghanistan and Pakistan are lands of “warring tribes” or “endless conflicts.” The
historical record belies such clichés. Independent Afghanistan was impoverished but
peaceful and stable, untroubled by radical international violence, for many decades of the
twentieth century, prior to the Soviet invasion of 1979. Its several decades of civil war
since that invasion have been fueled again and again by outside interference, primarily by
Pakistan, but certainly including the United States and Europe, which have remade
Afghanistan with billions of dollars in humanitarian and reconstruction aid while
simultaneously contributing to its violence, corruption, and instability. And for all of
Pakistan’s dysfunction, state-sponsored radicalism, and glaring economic inequality, it
remains a modernizing nation with a vast, breathtakingly talented middle class and
diaspora. If the army and I.S.I. did not misrule Pakistan, in alliance with corrupt political
cronies, the country’s potential to lift up its own population and contribute positively to
the international system might today rival India’s. The region’s “endless conflicts” are not
innate to its history, forms of social organization, or cultures. They are the outgrowth of
specific misrule and violent interventions. They reflect political maneuvering, hubristic
assumptions, intelligence operations, secret diplomacy, and decision making at the
highest levels in Kabul, Islamabad, and Washington that have often been unavailable to
the Afghan, Pakistani, American, and international publics. This is the story of Directorate
S.
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PART ONE

BLIND INTO BATTLE,

September 2001—December 2001
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ONE

“Something Has Happened to Khalid”

n the late summer of 2001, Amrullah Saleh flew to Frankfurt, Germany, to meet a man

he knew as Phil, a C.I.A. officer. Saleh handled intelligence liaisons, among other tasks,

for Ahmad Shah Massoud, the legendary Afghan guerrilla commander, who was then
holding out against the Taliban and Al Qaeda from a shrinking haven in the northeast of
his country. At twenty-eight, Saleh had a stern, serious demeanor; he was clean-shaven
and kept his dark hair cropped short. He spoke English well, but deliberately, in a
sonorous accent.

Saleh typically met his C.I.A. handlers at a hotel. He and Phil discussed a cache of spy
gear the C.I.A. had organized for Massoud. The delivery included communications
equipment and night-vision goggles that would allow Massoud’s intelligence collectors on
the front lines to better watch and eavesdrop on Taliban and Al Qaeda fighters. The C.I.A.
had been training and equipping Massoud’s intelligence directorate for several years, but
the program was limited in scope. Under the policies of the Clinton administration and
more recently the George W. Bush administration, the C.I.A. could not provide weapons
to support Massoud’s war of resistance against the Taliban. The agency could only provide
nonlethal equipment that might aid the agency’s hunt for Osama Bin Laden, the fugitive
emir of Al Qaeda, who moved elusively around Taliban-ruled areas of Afghanistan. One
shipment had included a giant, remote-controlled telescope. At another point the C.I.A.
considered supplying Massoud with a balloon fixed with cameras to spy on Al Qaeda
camps, but between Afghanistan’s heavy winds and the possibility that neighboring China
might misinterpret the dirigible, they decided against it.

Frankfurt was a logistics hub. The C.I.A.’s supply lines for Massoud were jerry-rigged
and constrained by caution at headquarters. By early 2001, Langley had ordered C.I.A.
officers to stop flying in Massoud’s helicopters because they weren’t judged to be safe
enough. Phil and his colleagues usually delivered equipment directly to Dushanbe, where
Saleh ran an office for Massoud. Tajikistan was recovering from a bloody civil war and
there was occasional political unrest in the capital. That could make it difficult for C.I.A.
officers to travel there but for the most part they found a way. Once in a while, however,
they had to ask Saleh to pick up equipment in Germany and carry it the rest of the way
himself. The C.I.A. officers involved knew the German government was highly sensitive
about anything the agency did on German territory without informing the B.N.D., the
principal German intelligence agency. But the supplies to Massoud were uniformly



nentethalysomeref the equipment might skirt the borders of export licensing rules, but it
was not obviously illegal, as arms and ammunition would be. Massoud’s lieutenants were
experienced smugglers. Sometimes Saleh would have to figure out how to transport C.I.A.
equipment on his own.

This made Saleh nervous. He did not relish answering the questions of German police
or customs officers at Frankfurt Airport. Where did you buy this? He would have no
answer. Do you have any receipts? No. What will you use these night-vision goggles for?
It would be unwise to mention the Afghan war. How did you obtain the funds to buy a

$5,000 satellite phone and subscription?!

Saleh had become an intelligence specialist only recently, but he was an avid student
of the profession. In 1999, Massoud had selected him and eight other senior aides and
commanders to travel to the United States to attend a C.I.A. training course put on by the
Counterterrorist Center under strict secrecy rules; few people outside the center knew
about it. The curriculum partly covered the arts of intelligence—identifying and assessing
sources, recruitment, technical collection, analysis, and report writing. The paramilitary
courses covered assessing targets, manuevering and communicating in the field, and so
on. In Nevada, the trainees climbed a mountain with a telescope to practice
reconnaissance operations in conditions that replicated those in Afghanistan. The training
reflected the C.I.A. Counterterrorist Center’s hope—a quixotic one, in the view of many
agency analysts familiar with Afghanistan—that Massoud’s guerrillas might someday
locate and trap Bin Laden, even though the Al Qaeda leader rarely traveled to the north of
the country, where Massoud’s guerrillas were.

At the C.I.A.’s school, Saleh was a bit bored by the paramilitary instruction. He was
more drawn to the craft of intelligence collection. He wanted a fuller understanding about
intelligence systems and methods. He peppered the C.I.A. officers on the faculty with
questions. He found a few who were willing to give him extra time and he tried to
understand how the C.I.A. worked. When the course was over, Saleh went to Borders to
buy a stack of books about spy services and intelligence history. Since then, he had earned
respect at the C.I.A. The officers with whom he worked assessed Saleh as tough,
disciplined, honest, and professional, if also a bit young to command authority in Afghan

society, which venerated age and experience.?

To solve his shipping problems in Germany, Saleh tried to draw on his self-education,
particularly concerning the methods of Israeli intelligence. Mossad had networks of
helpers around the world—not just employees and paid agents or informers, but friends
of the service who could be called upon for ad hoc favors. Saleh telephoned an Afghan-
German businessman in Frankfurt whom he had cultivated for such assistance.

“I have something I need you to do—I need your help,” Saleh said. The man suggested
they meet at a hotel.

“I'won’t lie,” Saleh said when they were settled. “It’s equipment. If I'm lucky, I can
take it out of Frankfurt Airport. If I'm unlucky, they will confiscate it.” The gear was not
lethal, Saleh added, but it did constitute “war equipment.”

“Brother, I had offered to help you—but not in smuggling,” the businessman said.



© ketdbifhyas: isenio smuggling,” Saleh pleaded. “It’s all plastic, there’s no explosives, nothing.
There are some goggles.”

Still, the man declined. He wished Saleh luck.

Saleh transported the gear, which was about the size of a half sofa, to Frankfurt
Airport. He booked himself on a flight to Tashkent, Uzbekistan, from where he would
transfer to Dushanbe. This was typical of the struggle against the Taliban in which he and
Massoud were engaged: They were fighting a D.I.Y. guerrilla war. Massoud and his men
had resources; the commander and many of his top lieutenants kept bank accounts in
London and elsewhere abroad, according to C.I.A. reporting, and Massoud was reported to
control just over $60 million in London accounts. Yet they were effectively at war with
the Taliban and Pakistan, a nuclear-armed state with a gross domestic product in 2001 of

more than $70 billion.3

At the Lufthansa counter Saleh filled out forms. Then he answered many questions
about his equipment. Had the C.I.A. tipped off the Germans and had the Germans agreed
to go easy? He never knew. After a long colloquy, Lufthansa demanded only a
considerable sum of money, which it calculated based on the weight of Saleh’s cargo.

mrullah Saleh had grown up in Kabul in a poor family from the Panjshir Valley. He

was the youngest of five brothers. At seven, he was orphaned. Like many Afghans
who came of age during the Soviet occupation of the country during the 1980s, he knew
political violence intimately. One of his brothers disappeared, executed by unknown
parties. Another of his brothers, who was an air force officer, fell to an assassin in
Kandahar. At twenty-two, Saleh joined Massoud’s guerrillas in the Panjshir Valley. The
Panjshir is a gorge that occasionally widens into a valley. It slices from the north of Kabul
toward Tajikistan. A tight kin network of ethnic Tajiks inhabited the valley and scratched
out livings as farmers, emerald miners, smugglers, and traders. By the time Saleh arrived
the Soviets had withdrawn their combat forces from Afghanistan, leaving behind advisers
to shore up an Afghan Communist regime headed by President Najibullah, a former
secret police chief. The war between mujaheddin guerrillas and the Communist
government in Kabul continued but, increasingly, the guerrillas fought among
themselves. They anticipated victory and competed for its prospective spoils. Massoud
was perhaps the most politically savvy faction leader, the one who followed precepts of
successful guerrilla leaders throughout history. He was a brilliant battlefield tactician, but
he was equally concerned with food supplies and security for his civilian followers and
with his popular credibility.

Because Saleh was bright and had already taught himself English, Massoud’s
lieutenants sent him to Pakistan in 1992, on a course provided by the United Nations
titled “Post-Conflict Reconstruction and Management.” Saleh studied how to run
humanitarian operations, in the eventual service of northern Afghanistan. Gradually,

Saleh became the youngest man in Massoud’s circle of advisers.#



© ketzbn thrermdidenggos he moved to Russia. He learned Russian and tried to evaluate the
potential for a new partnership with Afghanistan’s former tormentor. (Russia had fallen
into political and economic chaos under President Boris Yeltsin and Saleh returned to the
Panjshir unconvinced that the Russian government could provide much help.) Later,
Massoud dispatched Saleh to attend peace negotiations with the Taliban, sponsored by
the United Nations. And Saleh began to work with the C.I.A.

The main C.I.A. unit tasked to interact with Massoud’s guerrillas was called ALEC
Station. Its mission was to capture or disrupt Osama Bin Laden and other Al Qaeda
leaders. The station comprised about twenty-five operations officers and analysts, and it
was based at C.I.A. headquarters in Langley, Virginia. Richard Blee, an experienced
operations officer from the Africa Division of the clandestine service, took charge of ALEC
in 1999. He inherited a group under rising pressure. After Al Qaeda bombed American
embassies in Africa in 1998, C.I.A. officers working with foreign intelligence services from
Egypt to Jordan to Kenya to Pakistan conducted raids on the homes of suspected Al
Qaeda members and associates around the world. They seized computer drives and
documents in Arabic, Urdu, English, and other languages and then dumped the materials
on ALEC Station, to be sifted line by line for clues and names that might help to thwart
upcoming terrorist attacks. By 2001, the station’s analysts transmitted an average of
twenty-three formal reports per month to the F.B.I. about Al Qaeda. The work combined
high stakes with numbing detail. Senior officers found that if they did not work from 7:00
a.m. until 6:00 p.m. or later Monday through Friday, plus a few hours on Saturday and
Sunday, they could not keep up with the traffic.

Blee had served multiple tours working the streets in unstable capitals. His C.I.A.
tours had included postings to Bangui, the capital of Central African Republic; Niamey,
the capital of Niger; Lagos, Nigeria; and Algiers. Blee was tall, with sandy hair. Some of
his colleagues found him aloof and entitled. He was a second-generation C.I.A. officer,
pegged by some to rise high in the agency, eventually. He was cerebral and well informed
about international affairs, comfortable working in ambiguous conflict zones.
Considering the problem of Al Qaeda’s sanctuary in Afghanistan, a landlocked nation
where the United States had no embassy, Blee strongly favored working through Ahmad
Shah Massoud, the most effective Afghan commander on the ground, who shared the
C.I.A’’s antipathy toward Bin Laden.

Blee had led a covert team of C.I.A. counterterrorism officers who flew into the
Panjshir to meet Massoud in October 1999. “We have a common enemy,” Blee had told
the commander. “Let’s work together.” He and C.I.A. officers who followed provided
power supplies for Massoud’s intelligence equipment, better intercept gear, and an
encrypted communications link that connected Massoud’s intelligence aides to ALEC
Station, to send and receive secure typed messages. There was one encrypted terminal in
Dushanbe and a second in the Panjshir. Massoud assigned Amrullah Saleh to be Blee’s

main contact.?

The following year, Al Qaeda suicide bombers supported from Afghanistan struck an
American warship, the USS Cole, in the Yemeni port of Aden, killing seventeen American
sailors. After that, in December 2000, Blee had drafted plans at the request of the expiring



EClimton-WhitesHeuse for a $150 million covert action program to arm, equip, and train
Massoud for missions beyond the Bin Laden hunt, to help him fight the Taliban more
effectively. Yet many American and European intelligence officers, generals, and
diplomats did not see Massoud as a viable partner against Al Qaeda. Recalling the
miserable fates of imperial Britain and the Soviet Union, they did not want to entangle
the United States in Afghanistan’s civil war. The Panjshiris had committed mass killings
during a period when they shared power in Kabul during the mid-1990s. They continued
to smuggle gems and heroin, to fund their war. Massoud’s warnings about Al Qaeda could
be dismissed as an element of a self-interested diplomatic campaign to win international
aid for his losing factional struggle.

Blee became one of Massoud’s most ardent defenders in Washington, regarding the
commander as a great historical figure, comparable to Che Guevara. Massoud’s wispy
beard had grown gray and dark bags hung beneath his eyes, but he remained highly
energetic on the battlefield. Massoud’s argument was that the United States had a “huge
problem” in Afghanistan, much bigger than Bin Laden. The essence of Massoud’s
message was: “You've got all of these extremists. You’ve got the Taliban. And I'm the only
friend you’ve got in this neighborhood.”

Blee agreed with Massoud entirely but he could not win the foreign policy argument
in Washington. He told Massoud, “Look, nobody gives a damn about Afghanistan. They
care about Bin Laden. I can’t talk to you about taking over the government of
Afghanistan. I'm only empowered to talk to you about getting Bin Laden. But we can build
on that. Who knows where that goes?” Massoud understood. All of his allies and foreign

suppliers were constrained in one way or another.2

ALEC Station ran some of its covert operations against Al Qaeda, including Predator
drone surveillance flights, from the C.I.A. station in Tashkent, Uzbekistan. Amrullah
Saleh worked with officers there as well as those in Virginia. That summer of 2001, amid
the frustration over America’s hesitancy to back Massoud fully, Saleh fell into
conversation with one of Rich Blee’s colleagues, Jim Lewis, a Counterterrorist Center
case officer posted to Tashkent. Lewis urged Saleh to watch The Siege, a 1998 movie about
terrorism written by the journalist and author Lawrence Wright and starring Denzel
Washington and Bruce Willis. In the film, a terrorist group carries out bombings inside
the United States and the government imposes martial law. Lewis predicted, “Something

similar to that will happen to my country. But nobody is listening to us.”™

F rom Frankfurt, Saleh returned to Dushanbe. He met Massoud there on Friday,

September 7. Massoud had arrived to speak with a visiting Iranian delegation. In the
absence of more robust American support, Massoud depended on Iran, India, and Russia
for weapons, money, and medical aid. Iran was perhaps his most reliable ally. Iranian
Revolutionary Guards and intelligence operatives worked in northern Afghanistan
alongside Massoud’s guerrillas.



© kerWWhritertdreyewene together in Dushanbe, Saleh asked Massoud, “Where shall I send the
equipment?” He was referring to the C.I.A.’s latest gear. Massoud told him to keep it in
Tajikistan for the time being and to invite some Panjshiri colleagues up to Dushanbe.

“You can train them,” Massoud instructed.8

That weekend Massoud returned to Afghanistan, to his compounds near the Tajikistan
border in Khoja Bahauddin. Two Arab television journalists carrying Belgian passports
had been waiting there for days to interview the commander.

O n the morning of September 9, 2001, Muhammad Arif Sarwari, who was commonly

referred to as Engineer Arif, because he had studied electronics at a technical
university in Kabul before dropping out to join Massoud at war, was at work in his
basement office, where he oversaw a wire-strewn rat’s nest of ultra-high-frequency
radios, intercept boxes, and satellite telephones. Arif was Massoud’s senior intelligence
operations leader, in charge of all reporting agents and intercept collection in the day-to-
day war effort.

Arif was a gregarious, energetic man with thinning hair. A C.I.A. officer who worked
with him called Arif “scruffy, verbose, crafty, corrupt, and a good, reliable partner.” He
was born to a Panjshiri family in Kabul in 1961 and grew up in Karte Parwan, the
neighborhood where Ahmad Shah Massoud had also lived as a boy. When the Soviet
Union invaded Afghanistan in 1979, Arif was still in school, but in 1982 he left for the
Panjshir to join the rebellion. Initially he worked as a guard and a clerk, but after a year,
when Massoud learned that he was from a trusted Panjshiri family, spoke Russian, and
knew electronics, the commander asked him to set up a listening post in the Panjshir, to

monitor Russian military communications.?

The British foreign intelligence service, M16, had recently provided Massoud with a
Jaguar high-frequency radio network and computers. Someone needed to organize all this
equipment and make tactical use of the intercepted messages. Arif became the Panjshir
Valley’s de facto intelligence chief, often at Massoud’s side. Besides managing radio
intercepts, he developed human sources. During the war’s late stages, Massoud built
secret ties to an Afghan Communist faction in Kabul known as the Karmalites. When the
Communist regime collapsed in the spring of 1992, Massoud seized Kabul. For the next
four years, Massoud served as Afghanistan’s minister of defense while Engineer Arif
worked as the number two at the Afghan intelligence and security service, formally
known as Khadamat-i-Atala’at-I Dawlati, or Government Information Service, but
notorious across the country by its acronym, K.H.A.D. Its officers had carried out brutal
interrogations and thousands of extrajudicial executions during the Communist era. Arif
kept some Soviet-trained Communist veterans in place. After the Taliban took Kabul in
1996 and Massoud retreated back to the Panjshir, Arif maintained contact with some of
the former K.H.A.D. officers he had worked with; some of them now served as agents
behind Taliban lines. Arif sent small satellite phones to agents in Kabul and Kandahar
and arranged for them to cross into Panjshir to meet Massoud personally. “Are there



PelkistanittroopsftivMassoud would ask. “What about Al Qaeda? What are their
ammunition supplies?” Kabul was particularly easy to penetrate because of its mixed
ethnic makeup and its proximity to the Panjshir. One of Massoud’s reporting agents was

the head of all intelligence for the Taliban in Kabul.1®

Massoud owned thousands of books and was devoted to Persian poetry. In the early
hours of Sunday, September 9, he stayed up with an old friend—a longtime political aide
named Massoud Khalili—and read poetry aloud in a bungalow, as the two of them did
regularly. The next morning, the commander summoned Engineer Arif to ask what
should be done about the United States, “how to advance that relationship, what the
issues were, what strategy to pursue.”

The communications and radio intercept center Arif ran was located on the ground
floor of a concrete house he used as an office when he stayed in Khoja Bahauddin. There
was a reception room upstairs. Massoud said he was finally ready to grant the visiting
Arab journalists an interview. The journalists set up their tripods and cameras in the
room just above Arif’s intelligence center. It was by now almost noon. Arif was in and out.
At one point, the commander took a call on his satellite phone. He learned that a Taliban
and Al Qaeda force had attacked their front lines near Bagram Airfield and that eight
Arabs had been seized. He asked Arif, “See what you can learn about the fighting.”

Arif went downstairs. He was on the satellite phone when suddenly an explosion
knocked the phone out of his hand. At first he thought it was a bomb dropped by one of
the Taliban’s handful of fighter planes or an enemy rocket launched from long distance;
such attacks were commonplace in Khoja Bahauddin. Then Arif smelled smoke and heard
guards shouting. He ran upstairs to the reception room and saw Massoud’s body lying
inert, blood everywhere. His friend Khalili, who had been translating for the commander
during the “interview,” also lay unconscious. Arif called out for the commander’s Toyota
Land Cruiser. He and other men carried the victims outside. They laid Massoud on the
backseat of the Land Cruiser and put Khalili in the third-row seat. As they drove off, Arif
called for a helicopter. He ordered the driver to head for a landing area five or six minutes
away. By coincidence, there was a helicopter in the air nearby.

“It’s an emergency,” Arif said. “We’re going to need that helicopter—but tell them not
to shut down the engines. We’re coming.”

They loaded the wounded men aboard. Arif tried to prevent the helicopter pilots from
learning what had taken place. He told them to fly straight to a hospital not far from
Khoja Bahauddin that had been built by the government of India and to land in the
garden. Then he returned to his office and raised General Fahim Khan, Massoud’s most
important military commander, on a satellite phone. Arif used the code word they

employed for Massoud. “Something has happened to Khalid,” he said.l4

S eptember 9 is Independence Day in Tajikistan, a government and business holiday, so
Amrullah Saleh was at home when his phone rang. It was a nephew of Massoud’s.
“Don’t waste time packing—you are ordered to rush to the airport and fly to Kulyab,” a



eitin Tajikistarrabout 120 miles southeast of Dushanbe. Saleh left immediately.12

In Kulyab, still following cryptic instructions, he made his way to a hospital. He found
four or five of Massoud’s commanders and aides there. A little later General Fahim Khan
arrived. Engineer Arif turned up near sunset, his clothes still covered in blood. A liaison
officer from Tajikistan’s intelligence service joined the group, as did an officer of Iran’s
Revolutionary Guards. Abdullah Abdullah, a medical doctor and the longtime foreign
policy adviser to Massoud who ran many of his overseas liaisons, had been summoned
from a diplomatic trip to New Delhi. For the first time, the commanders told Amrullah
Saleh the truth: Massoud was dead.

His corpse was inside the hospital. They had flown the body up from the Indian
hospital on the Afghan border.

In the garden, they talked about what to do. There were now about a dozen of them
gathered. They were in shock; some of the men wept. Al Qaeda and the Taliban had tried
to kill Massoud many times before, but he had seemed invincible. (The two Arab suicide
bombers, who had been prepped for their martyrdom by Al Qaeda, had hidden their
explosives in their camera equipment.) As they talked, the Panjshiri leaders concluded
quickly that they would have to lie publicly about Massoud’s death. They would have to
put out word that he had only been lightly injured and would survive. Otherwise they
feared that their fighters on the front lines at the mouth of the Panjshir Valley, facing a
mass of Taliban and vicious, death-seeking Al Qaeda volunteers, would panic and retreat,
allowing the Taliban to swarm into the valley and carry out a slaughter. The Iranian
Revolutionary Guards adviser with them volunteered that if it seemed too difficult to
keep the secret of Massoud’s killing while his corpse was lying in Kulyab, the guards and
Tajikistan’s intelligence service could transfer the body to Mashhad, in Iran, and “keep his
death secret for one month, six months, whatever you need.”

Others in the group suggested that they move the corpse back to the Panjshir Valley.
Yet this carried the danger that the truth would leak out prematurely, before they had
prepared commanders on the front lines. Abdullah had no doubt that the resistance
would collapse if news spread that Massoud was gone. The officer from Tajikistan
intelligence said there was a morgue nearby the hospital. They could secretly keep the
body there for at least a few days while Fahim consulted with commanders. They all

decided that was the best plan.i3

They also agreed to inform the six countries that were most important to their cause
about what had really happened: the United States, Russia, Iran, India, Tajikistan, and
Uzbekistan. They gave instructions to Amrullah Saleh: Call the C.I.A. Tell them the truth
about Massoud’s assassination and ask for weapons. The argument Saleh was to deliver
to ALEC Station was, in essence, “If resistance to the Taliban and Al Qaeda means
something to you, we can hold. We can fight. We will fight. But if you wanted to help
Commander Massoud only—he is not with us anymore. To compensate for his loss, we
need more help than in the time when he was alive.”

Saleh flew back to Dushanbe and put a message in for Richard Blee at the C.I.A.’s
Counterterrorist Center. He said he needed to speak urgently. When Blee called on an
encrypted line, Saleh followed the script given to him at Kulyab. He confirmed to Blee



theddassowdwvasrdead but emphasized that Panjshir’s leaders wanted to keep the news
secret as they tried to forestall a collapse of their lines.

After they hung up, Blee notified the White House. Within hours, news services
quoted anonymous Bush administration officials saying that Massoud had probably been
assassinated.

Saleh called back. You are causing me great difficulty with my comrades, he said
evenly. My instructions were to keep this secret.

Blee agreed that it was unfortunate. The C.I.A. was obligated to inform policy makers
of such important information as soon as it arrived but the agency had no control over
how the White House or State Department handled reporters’ questions.

Saleh pressed. He knew that Blee and ALEC Station had advocated for arms supplies
to Massoud and had earlier taken their arguments to the White House and lost. But the
Bush administration had now settled in and here was a new threat to American
intelligence collection on Bin Laden—if the Panjshir fell, the C.I.A. would lose a vital
listening station. Would America try to save the Council of the North, or would it leave
the Panjshiris to their fate?

“The decision is that we will fight,” Saleh said. “We will not surrender. We will fight to
our last man on the ground. This resistance was not about Massoud. It was about
something much, much bigger. We will hold.”

Saleh was putting together a list of the weapons and logistical supplies they needed
most urgently. “What can you do for us?”

Blee said he understood the question. It was Monday, September 10, the beginning of
a new working week in Washington. He would need a day or two. “Let me come back to

you on this,” he said.14
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TWO

Judgment Day

n September 11, ALEC Station held down a small area of the D.C.I.

Counterterrorist Center, a windowless expanse of cubicles and computers on the

ground floor of the New Headquarters Building. It was the worst office space at
the C.I.A., in the opinion of some who worked there. It felt like a bunker. During the last
days of the Cold War, the Soviet—East Europe Division had occupied the floor; its
impermeability would thwart the K.G.B.’s eavesdroppers, the thinking went. The C.I.A.’s
Russia hands eventually found better quarters and C.T.C. moved in. The center was a
bureaucratic stepchild. It had been founded in 1986 as an experiment, a place where
analysts—typically, writers and researchers with graduate degrees but no operating
experience on the street—might work alongside or even supervise case officers, also
known as operations officers, the career spies who recruited agents and stole secrets. The
C.I.A.’s case officer cadre enjoyed the greatest prestige and power at the agency. It was not
natural for them to collaborate with analysts. It was akin to creating teams of detectives
and college professors to solve crimes. Senior C.I.A. leaders advised newly minted case
officers to avoid C.T.C. because being assigned there might inhibit promotions and
overseas assignments. Yet during the late 1990s, as terrorism evolved amid post—Cold
War disorder, the Counterterrorist Center’s budget more than doubled, including one-
time supplemental appropriations, while the rest of the C.I.A. dealt with flat or declining
budgets.

By September 2001 there were about 350 people working at C.T.C. About three or four
dozen worked in overseas stations, but most of the rest were jammed into the New
Headquarters bunker. Besides ALEC Station, the center housed branches and sections
assigned to Sunni extremist groups other than Al Qaeda, such as Hamas, as well as
ideologically diverse groups such as Hezbollah (a Shiite Islamic faction based in
Lebanon), Colombian guerrillas (mainly Marxist and secular, yet operating within a
Catholic country), the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka (Hindu and ethnically nationalist, yet
fighting for autonomy in a Buddhist-majority country), the Japanese Red Army (a
fragment of the Cold War), and more than six dozen other targets. The office featured
low-grade industrial carpeting and cookie-cutter government cubicles. It was poorly lit
and smelled vaguely sour. Wanted posters of grim-looking terrorist fugitives, including
Osama Bin Laden, decorated the walls. In an attempt at relief, someone had mounted

fake windows looking out on beaches and palm trees.!
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federal government’s general schedule salaries were no better than those at the
Department of Agriculture. The C.I.A.’s bureaucracy was thick and intrusive. The agency’s
counterintelligence division, charged with detecting traitors and other abusers of security
clearances, surveyed the workforce and administered polygraphs that could be highly
unpleasant, no matter how diligent and loyal the person examined might be. Mid-level
C.I.A. managers could be lazy or cantankerous or stupid or all three. Federal employment
rules made it difficult to do anything about poor performers, short of proof of theft or
felony violence. Overall, C.T.C.’s employees liked their jobs better than typical C.I.A.
employees did in the summer of 2001, according to an internal survey. They knew their
mission mattered. Yet ALEC Station’s analysts suffered from information overload. They
handled more than two hundred incoming cables a day from other parts of C.I.A., plus
another two hundred or more from the Pentagon, the State Department, the National
Security Agency, and elsewhere. Dozens of these were “action cables” requiring a prompt
reply or follow-up. The analysts often felt stressed. About a third of C.I.A. employees
overall felt they handled too much work, but at ALEC Station, almost six in ten felt that
way.2

The pressure and the sense of foreboding that informed office life at ALEC was not
felt widely across the government or in Congress. The analysts and operators were
strikingly small in number, considering that Al Qaeda had carried out several successful
attacks against the United States claiming hundreds of lives. ALEC and its counterparts,
equally modest in number, at the National Security Council, the F.B.I., and the National
Security Agency were largely on their own, to grind out whatever detection, arrests, and
disruptions they could deliver. The C.I.A.’s counterterrorism operations in the summer of
2001 often resembled the surveillance operations and criminal investigations carried out
domestically by the F.B.I., with the difference that C.T.C. typically worked overseas,
clandestinely, often without regard to the laws of other countries. A common C.T.C.
operation involved intensified intelligence collection on a terrorist suspect in an
impoverished, unfriendly city like Khartoum or Karachi. That meant operators built a file
on a suspect by observing his movements and taking clandestine photographs of his
visitors. They might also work with the National Security Agency to tap his phones or
hack into his bank accounts or bribe a clerk for the records. A special roster of C.I.A.
independent contractors—ex-soldiers, ex-cops, and assorted other adrenaline junkies—
carried out the riskiest surveillance and break-in work overseas because full-time case
officers, if caught in the act, likely would have their mug shots publicized by the host
government, rendering their expensive training and years-in-the-making cover stories
useless. In comparison to career case officers, the contractors were “sort of cannon
fodder,” as one of them put it.

Some of them specialized in “area familiarization,” as it was called, meaning long
stakeouts and detailed mapping of a suspect’s neighborhood, routes, and routines. These
C.I.A. operatives also observed local police and intelligence services so as to plan how to
get away if caught. If burglary or planting a listening device was called for, that required a
specialized C.I.A. team that resided offshore. These contractors were trained to break into



@homeomrofifieeror embassy, plant a device or steal documents, and get out of the country
as fast as possible.

The C.T.C. analysts in the basement of New Headquarters supported these
surveillance and profile-building operations by assessing and logging the photos,
wiretaps, and reporting cables that poured in. If C.T.C. wanted to take a suspect off the
streets, it typically relied on friendly governments to make arrests, but the center also had
some capacity to detain and transport individuals on its own in a procedure called
“rendition.” The C.T.C.’s Renditions Branch would sometimes transfer a terrorism suspect
from one country to another for interrogation, including to countries like Egypt, whose

military dictatorship had a stark record of torturing detainees.3

The director of C.T.C. that summer was Cofer Black, a former Khartoum station chief
who had worked the Al Qaeda account on and off since the mid-1990s. He was six foot
three, perhaps twenty pounds overweight, with thinning hair and a pasty skin tone
befitting a man whose office along one of the basement’s walls now ensured that he
rarely saw the light of day.

His father had been an international airline pilot. Black had spent his childhood in
Germany and England, before attending boarding school. He had joined the C.I.A. after
studying international relations at the University of Southern California. He had spent
much of his career as an operations officer in the Africa Division, managing American
allies, supplying arms, and working on Somalia’s conflicts. The C.I.A.’s Africa Division
also recruited Soviet, Chinese, Cuban, North Korean, and Iranian diplomats, spies, or
defense attachés who were posted to African embassies, where the targeted individuals
were far from headquarters and susceptible to compromise. During the Cold War, the
division had a reputation among young operations officers as an exciting, unrestrained
place of action, adventure, and professional opportunity, but also as a place untethered
from headquarters and lacking the prestige and centrality of Moscow, Berlin, or Beijing.

After many years in Africa, Black’s manner had become theatrical and self-
dramatizing. He was the sort of C.I.A. officer one would expect to encounter in an Oliver
Stone film. His years abroad had left him with a hard-to-place accent—a touch of South
Africa seemed evident. He had proven to be an effective office politician as he rose within
C.I.A. He had a subtler intelligence than his melodramatic speech might suggest, and
because he could be funny and generous, he had won the loyalty of senior colleagues.
George Tenet had sent him to run C.T.C. in 1999, at a time when the Seventh Floor, as the
C.I.A’s leadership was known, was becoming highly alarmed about Al Qaeda.

Black was not a Harvard Business School—inspired manager. Even more than most
operations officers, who as a class prided themselves on their ability to freelance and
improvise, Black considered it his mission to bend or ignore the C.I.A.’s bureaucracy, to
concentrate on action and operations. Yet he also managed to keep many of his superiors
on his side.

As Khartoum station chief, Black had overseen intelligence collection operations
against Osama Bin Laden. He tried to infuse C.T.C. with the spirit of streetwise
operational gusto that Africa Division considered its trademark. He brought in Hank
Crumpton, who had spent more than a decade as an operations officer in Africa, as his



primeipal depuetyrAt ALEC Station, he inherited Rich Blee, another familiar Africa hand.
They recruited others from their old division as well .4

t 8:00 a.m. on September 11, 2001, Cofer Black convened a regular briefing meeting

in his office. Each week, C.T.C. presented three separate update briefings on Al Qaeda
to C.I.A. director George Tenet; James Pavitt, the head of the clandestine service; and A.
B. “Buzzy” Krongard, the agency’s executive director. Black asked for a read-in on each
briefing before it was delivered. That morning they were scheduled to provide their
weekly update to Krongard.

Rich Blee walked into Black’s office. He was preoccupied by the aftermath of Ahmad
Shah Massoud’s assassination. Despite Amrullah Saleh’s brave talk, Blee figured that
without Massoud’s leadership, the Panjshiri resistance to the Taliban would soon
collapse. It seemed doubtful that the Bush administration would do anything to prevent
that. Yet Blee owed Saleh an answer.

Also at the meeting was the head of analysis at C.T.C., Ben Bonk. He was a Detroit
native who evangelized about its Corvettes and sports teams, and who had become a
specialist in South Asia and Central Asia, at one point serving as national intelligence
officer for the region.

Just after 8:46 a.m., Black’s secretary came in to say that a private plane had crashed
into the World Trade Center.

Black was a licensed pilot like his father. Glancing at the news coverage on a television
mounted in the corner of his office, he could see a hole in the World Trade Center’s North
Tower. The weather looked clear. He figured the accident involved a light aircraft and that
the pilot might have committed suicide. It was an oddity, not necessarily an act of
terrorism.

A little before 9:00 a.m., several visitors arrived outside Black’s office. They had no
appointment but they wanted to make a short courtesy call. The group included U.S. Navy
commander Kirk Lippold, who had been at the helm of the USS Cole the previous October
when Al Qaeda suicide bombers attacked the ship. He had driven over to the C.I.A. that
morning to receive an update from agency analysts about Al Qaeda.

Just as he prepared to greet Lippold, a phone on Black’s desk rang. His desk had
several secure telephone lines and he wasn’t sure how all of them worked. Yet he knew
that the one ringing was a nonsecure phone for sources or contacts that he didn’t want to
route through the C.I.A. switchboard. Most of the time when that line rang, the callers
were selling credit cards or oil changes.

He picked it up. It was an old friend, an officer from the C.I.A.’s paramilitary division.
They had worked together during the Angolan war. His friend had since risen to a senior
position at the agency. He happened that morning to be visiting the C.I.A.’s station in New
York, which was located in an office building next to the World Trade Center.

“Hey chief, we’ve got a problem,” the officer said. “I watched this 737-like civilian
airliner. I was watching the control surfaces of the aircraft. The pilot flew it into the



WorkdFraded@enter.”
He spoke in the clipped vernacular of battlefield operations. “We’ve been struck. I'm

evacuating my position.”™

R ich Blee walked across the hall to ALEC Station’s cluster of cubicles. “That’s Bin
Laden or Al Qaeda,” he said, pointing to a nearby television hanging from the ceiling.

“You can’t say that,” one of his colleagues objected. “It could be an accident. Every
time something happens, you can’t say that it’s Al Qaeda.”

They stood around arguing. There was a split verdict within ALEC Station, but most of
the analysts credited the possibility of an accident. ALEC analysts had written warning
report after warning report, briefing slide after briefing slide, for the White House and the
Bush cabinet. They had provided insights for the article in the President’s Daily Brief
received by George W. Bush on August 6, 2001, headlined BIN LADIN DETERMINED TO STRIKE
IN US.

“It’s Bin Laden,” Blee insisted to his colleagues.

They were still arguing among themselves at 9:03 a.m. when United Airlines Flight

175 struck the World Trade Center’s South Tower.6

G eorge Tenet raced up the George Washington Parkway to C.I.A. headquarters at
about eighty miles an hour. His security detail had pulled him out of a breakfast at a

downtown hotel after the first plane hit. Tenet called ahead and asked for the agency’s
senior leaders to assemble in 7D64, the director’s conference room at Old Headquarters.

Cofer Black grabbed an experienced administrative colleague on the C.T.C. staff as he
prepared to head upstairs. “Wherever I go today, you come right with me,” he told her.
“No matter who’s there, you come in. I want you to write down every order people give
me because I’'m not going to remember them all.”

At 9:37 a.m., American Airlines Flight 77 struck the Pentagon while flying about 530
miles per hour.

In Tenet’s conference room, there was “a lot of yelling and screaming,” as Charles
Allen, a sixty-five-year-old agency veteran in charge of intelligence collection, put it.

“We have to get out of here!” one senior officer exclaimed. “They’re heading for us!™?

At 9:40 a.m., Black and deputy C.I.A. director John McLaughlin spoke by secure video
link with Richard Clarke, the lead counterterrorism expert at the White House. Clarke
said the Federal Aviation Administration was uncertain how many other planes might
have been hijacked and still in the air. Several planes were not responding to air
controllers or were squawking signals that might indicate a hijack. There were rumors of

a car bombing at the State Department.®



(© kete@loMed@. Toffbcersawho accompanied Black upstairs mentioned to the group in 7D64 that
Ramzi Yousef, the ringleader of the bombing of the World Trade Center in 1993, had once
discussed flying a Cessna packed with explosives into C.I.A. headquarters. And here they
all were packed in together on the building’s highest floor.

“Let’s get out of here,” the head of Tenet’s personal security detail recommended.
“Let’s evacuate.”

Should we leave? Tenet asked his senior team.

“We should stay here and work on,” Charles Allen argued. “Where are we going to
go?™2

Tenet had risen in Washington as a staff member on Capitol Hill known for his
charisma and his succinct, colorful briefings. He explained later that he “didn’t want the
world to think we were abandoning ship,” yet he “didn’t want to risk the lives of our own
people unnecessarily,” and “we needed to have our leadership intact and able to make

decisions.”™?

He ordered the senior team downstairs. Around 10:00 a.m., he directed C.I.A.
personnel to evacuate the grounds. Within minutes every computer at the agency flashed
EVACUATE in red. Intelligence officers trudged down the stairwells. The evacuation did
not sit well with all of them; it felt like running away. When they got outside, they saw a
huge traffic jam as several thousand employees tried to drive out of the campus

simultaneously.

During the Cold War, the C.I.A. had maintained a secret, bunkered alternate campus
to which its leaders could retreat in the event of nuclear war. The alternate campus had
been eliminated from the federal budget after the fall of the Berlin Wall. The C.I.A. and its
budgeters in Congress had failed to prepare for an emergency on this scale. Tenet’s office
had the agency’s printing plant on the Langley campus as a nearby emergency site, if
needed. Charles Allen’s office had been working to build a new, survivable emergency
site, away from the campus, for the C.I.A. and other critical agencies of government, but

this was still a work in progress.12

Tenet now led a march of senior officers toward the C.I.A. printing plant, an
outbuilding across the campus. When they reached there, a technician set up a secure
terminal equipment, or S.T.E., line to the White House. Tenet raised Stephen Hadley, the
deputy national security adviser.

President Bush was by now in the air aboard Air Force One, en route to a Louisiana air
base. Vice President Dick Cheney had been hustled into a White House bunker. Secretary
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld was inside the smoldering Pentagon. Secretary of State
Colin Powell was traveling in Latin America. The country’s leaders communicated only
sporadically, and the attack still seemed to be in progress.

Hadley insisted that Tenet keep the S.T.E. line open to the White House continuously.
Because that channel was occupied, Charles Allen had no way to collect securely the latest
intercept reports from the National Security Agency about who might be responsible for
the airplane hijackings. Michael Hayden, the N.S.A. director, wanted to send over reports
providing preliminary evidence that Al Qaeda was responsible. Allen sent an N.S.A. liaison



©ffreerrbavkointor@yl.A. headquarters to pull these reports off a secure fax machine and
bring them to the printing plant.

Tenet talked to leaders at the F.B.I., the Federal Aviation Administration, State, the
National Security Agency, and other counterparts. He also tried to determine whether any
C.I.A. officers in the New York station had been killed. (None had, it turned out.)

Cofer Black finally cornered him.

All summer, it had been obvious from intelligence reporting that something big and
bad was coming. For weeks, Black had been thinking about how he would handle this day.
He had tried to imagine in advance a moment of great pressure when a lot of people
would be dead and he would have to speak forcefully to C.T.C.’s workforce and to his
superiors on the Seventh Floor.

“Sir, we’re going to have to exempt C.T.C.” from the C.I.A.-wide evacuation, Black told
Tenet. They would also need to exempt personnel from the Office of Technical Services,
which supported C.T.C. “We need to have our people working the computers.”

“They’re going to be at risk,” Tenet answered.

“We’re going to have to keep them in place. They have the key function to play in a
crisis like this.”

“Well, they could die.”

“Well, sir, then they’re just going to have to die.”

Tenet thought it over and replied, “You’re absolutely right.”:3

Black walked back toward New Headquarters, into the swarm of evacuating C.I.A.
employees.

Inside C.T.C., Black said that their job now was to explain to the president and his
cabinet what had just happened to the United States, who did it, and what might be

coming next.14

he Federal Aviation Administration had a liaison officer at C.T.C. He could access

airline passenger manifests. Rich Blee and his ALEC Station analysts were by now
certain that Al Qaeda had carried out the hijackings but to make that call firmly for the
White House they needed proof.

Blee asked the liaison officer to access the F.A.A.’s computers and obtain passenger
lists for the four known aircraft seized by hijackers. The officer said he could not do that.
These were American airliners filled with American citizens and under the law the C.I.A.
could not access private information about U.S. persons, he maintained. Blee was beside
himself. He asked F.B.I. agents deployed to ALEC Station to see what they could obtain

through the bureau’s channels.2>

The Hezbollah Branch’s analysts at C.T.C. were as certain as the ALEC team that the
hijackings had been carried out by their terrorists. The attack was a sophisticated,
complex operation that required planning and resources. Hezbollah had thousands of
fighters in southern Lebanon and a worldwide network strong enough to pull off such a
feat. Just a week or two earlier, the branch’s analysts had placed a provocative article in



theelassifiedb®ational Intelligence Digest arguing that Hezbollah was a more serious
threat to the United States than Al Qaeda. During the past two decades, Hezbollah units
had bombed American facilities in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Lebanon. The death toll
from Hezbollah attacks since the 1980s was higher than the death toll from Al Qaeda
strikes, the article had pointed out.

“This is Mughniyeh,” one of the Hezbollah analysts assured Blee, referring to Imad
Mughniyeh, then the notorious fugitive leader of Hezbollah’s Islamic Jihad Organization.

“It’s not Mughniyeh,” Blee said. Intelligence about a spectacular Al Qaeda attack had
been piling up all summer from multiple sources. There was no comparable threat stream

about Hezbollah. Yet the Hezbollah analysts were adamant. “Go for it,” Blee finally said.

Prove your case.1®

The analysts in ALEC Station’s cubicles all knew the history of Ramzi Yousef, the
architect of the first World Trade Center bombing in 1993. It was two years after that
when Yousef had also discussed flying a plane into C.I.A. headquarters. The husband of
one analyst worked at the Pentagon, which was now in flames. Other analysts had
children at home or school.

Blee decided to speak to the group.

He was not an easy man to read. He could be blunt. This morning, he tried to be calm.
The sensation of being under fire was not new to him. But for many Washington-bound
analysts at ALEC, this was a first.

Blee told them he understood that not everyone would feel that they could stay at
work, that some had families they would feel they needed to serve first. It was okay to
leave, he said. Still, he continued, “The country needs you. We need you. It’s hard, but try
to stay here.”

Blee had been reflecting on the fact that a hijacked plane might strike C.I.A.
headquarters at any minute. Yet he felt they would survive. A plane would have to fly
above the treetops around the C.I.A. campus and so it would almost inevitably strike the
New Headquarters’ upper floors. Even if the building pancaked, Blee figured, C.T.C.’s
bunkerlike ground floor would survive intact for a while and there would be time to get
outside. Here at last was a reason to be grateful for this miserable office space: Five
planes could land on C.I.A., Blee thought, and his workforce would probably crawl out
unharmed, like cockroaches.

One of the analysts on the team asked him about the C.I.A.’s defenses. “One of those
planes is probably headed our way. Are there surface-to-air missiles on the roof?”

“Sure, there are surface-to-air missiles,” Blee lied. “They’ve got them at the White
House. They’ve got them here, too.” His response was spontaneous. He was trying to keep
ALEC together. Also, lying was part of a case officer’s profession.

“We’re going to war,” Blee said. ALEC’s days of isolation were over. They would soon
be catapulted to the center of national decision making. Any proposals for attacking Al
Qaeda that had earlier been turned down by the Seventh Floor or the White House should
be revived and reconsidered. “Use your imagination,” Blee said.

All but two of the ALEC Station employees stayed at their desks, according to the

recollections of Blee’s colleagues.t?



© ketzBy.qqoonoittwvasnclear that the threat of additional kamikaze attacks on Washington had
passed. The F.B.I. sent over the passenger manifests for the four hijacked airliners by
about 1:00 p.m. ALEC Station’s analysts typically divided their work by geographical
region. Some covered Asia, others the Middle East or Africa. An F.B.I. analyst on
assignment to C.I.A. kept track of Al Qaeda’s domestic ties. Just a few weeks earlier, while
reviewing old cable traffic, she had recognized that a known Al Qaeda associate, Khalid al
Mihdhar, had obtained an American visa and flown to the United States in early 2000.
She had asked the F.B.I. to look for Mihdhar and a colleague, Nawaf al Hazmi, but the
search had barely started. Now the analyst saw their names on the American 77 passenger
list.

She approached Blee. “Here’s the smoking gun,” she said.18

D id September 11 vindicate the C.I.A.’s warnings about Al Qaeda or expose its failure to
prevent a disaster the agency might have stopped?

Tenet, Black, and Blee warned the Bush administration about Al Qaeda clearly and
repeatedly during 2001. They were not the only people in the government to issue such
warnings. Richard Clarke at the National Security Council repeatedly urged Condoleezza
Rice and other Bush administration leaders to focus on Bin Laden and take more
aggressive action. Al Qaeda specialists at the F.B.I. and the Justice Department also
understood well the threat Bin Laden posed.

In the two decades before 2001, the C.I.A. had sometimes failed in its mission to alert
presidents in advance to strategic risks and threats abroad. The agency’s analysts were
late to recognize the forces that swept the Soviet Union away. They were timid about
Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev’s potential as a reformer. The agency failed to detect or
predict India’s decision to test a nuclear bomb in 1998. On Al Qaeda, however, in 2001,
the C.I.A. had the big picture right and communicated warnings forcefully. In late June,
C.T.C. had alerted all station chiefs worldwide about the possibility of an imminent
suicide attack, and Tenet asked the chiefs to brief every ambassador. “Over the last
several months, we have seen unprecedented indications that Bin Ladin and his
supporters have been preparing for a terrorist operation,” that C.T.C. bulletin reported.
Other C.I.A. warning reports that month carried the headlines BIN LADIN ATTACKS MAY BE
IMMINENT and BIN LADIN AND ASSOCIATES MAKING NEAR-TERM THREATS. A daily C.I.A. analytical
product, the Senior Executive Intelligence Brief, carried an article on June 30 entitled BIN

LADIN PLANNING HIGH-PROFILE ATTACKS.2?

The C.I.A. did not know when or where the attack would occur, however. Blee said that
Bin Laden’s pattern in the past had been to have his suicide cells attack only when they
were ready, not according to any hard schedule. Based on the totality of the intelligence
available, Blee said, “Attack preparations have been made. . . . Multiple and simultaneous
attacks are possible, and they will occur with little or no warning.” Yet they had no
concrete evidence of any plan to strike inside the United States; their best guess was that



Al-@aeda woukdieontinue with its established pattern of striking American embassies or

defense facilities abroad.=?

Why did the C.I.A. have so little insight into the U.S. plot? Despite several years of
field operations and the recruitment of more than one hundred reporting agents inside
Afghanistan, ALEC Station had not penetrated Bin Laden’s planning. Al Qaeda’s
counterintelligence against potential moles was formidable. In counterterrorism, strategic
warning is vital, but tactical warning about dates and places saves lives. The C.I.A. had not
attained that fidelity about Al Qaeda.

Worse, as the F.B.I. analyst’s instant recognition of the “smoking gun” names on the
Flight 77 passenger manifest indicated, agency analysts had possessed for twenty-one
months intelligence that might have led to the disruption of the September 11 conspiracy.
Yet C.I.A. analysts in multiple stations and branches had failed to act adequately on its
importance.

In late 1999, operatives working with Malaysia’s Special Branch police had
photographed clandestinely a meeting of suspected Al Qaeda associates in Kuala Lumpur.
In January, they discovered Mihdhar’s name and the fact that he had a visa to travel to
the United States. In March, they learned his colleague Hazmi’s name as well and the fact
that both men had already flown to Los Angeles. Yet they took no action until August
2001. Soon after the information about Mihdhar and Hazmi was discovered, Doug Miller
and Mark Rossini, F.B.I. agents assigned to ALEC, drafted a cable reporting the facts to
the F.B.I. But a C.I.A. officer blocked them from releasing the cable. It is unclear why. The
failure to detect and locate Mihdhar and Hazmi would catalyze blame shifting between
the C.I.A. and the F.B.I. for years to come.

According to an investigation by the C.I.A.’s Office of Inspector General completed in
2005 but not declassified for another ten years, fifty to sixty individuals “read one or
more of six different C.I.A. cables containing travel information related to these
terrorists,” meaning Mihdhar and Hazmi. A majority of those who read the cables worked
at C.T.C. They were mainly C.I.A. analysts but also included four F.B.I. agents on

assignment to the agency.

The C.I.A. failed to place either Mihdhar or Hazmi on a State Department—managed
terrorist watch list that might have caused the men to be denied entry to the United
States or refused visas. (The list was not as significant as watch lists would become after
September 11—it did not have a “no fly” provision that airlines could automatically access
as passengers checked in, for example.) Mihdhar left the United States once after his
initial arrival and then returned, so if he had been on the State Department list, he might
have been refused entry the second time. “That so many individuals failed to act in this
case reflects a systemic breakdown—a breakdown caused by excessive workload,
ambiguities about responsibilities, and mismanagement of the program,” the C.I.A.
inspector general’s investigators later concluded. “Basically, there was no coherent,
functioning watchlisting program.”22 The investigators recommended that a C.I.A.
Accountability Board review Cofer Black, among others, for failing to perform to
professional standards, but Porter Goss, the C.I.A.’s director when the recommendation
was made, chose not to do so. Goss’s view was, first, that he was not interested in



eeprirendingtamyone who was no longer at C.I.A. (Black had left government by then.)
Second, Goss noted that no other agency involved in homeland security before September
11—not the F.B.I., not the Pentagon, not the Federal Aviation Administration—had felt it

necessary to single out any individual for responsibility.23

Later e-mail records suggest C.I.A. officers believed the information about Mihdhar
and Hazmi had been conveyed to the F.B.I. C.I.A. analysts told the inspector general that
they had communicated the details informally, over the telephone. Yet there is no
documentary evidence to support these recollections, according to the inspector general.
His investigators “found no evidence, and heard no claim from any party, that this
information was shared in any manner with the F.B.I. or that anyone in ALEC Station

took other appropriate operational action at that time.”2# Well into 2001, various analysts
reviewed the files but failed to recognize the significance of their information until it was
too late.

These failures are an indelible part of the “what if” history of September 11, the
possibility that the attacks might have been stopped, that thousands of lives might have
been spared, and that America’s foreign policy might not have pivoted in costly directions.
Yet that counterfactual requires a context. The gross domestic product of the United
States in 2001 was about $10.6 trillion. The budget of the federal government was about
$1.8 trillion. In fiscal 2001, the government enjoyed a $128 billion operating surplus. Yet
counterterrorism teams at the C.I.A. and the F.B.I. working on Al Qaeda and allied groups
received an infinitesimal fraction of the country’s defense and intelligence budget of
roughly $300 billion, the great majority of which went to the Pentagon, to support
conventional and missile forces. Bush’s national security deputies did not hold a meeting
dedicated to plans to thwart Al Qaeda until September 4, 2001, almost nine months after
President Bush took the oath of office. The September 11 conspiracy succeeded in part
because the democratically elected government of the United States, including the
Congress, did not regard Al Qaeda as a priority.

In the first days and months after the attack, in any event, the country had scant
appetite for reflection or accountability. President Bush needed answers and plans for
retaliation and the C.I.A. had them. September 11 empowered the Counterterrorist Center
and its leaders. It put the C.I.A. in a commanding position within the Bush national
security cabinet, with a degree of influence over national policy the agency had not
enjoyed at the White House since the days of anti-Communist proxy guerrilla war during
the 1980s. Overnight, Cofer Black and Rich Blee and their colleagues, promoted by their
persuasive boss, George Tenet, became vital authors of American military and foreign
policy.

They proceeded under certain assumptions. They believed that C.T.C.’s covert action
against Bin Laden after 1998 had been hamstrung by caution and fecklessness at the
White House and among the C.I.A.’s leaders. They feared what might be coming next and
believed they had to act quickly. Their aggression in the coming weeks “was not about
violence,” Black insisted later, “although we used the vocabulary of violence to shock and
impress and inspire various constituencies.” They needed to move fast in order to cause
Al Qaeda’s leaders to turn their attention away from planning or executing follow-on



@ktaeksytoreomcentrate instead on self-preservation. The gloves are off, they told
colleagues, a phrase that rapidly spread around the agency and the capital as a dangerous,
facile cliché.

The professional histories of Black, Blee, and others in leadership at the
Counterterrorist Center that September included long exposure to unconventional war in
Africa—arming and training proxy armies, working behind the scenes with small teams of
paramilitaries, empowering strongmen while accepting that few guerrilla leaders were
morally admirable. They preferred to let the locals carry the fight, enabled by the C.I.A.’s
money and technology, following a script that traced back to the secret operations of the
Office of Strategic Services during the Second World War, which laid the C.I.A.’s
foundations. The Defense Department typically required weeks or months to build the
logistics tail to support overseas ground operations. The C.I.A.’s value to the White House
over decades—part myth, part valid history—had always been that a hundred operations
officers with M4 rifles could go anywhere in a week and create mayhem without a lot of
care and feeding. Black’s conception of the C.I.A. as the “anti-military,” as he put it,
required improvising fast.25

The American public, shocked and angry on September 11, ready to support retaliation,
had no acquaintance with the men in the C.T.C. bunker. Yet the center’s leaders would
define the country’s initial reply to Bin Laden—a paramilitary war in Afghanistan, a
counterterrorist campaign against Al Qaeda worldwide. And they would influence many of
the legal, political, and diplomatic strategies that would shape those campaigns. The
coming war in Afghanistan would follow Africa Division rules.

hortly after 3:00 p.m. on September 11, Tenet told President Bush during a secure

videoconference that the C.I.A. was certain Al Qaeda had carried out the hijackings.
He went through the names and case histories of Mihdhar and Hazmi, and the fact that
they had been passengers on Flight 77. This was an Al Qaeda operation, the C.I.A. director
reported.

Rich Blee called Amrullah Saleh in Dushanbe on their secure line. Saleh had been
watching the news coverage but he wasn’t sure what the attacks would mean for
America’s willingness to arm the Council of the North. Saleh certainly did not expect the
United States to invade Afghanistan. At most, if Massoud’s men were lucky, the C.I.A.
might open its checkbook a little more generously, he thought. Saleh had made more lists
since his last call with Blee. He had written up an inventory of weapons and military gear
the Panjshiri guerrillas would need to hold the valley against the Taliban and Al Qaeda.

Saleh started to read off his list. Blee interrupted him. “This is a tragedy for my
country but it is going to change your country forever,” Blee said. The American response
to the hijackings was going to involve much more than an increased supply of grenades
and helicopters.

“This is now much beyond you,” Blee continued. “Consult your leaders because this is

going to come in ways—in scope and in scale—that you cannot imagine.”2%
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here was a psychologist working at C.T.C., an expert on terrorism. She mentioned to

Cofer Black that he should probably talk to the center’s workforce to address their
emotions.

Black asked her to walk around a little and take in the mood.

“Should I give one of my motivational speeches?” he asked after she had done so.

“These aren’t operators,” she advised him. They need reassurance. “You’re their father.
Speak to them like that.”

Black was accustomed to supervising case officers doing risky work. The style of
speech these officers appreciated was derived from fired-up football coaches exhorting
young men in locker rooms. Yet the C.T.C. analysts at New Headquarters in Virginia had
graduate degrees. They did not respond especially well to entering-the-jaws-of-hell talk.
Black made some notes. He called the workforce together on September 13.

“It really pains me to tell you this, but by the time this is all over, at the victory parade,
we will not all be there,” Black said. He guessed privately that around four or five dozen
C.I.A. personnel would perish or be captured in the coming fight in Afghanistan and
elsewhere. He was trying to sensitize the group to the losses he foresaw and to encourage
them to appreciate the friends and colleagues they saw in the hallway. There was silence.
A few wept.

He tried to lighten the mood. He told them what he had been doing over the last forty-
eight hours. He had met with President Bush. The president had already given him a
nickname, “Heffer,” because apparently Bush couldn’t remember “Cofer” and “I am sort
of a hefty guy.”

Black also told them that his favorite movie was Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure, a
1989 science fiction comedy about two teenage slackers who use a time machine to travel
through history. Even those around him who were crying laughed.

“Be excellent to each other,” Black went on. “Give everyone a break. We’re all doing
the best we can.” He was thinking about a colleague on the analytical side of C.T.C. who
had reported that a neighbor had confronted her and told her that she was partly
responsible for September 11, sending her into tears. These were dark days, Black felt,
many in C.T.C. were racked by guilt, the emotions were raw, and he struggled, too, to hold
a measured tone.

He added, “If you remember one thing from this, I’d like it to be that we’re the good

guys, and we’re going to win.”2?



(c) ketabton.com: The Digital Library

THREE

Friends Like These

ave Smith had an office on the third floor of the U.S. embassy in Islamabad,

Pakistan, near the C.I.A. station, in the chancery’s secure area. In September 2001,

he was ten months into his fourth deployment to Pakistan. His business card read
“Colonel David O. Smith, United States Army Attaché.” This was slightly fictitious. He had
served in the Army for thirty years and had risen to the rank of colonel but had recently
retired. The Defense Intelligence Agency had recruited him as a civilian under a program
designed to improve Pentagon reporting from hard countries, including Pakistan. After
some rumination, the Pentagon’s lawyers had signed off on a plan to allow Smith to call
himself an active United States Army officer and even to wear his uniform in Pakistan

when the occasion required.!

The D.I.A. was the Pentagon’s intelligence arm, headquartered at Bolling Air Force
Base, adjacent to Washington’s low-income Anacostia neighborhoods. Its collectors and
analysts provided intelligence to the secretary of defense and uniformed commanders, as
well as to the White House and other government customers. The D.I.A.’s budget dwarfed
the C.I.A.’s but it had none of Langley’s fame and little of its influence. Its leaders
struggled to reconcile the requirements of military discipline with the law-skirting
tradecraft of human intelligence collection, or “humint.” Yet the D.I.A. housed some of
America’s most experienced, best-sourced experts on foreign armies, among other
subjects.

Dave Smith was one. He was a meticulous, balding man then in his midfifties. He was
easily overlooked, useful for an intelligence officer. He had grown up in Missouri, where
his father worked at an oil refinery. His ancestors had fought in many American wars, but
Smith was the first in his family to graduate from college and the first to be
commissioned as an officer. He served initially in the artillery but later joined the Army’s
Foreign Area Officer Program. It deployed mid-ranking officers to embassies worldwide,
where they collected information on host country militaries and their intelligence wings.

In 1982, Smith enrolled at the Pakistan Army’s prestigious Command and Staff
College in Quetta, where he befriended Pakistani officers on track for promotion. He kept
up those relationships when he deployed to the U.S. embassy in Islamabad as an attaché
in the late 1980s, just as the C.I.A.’s covert action program to thwart the Soviet Union in
Afghanistan was winding down, and then again in the mid-1990s, as the Taliban rose to
power. By the time the D.I.A. recruited Smith in late 2000 to return to Islamabad under



¢ightecovers thie Bakistan Army officers he had first met almost two decades earlier had
risen to become commanding generals. One of them was Mahmud Ahmed, the director-
general of the Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate, or 1.S.1., Pakistan’s most powerful
intelligence agency, the locus of the country’s covert operations to aid Taliban rule in
Afghanistan.

Smith and Mahmud shared an interest in military history. Over the years, they had
enjoyed dinner at each other’s houses. During his tour in the mid-1990s, Smith had run a
military history club for Islamabad expatriates. Mahmud was then director-general of
military intelligence, a separate organization from I.S.I. that concentrated on battlefield
information and India’s military deployments. At that time, the United States had
imposed economic sanctions on Pakistan because of its nuclear program; relations
between the two countries were badly strained. Still, Mahmud visited Smith’s house to
talk to his history club about Pakistan’s 1965 war with India, a subject the Pakistani
general had studied closely. Mahmud also had an abiding interest in the American Civil
War. He could talk for hours about the tactical decisions of Robert E. Lee and George

Meade.2

Mahmud embodied all the contradictions and mysteries that Pakistan’s top generals
presented to their American counterparts. He wore a bushy gray mustache and aviator
sunglasses, carried a swagger stick as part of his uniform, and salted his monologues
about history and war with references to Western literature. He played tennis. His wife
was well educated, as was his daughter. The general once told a C.I.A. officer in Pakistan
that he and his daughter were reading Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time
together so they could discuss its theories of the universe. At the same time, Mahmud
served as the paymaster of the obscurantist Taliban and, through them, as Al Qaeda’s

enabler in Afghanistan.3

In this he carried out Pakistan’s national policy. The country had lost three wars with
India since its establishment as an independent Muslim homeland in 1947, birthed from
the ashes of the British empire. Despite repeated battlefield failures, Pakistan’s generals
had enriched and empowered themselves over decades by cultivating a nationalism that
stoked the fear that India sought to weaken and dismember their country. (After winning
the 1971 Indo-Pakistani War, India had severely damaged Pakistan by fostering the
establishment of independent Bangladesh, formerly East Pakistan.) By 2001, however,
India was decoupling from its long rivalry with Pakistan. India’s economy was booming.
Its generals and foreign policy strategists professed to be more concerned about China
than about their dysfunctional sibling neighbor to the west. Yet the Pakistan Army used
fear of India as a justification for dominating Pakistan’s politics.

Pakistan had a smaller population and a weaker industrial base than India. To
compensate, the army had built nuclear bombs to deter an Indian military invasion. To
destabilize its enemy, and to pursue Pakistan’s decades-old goal of acquiring all of
disputed Kashmir’s territory, I.S.I. covertly armed, trained, and infiltrated Islamist rebels
into Indian-held Kashmir, where the guerrillas blew up police stations, carried out
kidnappings, and assaulted Indian Army posts.



© eRakistarbsopamilitary leaders directed the 1.S.1., an institution of about twenty-five
thousand people. The spy service had three distinct categories of employees. There were
senior leaders like General Mahmud who spent the bulk of their careers in the army,
navy, or air force and then rotated through the intelligence service in supervisory roles,
on tours of two to four years. The second group consisted of active military officers of the
rank of colonel or below who had been directed into I.S.I. after failing to make the cut for
promotion to generalship. Two thirds or more of Pakistan Army officers rising through
the ranks were not destined to become generals, so at a certain point they were assigned
to branches of service where they could rise as high as colonel. Some went into logistics,
others into administration, and some entered into careers in intelligence, which allowed
some of them to serve in uniform at I.S.I. for many years. The presence of these officers
in the middle-upper ranks of I.S.I. further connected the institution to the Pakistan
military’s leadership. Still, the day-to-day work even within I.S.1.’s less secretive
directorates could be very different from that of the military, because of the strict
compartmentalization of information. An officer would not have any idea what the man
in the next office was doing. Information was telescoped to the top, where only the most
senior generals had complete visibility.

There was also a large civilian component of 1.S.I., working under contract. These
ranks included watchers and thugs who kept track of foreign diplomats and other
surveillance targets in Islamabad, Lahore, Karachi, and elsewhere. They also included
specialists who manipulated and intimidated politicians and journalists. The civilians
cultivated an aura of menace and self-importance. They allowed military officers to keep
their distance from the roughest business, including murder, if they chose.

The range of 1.S.1.’s activity within Pakistan and outside the country was vast. The
service was organized into a series of directorates underneath the director-general, who
was always a serving three-star general, as Mahmud was. Two-star generals led the major
directorates. There were full directorates or subsidiary wings dedicated to
counterterrorism, counterintelligence, and Pakistani domestic politics, for example. The
analysis directorate was a prestigious post that produced white papers and memos and
managed international liaison. I.S.I. ran stations in Pakistani embassies devoted to spying
abroad. A technical directorate managed eavesdropping in concert with the army’s Signal
Corps.#

Buried in this bureaucracy lay the units devoted to secret operations in support of the
Taliban, Kashmiri guerrillas, and other violent Islamic radicals—Directorate S, as it was
referred to by American intelligence officers and diplomats. It was also known as “S
Wing” or just “S.” (During the Cold War, the K.G.B. also had a “Directorate S” that ran the
spy service’s “illegals” operations, meaning espionage carried out by trained officers and
agents who operated abroad under deep cover. The 1.S.I. version had similar aspects, if an
entirely different ideological basis.) Directorate S partially resembled the C.I.A.’s Special
Activities Division, in charge of covert paramilitary operations. Officers inside 1.S.1.
sometimes used other names for the external operations units—the Afghan Cell, the
Kashmir Cell, Section 21, or Section 24. Veterans of Pakistan’s Special Services Group, a



eemmende organdzation, primarily staffed the 1.S.1.’s covert war cells, just as the C.I.A.
drew its paramilitary specialists from the ranks of U.S. Special Forces.

To enlarge Pakistan’s sphere of influence in Afghanistan during the 1990s, Directorate
S covertly supplied, armed, trained, and sought to legitimize the Taliban. That a tennis-
playing Gettysburg aficionado oversaw these operations was not remarkable. Black
Label-sipping Pakistani generals with London flats and daughters on Ivy League
campuses had been managing jihadi guerrilla campaigns against India and in Afghanistan
for two decades. By 2001, however, C.I.A. and D.I.A. analysts were circulating reports that
some 1.S.I. and army officers had become increasingly influenced by the radical ideologies
of their clients. This raised the possibility that generals with a millenarian or
revolutionary outlook might capture the Pakistani state and its nuclear bombs. The
classified reports singled out Mahmud Ahmed as one Pakistani general who had
undergone a religious conversion, to the point where, in Mahmud’s case, his “evident
personal enthusiasm for the Taliban . . . appeared to go well beyond considerations of
Pakistani national interest,” as a C.I.A. officer who worked with the general later put it.
Mahmud considered this a misunderstanding. He had not suddenly “become” religious.
He had been conservatively faithful since school days. The issue arose, he felt, only
because he had risen to command of 1.S.I. and had therefore come under intense
scrutiny.>

Dave Smith’s superiors at D.I.A. had hoped that his long friendship with Mahmud
might allow for deeper engagement with him. But after Smith arrived in Islamabad,
Mahmud snubbed him. Smith thought he understood why: Mahmud had taken a lot of
heat on visits to Washington over Pakistan’s support for the Taliban, and he wanted to
signal that he did not have much use for Americans anymore. The general’s assistants
told Smith he was too busy to meet and they pushed him off on 1.S.1.’s director-general of
analysis. Smith persisted. Finally, in May 2001, Mahmud had invited his old friend to his
office at I.S.I. headquarters for tea and a chat.

I slamabad is a planned capital dating to the 1960s, tucked into the Margalla Hills. It
lacks the grandeur and beauty of Lahore, the Punjabi seat of Mughal tombs and
gardens, and it evinces little of the ungoverned chaos of Karachi. It was designed as an
international enclave, a kind of fantasy theme park of what a modernizing, prosperous
Pakistan might eventually become. The city is laid out on a grid system. I.S.I.’s
headquarters occupied an unmarked compound in the G/6 section, nestled behind a ten-
foot wall. The main I.S.I. building was old and in need of renovation. It was so close to the
main road, Khayaban-e-Shurawardy, that a well-placed truck bomb might damage it
badly. The security measures at the 1.S.I. entrance in mid-2001 were not rigid, especially if
Smith called ahead and provided his diplomatic car’s license plate number. The 1.S.I.
guards popped his trunk, used mirrors to check the chassis for any sign of explosives,
made sure there were no unauthorized passengers in the vehicle, and waved him through.
Smith’s driver pulled inside and deposited the “colonel” at the front door. The 1.S.1.’s chief



©f-protocolkeseorted the American to the second floor.

Mahmud’s modest-size office lay away from the street. A portrait of Mohammed Ali
Jinnah, the founder of Pakistan, hung on the wall behind the desk, a standard decoration
in government offices. There was a large wooden plaque carved with the names and
service dates of previous spy chiefs. Mahmud directed Smith to a sofa. An aide joined
them to take notes. Smith pulled out his own pad and pen. A chaprassi served tea, cakes,
and sandwiches and then withdrew.

Smith said he hoped to hear Mahmud’s views about the role of Islam in the Pakistan
Army. Mahmud said he would be happy to discuss it, but first he had to provide some
“context.” Mahmud was notorious for long monologues; here came another.

“This part of the world is still going through a demographic metamorphosis. It is still
recovering from colonialism,” the I.S.I. director said. “There’s a lot of resentment toward
the West.” Moreover, he continued, “Islam is misunderstood in the West. Islam sees no
distinction between religion and the state.” This had been true of Christianity in Europe
for many centuries, until the Enlightenment, Mahmud added. “The Pakistan Army is not
completely insulated from this thinking,” he went on, meaning that the army enlists
soldiers who have been raised in village settings where there is no separation of church
and state. Enlisted men learn “all kinds of prejudices” from village mullahs before they
even enter the army. In recent years, the army had tried to teach them a “moderate” faith,
he said, and had placed a great deal of emphasis on reeducation. The great majority of
Pakistanis and especially the rank and file of the army were motivated, conservative, and
stable Muslims.

In the mid-1990s, he had been assigned command of Pakistan’s Twenty-third
Division, headquartered at Jhelum, near the heavily militarized Line of Control that
divided Kashmir between de facto Indian and Pakistani sovereignty. There, on the front
lines, Mahmud said, brother Pakistan Army officers had urged him to reexamine his faith.
“I knew my military topics but was ignorant about religion. The men would come to me
for military advice but go to the maulvi for moral guidance. In my pursuit of unity of
command it was necessary for me to educate myself about religion. I took it upon myself
to study Islam,” he said. “I wanted unity of command—Dboth tactical and moral.” This was
not an outlook that should alarm the United States, Mahmud continued. Islam in
Pakistan was becoming “conservative and orthodox,” not revolutionary. That is, it might
be considered fundamentalist, but it did not seek political upheaval. The Taliban,
Mahmud believed, represented a similar strain of faith—from the American perspective,

an essentially harmless, inward-facing orthodoxy.2

Smith wrote up the conversation in reporting cables. His account did little to calm
those at C.I.A. and the Pentagon who feared that 1.S.I. was commanded by a politically
restless, religiously recommitted general who oversaw what amounted to an alliance
between a nuclear state and Al Qaeda.

That summer, following Smith’s encounter amid the surge of alarming reports about
Al Qaeda’s plans for a big attack, the United States redoubled its efforts to cultivate
Mahmud, in the hope that the I.S.I. chief might use his influence with the Taliban’s
leadership to persuade them to either expel or betray Osama Bin Laden. George Tenet



flewseeretlyde Pakistan to meet with Mahmud. To reciprocate for his hospitality to
Tenet, the C.I.A. invited Mahmud to Washington and promised to arrange high-level
meetings across the new Bush administration and in Congress. The 1.S.1. director’s visit
was to end on September 9 and Mahmud and his wife were booked on the Pakistan
International Airlines flight out of New York on the evening of September 10. However,
he stayed to accept a late invitation to have breakfast at the Capitol on the morning of
September 11, with Porter Goss and Bob Graham, the chairs of the House and Senate
Intelligence Committees, respectively. They were mid-meal when aides rushed in

shouting that they had to evacuate immediately.”

VV endy Chamberlin, the newly arrived U.S. ambassador to Pakistan in 2001, was a

career foreign service officer who had been posted previously to Laos, Malaysia, and
Zaire. It was about 7:30 p.m. in Pakistan when United Airlines Flight 175 struck the South
Tower. She called Dave Smith and half a dozen other senior aides to her upstairs living
quarters within the embassy compound, where she had CNN on the television. As they
watched in shock and discussed security measures, the ambassador’s young daughters sat
at a desk to one side, doing their homework.

General Tommy Franks, in charge of Central Command, the military headquarters
that had responsibility for the Middle East, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, called her the next
morning. “You need to tell Musharraf they’re either with us or against us,” Franks told
Chamberlin, referring to General Pervez Musharraf, Pakistan’s president and chief of
army staff. “They need to get a very strong statement out as soon as possible.” But
Chamberlin did not report to the Pentagon. She waited for instructions from Colin Powell
at the State Department before she telephoned Musharraf.

Musharraf was on a ship in the Arabian Sea, observing naval exercises. “You should be
very clear that you support the United States at this time,” Chamberlin said when she
reached him by satellite phone.

“Come on, Wendy, Al Qaeda could not have done this,” Musharraf said. “They’re in
caves. They don’t have the technology to do something like this.”

“General, frankly, I disagree. They did this with box cutters.”®

The next afternoon, September 12, Dave Smith drove to the Pakistan Army’s General
Headquarters in Rawalpindi, near Islamabad, to meet Tariq Majid, the two-star general
who ran military intelligence. He worked in an L-shaped building that also housed
Musharraf’s official army office. (As commander of the military and president, Musharraf
had offices in both Rawalpindi and Islamabad.) The inevitable portrait of Jinnah hung on
one wall. A small door led off the main office to a map room filled with current
intelligence charts depicting Indian military deployments. Smith was the rare outsider
who got a glimpse of the uncovered estimates. Majid was another of the Pakistani officers
he had befriended two decades earlier.

Smith asked how the Pakistan Army’s commanders were reacting to the attacks on
New York and Washington. Majid said that India’s external intelligence service, the



Researeh arrdiAmabysis Wing, or R.A.W., was planting “false rumors” to implicate Pakistan
in terrorism and the attacks. “There is concern that hostile states like India will use the
attacks to gain an advantage over Pakistan,” he said. He added that he was not convinced
that Al Qaeda was responsible for the hijackings.

“It’s one possibility, but there are others—the Red Army Faction or some similar
European group,” he said, referring to Marxist radicals of the Cold War era, now mostly
defunct. He also mentioned Pakistanis who were living in Bolivia as possible suspects—a

theory so far-fetched that Smith wasn’t sure what to say.?

n Washington, Powell and Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage drafted seven

requirements to be presented to Pakistan as a “with us or against us” ultimatum.
Armitage delivered the list to Mahmud in the form of a “nonpaper,” or unofficial memo,
at a “businesslike” State Department meeting on September 13. Mahmud pointed out “the
inconsistency of U.S. attitudes toward Pakistan since our creation and the hostile feelings
it has engendered among our people against the U.S.” The same demands came to Wendy
Chamberlin as written instructions. She had a previously scheduled meeting with
Musharraf on September 13, Pakistan time, nine hours ahead of Washington. The
meeting was a formal ritual of protocol where Chamberlin would present her credentials
as the American ambassador.

First on the list of demands was “Stop Al Qaeda operatives at your border, intercept
arms shipments through Pakistan and end all logistical support for Bin Laden.” In
addition, American warplanes should enjoy “blanket overflight and landing rights.” The
United States should have access to Pakistani naval and air bases “as needed.” Also,
Pakistan should “immediately” provide intelligence and immigration information about
terrorist suspects. Pakistan should publicly denounce the September 11 attacks and
“continue to publicly condemn terrorism against the U.S. and its friends or allies.” I.S.I.
should cut off all fuel shipments to the Taliban and block all Pakistani volunteers from
fighting in Afghanistan. Finally, should the evidence “strongly implicate” Al Qaeda and
should the Taliban continue to harbor Bin Laden, Pakistan should break diplomatic
relations with the Taliban and help the United States “destroy Osama Bin Laden and his

Al Qaeda network.”.9

Chamberlin departed the American embassy in a horse-drawn carriage; the pomp was
part of the ceremony of presenting an ambassador’s credentials. She clopped up to
Musharraf’s grand office at the Aiwan-e-Sadr, the recently built presidential palace on
Constitution Avenue. In Musharraf’s reception room, Chamberlin read out the demands,
and asked, as she had been instructed to do, “Are you with us or against us?” She added,
“Come on, General Musharraf, I know you are with us because we have talked.”

“I am with you and not against you,” Musharraf said immediately, but rather than
address Chamberlin’s specific requests, he filibustered. He launched into complaints
about American “betrayals” of Pakistan in the past. The United States had used Pakistan
as a frontline ally against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan, then abandoned the region



evhenrthenwarawvaswon, leaving Pakistan with a massive burden of refugees, gun violence,
and heroin addiction.

“That’s in the past,” Chamberlin said. Pakistan could now be either a “clear enemy” of
the United States or a “clear friend.” If it became a friend, many good things could result,
she said.

Musharraf returned to his litany of complaints about America’s unreliability.

“I'm not hearing anything different from what you said before these attacks,”
Chamberlin said. “What do we need to do? We can help you get what you want. We need
your help to get what we want.”

“It’s hard for me to sign up to support a military operation that lacks any details,”
Musharraf argued. “I can’t just send two brigades onto Afghan soil.”

He said he was willing to cooperate with the United States, but he would require help
to explain his betrayal of the Taliban to the Pakistani people. Washington had
misunderstood his position on the Taliban, he said. India was mounting a strong
propaganda effort to portray Pakistan as synonymous with extremism.

“Frankly, General Musharraf, I have not heard what I need to tell my president,”
Chamberlin finally said.

“Well, we will support you unstintingly,” Musharraf answered. Yet he needed to
consult with his generals and cabinet before he could formally answer the seven

American demands.X

Pervez Musharraf had a formidable ego. He was a Pakistani nationalist but not
especially pious. There was no suggestion that he had undergone a religious
recommitment like General Mahmud’s. Indeed, there was little evidence that Musharraf
sought a unity of the “tactical and moral” in his life; he seemed above all to be a tactician.
He had been educated in Catholic schools in Karachi and spent much of his boyhood in
secular Turkey. Musharraf had faced expulsion from the army as a young officer because
of discipline infractions. He salvaged his career in the Special Services Group, or S.S.G., as
a commando. He won a gallantry award during the 1971 war for operating behind Indian
lines. As he rose to become a four-star general and lead the army as chief of staff, he did
not take advice easily. He remained a risk taker but did not always win. In 1999, he had
authorized a reckless covert invasion of Indian-held Kashmir by Pakistani soldiers
disguised as guerrillas; the operation touched off a small war with India and failed utterly.
That same year, Musharraf had seized power from Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif in a coup
d’état. General Mahmud had secured Musharraf’s coup by leading forces into the streets
of Islamabad. Musharraf then appointed him to I.S.I.

Musharraf presided over Pakistan as a military dictator that September but he still
required support from his fellow generals, particularly the nine three-stars who
constituted the corps commanders. They held direct control of the Pakistan Army’s men
and weapons.

After putting off Wendy Chamberlin on the 13th, Musharraf jawboned his generals
and admirals, as well as his civilian cabinet, newspaper editors, and politicians, to prepare
them for what he regarded as a necessary swerve in Pakistan’s foreign and security policy.



deressenceod Musharraf’s argument during these critical days was: If Pakistan did not
manage this moment of crisis to its advantage, India would.

Musharraf faced resistance from several corps commanders, however, and from
Mahmud at I.S.I. The dissenters believed it was unconscionable and dangerous for
Pakistan to abandon the Taliban and align with the United States as it prepared to attack a
Muslim country, an attack that would no doubt kill and maim many civilians. Musharraf
tried to assure these doubters that he would preserve Pakistan’s national interests, that
he was only doing what was necessary. As he put it later, “We were on the borderline of
being . . . declared a terrorist state—in that situation, what would happen to the Kashmir
cause?”

The approach Musharraf sold in private was that he would tell the Americans, “Yes,
but...” as the Pakistani journalist Ahmed Rashid characterized it. Recalled Abdul Sattar,
then Pakistan’s foreign minister, who heard Musharraf’s sales pitch: “We agreed that we
would unequivocally accept all U.S. demands, but then later we would express our private
reservations to the U.S., and we would not necessarily agree with all the details.”

“The stakes are high,” Musharraf told Bush over a secure telephone. “We are with
you.” Yet it was obvious from the start that Musharraf saw Afghanistan and Al Qaeda
through his own prism. “In almost every conversation we had,” Bush recalled, “Musharraf

accused India of wrongdoing.”'2

VV endy Chamberlin met Musharraf a second time on September 15, this time at his

home, Army House, the whitewashed, colonial-era residence of Pakistan’s top
military officer, in Rawalpindi. “Yes, but” was already in full swing. Musharraf’s posture
was “I’m going to share with you my concerns, but these are not conditions.” Chamberlin
felt his caveats were not expressions of resistance but “gentle” reminders of Pakistan’s
interests as it turned from ally of the Taliban to collaborator with America.

On the Bush administration’s demand to seal the Afghan-Pakistan border, Musharraf
said, frankly, that was impossible. “The entire Frontier Corps is insufficient for such an
operation,” he said, referring to the tens of thousands of locally raised paramilitary troops
that Pakistan maintained in forts and posts along the long mountainous border. “But we
will try.”

Allowing American planes to overfly Pakistani territory would be “no problem,”
Musharraf said, but he asked for the U.S. and Pakistani militaries to map out specific air
corridors. “We are concerned that India might try to intrude into airspace the U.S. wants
to use—we are sensitive about our nuclear installations.” Musharraf said the United
States should tell India to “lay off and stay off.”

Musharraf had questions about what sort of war the United States intended to wage in
Afghanistan. “Short and swift operations will be better than massive ones,” he said.
Would the United States go “after all the Taliban or just their leaders? It would be best to
focus on just taking out terrorists like Al Qaeda.” That, of course, would leave the Taliban,
Pakistan’s ally, largely intact.



© kebbecsupgestedinviting Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and the smaller Gulf States into the
American-led coalition to fight the coming Afghan war. That would add other Muslim
nations to the cause. “Neither India nor Israel should be part of any U.S. coalition,”
Musharraf insisted. “They are not friends of Pakistan.”

India, he said at one point, is “not trying to help you so much as they are trying to fix
us as terrorists.”

Also, Musharraf urged, “Kashmir should be kept out of this.” He urged the United
States not to “equate terrorism in Afghanistan with terrorism in Kashmir.” Finally,
Musharraf wondered what Afghanistan was going to look like “when the operations are
over.” The postwar regime in Kabul “must be a pro-Pakistan . . . government that is
inclusive of all Afghans.”’3

In the days ahead, Musharraf and Mahmud advanced these talking points relentlessly
in meeting after meeting with American officials. One theme was: The Taliban are not the
same as Al Qaeda and can be engaged or at least divided in service of American goals in
Afghanistan. Another was: India is spreading lies about Pakistan, seeking to exploit your
tragedy. A third went: The Northern Alliance created and led by Ahmad Shah Massoud,
the C.IA. favorite, is made up of murderous thugs from the country’s ethnic minorities
and cannot govern Afghanistan.

Musharraf considered the Taliban’s emir, Mullah Mohammad Omar, to be a stubborn
man with a tenuous grasp of international politics. Negotiating with him, Musharraf had

found, was like “banging one’s head against the wall.”*¢ Yet the broader Taliban
movement was important to Pakistan, as the country’s generals conceived of Pakistan’s
interests. Partly this was because the Taliban could be understood as an expression of
ethnic Pashtun nationalism as well as of religious ideology. The Pashtuns were a tribally
organized community bound by centuries of history along the Afghan-Pakistan border as
well as by a distinct language. Throughout British imperial rule in South Asia, they had
managed to preserve a sense of independence and autonomy, including the right to mete
out their own tribal justice under arms, and the right to enforce their own socially
conservative mores. Almost all Taliban were ethnic Pashtuns. The Taliban had captured
and exploited the grievances and anxieties of Pashtuns during the brutal Afghan civil war
of the 1990s. Pashtuns lived on both sides of the Pakistan-Afghan border. In Afghanistan,
they made up about half of the population, concentrated in the south and east. In
Pakistan, they constituted a minority of about 15 percent, but an influential and restive
one. The future of Pashtun politics would affect Pakistan’s internal stability, and the
Taliban’s outlook had become a part of Pashtun politics. At the same time, while the
Taliban’s Islamic radicalism might pose a revolutionary danger to Pakistan, it also
intimidated India—that was another reason for Pakistan’s India-obsessed generals to
support the movement.

The task facing Musharraf at that moment of crisis in September 2001 was not
necessarily to preserve the life of Mullah Mohammad Omar, but to legitimize at least
some Taliban elements in the eyes of the United States and the international community.
Musharraf told Wendy Chamberlin at Army House that a postwar government in

Afghanistan, in addition to being “pro-Pakistan,” should also be “Pashtun dominated.”>



FertwordeeadesydnS.1. had tried to control Islamist Pashtun parties to influence Afghan
politics; it was not about to stop now.
“Extremism is not in every Taliban,” Musharraf told Colin Powell as the American-led

Afghan war neared. “One knows for sure that there are many moderate elements.”®

C ase officers in the C.I.A.’s Islamabad Station had been recruiting Taliban agents and
contacts for several years, primarily to collect intelligence about Bin Laden and Al
Qaeda in Afghanistan. The agency’s most active recruiter until the summer of 2001 was
Chris Wood, a second-generation C.I.A. officer. His father had risen into the Senior
Intelligence Service before retiring. Wood had started out as a teenager working at
headquarters in the security section, watching janitors and maintenance men in the
hallways to make sure they didn’t try to steal any classified materials. He moved over to
the agency mail room while attending George Mason University in northern Virginia. As a
young officer he learned Farsi, Iran’s dominant language, a close cousin of the Dari
spoken in Afghanistan. Wood worked Iranian operations for a number of years, but as
penetrating the Taliban became a C.I.A. priority in the late 1990s he rotated to Islamabad,
where he could use his Dari to recruit Afghan agents. He became renowned within the
Near East/South Asia division of the Directorate of Operations for taking a large number
of “hostile meetings,” as they were called in C.I.A. vernacular. These were meetings taken
by career C.I.A. officers with paid reporting agents or informal contacts where it seemed
possible that the individual might be armed and dangerous. Wood would drive a sport
utility vehicle with the passenger seat unoccupied and an armed colleague—a contractor
or a fellow case officer—would sit in the backseat, ready to shoot. They would wind
through Islamabad, Rawalpindi, or Peshawar to an agreed-upon intersection, roll up to
where the Taliban agent was waiting, invite him into the car, and drive away. From these
tense, fractured conversations with informers, as well as less fraught meetings with anti-
Taliban Pashtun activists and other local sources, the C.I.A. had developed insights about

the Taliban’s leadership and its attitudes toward Al Qaeda.t”

In 2001, C.I.A. analysts reported to the Bush cabinet that “the Taliban is not a
monolithic organization,” as then—deputy C.I.A. director John McLaughlin recalled. Their
analysis was “There are ideological adherents but many others are with them because it is
how you get money and guns.” The logic implied by this conclusion was “There has to be a

way to drive wedges in the organization.”™8

The C.I.A. had identified individuals in the Taliban leadership who claimed to disagree
with Mullah Mohammad Omar’s policy of providing sanctuary to Bin Laden and Al Qaeda
because harboring terrorists deprived the Taliban government—formally known as the
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan—of international recognition and aid.

Bob Grenier was the Islamabad station chief, in charge of the C.I.A.’s efforts from
Pakistan to split the Taliban and somehow capture or kill Bin Laden. Grenier was a wiry,
fit Dartmouth alumnus then in his late forties. He was a forceful, clear writer who had
studied professional management philosophies as he rose as a case officer into the Senior



IndeldigerrcerBerviee. After a long career, Grenier found the C.I.A. could be “arrogant,
insular and parochial,” and while he “enthusiastically shared that culture,” he was also

“wary of it.” He assessed himself as a “contrarian.”® Grenier had wide field experience
but he had arrived in Islamabad in 1999 after holding supervisory office roles in Virginia
for the previous five years. The September 11 attacks thrust Grenier into sudden
prominence on the Seventh Floor as an adviser to Tenet and the White House on critical
questions about which the Bush administration had scant expertise.

For example: Could the 1.S.I. be trusted for anything, and if so, what? To what extent
should the United States accommodate Pakistan’s demands as the war in Afghanistan
unfolded? Could the Taliban be split or otherwise persuaded to betray Bin Laden and Al
Qaeda, or should they be regarded as a unified enemy to be attacked without mercy or
compromise?

Grenier maintained channels to Taliban leaders. In January 2001, at a U.S. embassy
reception, he had met Mullah Abdul Jalil Akhund, the Taliban’s deputy foreign minister.
Grenier had suggested they stay in touch and had provided Jalil with an Immarsat

satellite telephone. They spoke regularly.2©

After the attacks on New York and Washington, Grenier called Jalil and suggested
they meet in Quetta. Mullah Akhtar Mohammad Osmani, commander of the Taliban’s
Southern Zone, accompanied Jalil. Osmani said he had Mullah Mohammad Omar’s
permission to parley with the C.I.A., to develop proposals that might break the impasse
over Al Qaeda. They talked for hours, exchanging threats and proposals. Grenier
suggested the Taliban could stand aside while U.S. forces snatched Bin Laden. Grenier
had no authority to make such a deal, but he was trying to develop a plan that could be
presented to the White House as an option. The United States needed some kind of
Pashtun strategy—an uprising, a deal with Mullah Mohammad Omar, some intervention
closer to the heart of the Taliban—Al Qaeda nexus than working with Ahmad Shah
Massoud’s surviving commanders in the Northern Alliance was ever going to provide. The
most Grenier could extract, however, was an assertion that the Taliban “would not risk
the destruction of their nation for the sake of one man.”

I\/I ahmud Ahmed returned from Washington on September 15. He had used his time to

lobby the C.I.A.’s leadership for one last chance to persuade Mullah Mohammad
Omar to betray Al Qaeda. In Bob Grenier the I.S.I. chief now had an ally. They met as
soon as Mahmud landed in Islamabad.

Grenier provided “a lengthy, arm-waving, account” of his discussions with the Taliban
in Quetta. Here was the sort of opening 1.S.I. had been hoping for, to preserve the Taliban
without alienating the United States. Mahmud said he would fly to Kandahar on the 17th
to negotiate directly with Mullah Omar.2!

No American accompanied Mahmud, who provided nearly identical debriefings
separately to Grenier and Dave Smith during the days after he returned to Islamabad on
the night of the 17th.



© ketbbecyaitk hisitalks with Mullah Omar lasted four hours. They were well acquainted with
each other. To Mahmud, Pakistan’s core interests, managed through 1.S.1., included the
promotion of a peaceful Afghanistan and the reduction of poppy cultivation and heroin
trafficking, which Omar had delivered. The Taliban controlled all of the country except a
few pockets in the north, and drug production had been reduced. They had a basis for
mutual confidence, in Mahmud’s view.

Omar had sat on a large rectangular sofa at his pine-shrouded home on Kandahar’s
outskirts, with his legs pulled up and crossed beneath him. As they spoke, Omar picked at
his toes. Mahmud relayed the main elements of America’s position: Bin Laden had to be
brought to justice or expelled. The same was true of fifteen to twenty other Al Qaeda
leaders in Afghanistan. The Taliban had to close all Al Qaeda camps. Mullah Mohammad
Omar “might have two to three days” to consider surrendering Bin Laden.

They had a detailed discussion about the possibility of Bin Laden’s expulsion. Omar
said he could not hand over Bin Laden to any non-Muslim authority, as Mahmud, as a
Muslim, well knew.

The 1.S.1. chief tried a lawyerly argument. Prayer is an absolute obligation on Muslims,
he pointed out, which cannot be avoided even on one’s deathbed. Mullah Omar agreed.

“But what if a snake approaches while you are in the midst of prayers?” the 1.S.1. chief
asked.

“You abandon your prayers and deal with the danger first and then resume your
prayers,” Mullah Omar answered.

“Don’t you see this giant anaconda approaching Afghanistan?” Mahmud asked. He
meant the United States. “As emir of 25 million Afghans, is your oath of hospitality to

Osama more sacrosanct than protection of your people?”22

Mullah Mohammad Omar thought for a while and then remarked that an assembly of
religious scholars was to gather in Kabul the next day, and that the 1.S.I. chief should
discuss the question with them. Mahmud did go to Kabul. The assembly issued a
statement to the effect that Bin Laden was free to leave Afghanistan of his own free will.
Mahmud considered it a momentous concession, but it barely registered in Washington.

To Smith and Grenier, Mahmud reported that Omar had said the current crisis
represented “the will of God,” and as for Bin Laden, “only his death or mine” relieved
Mullah Omar of the obligation to protect a Muslim guest. That sounded like the end of
negotiation, but Mahmud insisted that there was still reason to be optimistic:

“The United States has to give engagement with the Taliban a chance,” Mahmud
pleaded to Dave Smith. “The use of force should be an absolute last result. . .. Maybe he
has used me, but I'm happy to be used if it will avert a greater tragedy.”

The 1.S.I. chief added, “I’'m not a sleuth or a super spy. I'm a soldier and I will fulfill
the commitment made by the president,” meaning Musharraf’s promise to side ultimately

with the United States, if it came to that.23

On September 20, President Bush addressed a joint session of Congress, before a
television audience estimated at eighty million. His national security cabinet and
speechwriters had deliberated for nine days about how to frame the coming war. Bush
named Al Qaeda and Osama Bin Laden as responsible for the attacks on New York and



WashingtorridEhepresident explained that Al Qaeda enjoyed sanctuary in Afghanistan
through its alliance with the Taliban.

“We condemn the Taliban regime,” Bush said. “It is not only repressing its own
people, it is threatening people everywhere by sponsoring and sheltering and supplying
terrorists. By aiding and abetting murder, the Taliban regime is committing murder.”

He continued, “Tonight, the United States of America makes the following demands
on the Taliban: Deliver to the United States authorities all the leaders of Al Qaeda who
hide in your land. . . . Close immediately and permanently every terrorist training camp in
Afghanistan and hand over every terrorist and every person in their support structure to
appropriate authorities. Give the United States full access to terrorist training camps, so
we can make sure they are no longer operating. These demands are not open to
negotiations or discussion. The Taliban must act, and act immediately. They must hand
over the terrorists, or they will share in their fate.”

It was highly unlikely that Mullah Mohammad Omar could meet these conditions in a
matter of days, even if he wished to do so. Al Qaeda’s brigades in Afghanistan were made
up of determined fighters who would be no easy match for Taliban forces.

On September 24, Mahmud rode to the American embassy to meet with Chamberlin,
Smith, and a visiting Pentagon team that had come to plan for the war. They gathered in a
conference room in the chancery basement that had shelves of books about Pakistan.
Mahmud spoke forcefully and emotionally.

“The Taliban are on the side of good and against terrorism,” he declared. “You need
the help of the Afghan people while U.S. forces are assembling. I beg you—I implore you—
not to fire a shot in anger. It will set us all back many years. Don’t let the blood rush to
your head.”

Mullah Mohammad Omar is frightened, Mahmud continued. “Reasoning with them to
get rid of terrorism will be better than the use of brute force,” he said. If the Taliban were
destroyed, Afghanistan would revert to rule by warlords, he predicted. “We will not flinch
from a military effort,” Mahmud promised. “But a strike will produce thousands of
frustrated young Muslim men. It will be an incubator of anger that will explode two or
three years from now.”

He mentioned Sun Tzu’s aphorism about how the supreme art of war involved
learning to win without firing a shot. Mahmud added, “Whatever decision you take,
Pakistan will stand behind you.”

“The most important sentence you spoke was the last one,” Chamberlin answered.

“The time for negotiating is over.”24

he best-known 1.S.I. operator in the Afghan units of Directorate S was a Special

Services Group career officer named Colonel Sultan Amir Tarar, whose nom de guerre
was Colonel Imam. He had collaborated closely with C.I.A. officers during the anti-Soviet
war. He redirected his services to the Taliban after the Americans quit Afghanistan. Tarar
was a tall man who kept a long graying beard and professed a deep religious faith. He was



@lserar raconteu rmho enjoyed talking about the glory days of killing Soviet forces. He
openly admitted that he had worked with Bin Laden during the 1980s. He found the Al

Qaeda founder “rather like a prince, very humble.”2>

By 2001, Tarar served as Pakistan’s consul general in Herat, Afghanistan, supporting
the Taliban. He left Afghanistan early in October as the American bombing campaign
neared. On his way home, Tarar ran into Grenier, the Islamabad station chief. They
shared a flight to Islamabad on an I.S.I. plane. Tarar wore a Taliban-style turban of the
sort Bin Laden often wore and spoke “excellent and colorful English.” Tarar presented
Grenier with a Special Services Group pin as a memento. The C.I.A. station chief found
Tarar to be “marvelous company.” He did not hold out any hope that they could work
together on Bin Laden, but he was familiar with 1.S.1. officers who hated American policy

but got on well with American counterparts.2°

Once back in Islamabad, Colonel Imam sought an appointment with the Taliban’s
ambassador to Pakistan, Mullah Abdul Salam Zaeef, an old friend and war comrade of
Mullah Mohammad Omar’s. Zaeef received the 1.S.I. veteran at the Taliban’s embassy.

After they exchanged greetings, Imam started to cry. Tears ran down his face and his
white beard and he could not speak. When he finally composed himself, he said,
“Almighty Allah might have decided what is to take place in Afghanistan, but Pakistan is
to blame. How much cruelty it has done to its neighbor! And how much more will come!”
The colonel laid the blame on Musharraf. He started to cry again. He said he would never
be able to repent for what Musharraf had done by aligning himself with the Americans.

He would suffer not only in this world but in the next.2?
This was I.S.I. in microcosm: an institution well practiced at manipulating the C.I.A.
and the Taliban simultaneously.

F rom the very first days after September 11, the United States adopted an ambiguous
policy toward I.S.I. that would haunt its ambitions in South Asia for years to come.
“We will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those
who harbor them,” George W. Bush had declared. It was an emotionally satisfying
position, but was it realistic? Bush’s doctrine might be applied easily enough to the
Taliban, a ragtag force that eschewed modern technology and had no air defenses or air
force of significance. But how should it be applied to Pakistan, a nuclear-armed, highly
nationalistic country of 150 million? Hadn’t Pakistan “harbored” the Taliban, and didn’t
its desperate effort to prevent the movement’s destruction signal that Pakistan’s interests
might not be aligned with those of the United States as war in Afghanistan unfolded?
Bush’s national security cabinet included experts on Russia, missile defense, military
modernization, and the Middle East. It included nobody who knew Afghanistan well,
however. Powell and Armitage had worked closely with Pakistan’s military during the
1990—1991 Gulf War to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait, a war in which Pakistan had
participated as an American ally. Powell respected Pakistan’s army and was sympathetic
to Musharraf’s pleadings. President Bush, for his part, concluded that by turning on the



@elibarphioweverambivalently, Musharraf was taking large domestic and political risks
on behalf of the United States. He therefore deserved support and understanding.

There were pragmatic reasons for the Bush administration’s restraint that September
and October. The most important purpose of American military action in Afghanistan
would be to assault Al Qaeda’s leaders and guerrillas, to disrupt any additional terrorist
plots against the United States that the group might have under way. Bin Laden’s
strongholds lay mainly in Afghanistan’s south and in its eastern mountains. The seaports
and air bases Musharraf offered the United States would make a war in Afghanistan much
easier to fight than if the United States relied on more distant India (which had also
offered basing support). Al Qaeda was the main enemy, and there would be time later to
reconsider 1.S.1.’s role in destabilizing the region. A shocked world had rallied to
America’s cause against Bin Laden. The war was coming. Don’t let the blood rush to your
head, Mahmud Ahmed had advised, self-interestedly. It was too late.
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ullah Mohammad Omar spent his boyhood in Afghanistan’s destitute Uruzgan

Province, raised by an uncle who was an itinerant religious teacher. (His father

died when he was very young and his mother married the father’s brother.) He
belonged to the Hotak tribe, a marginalized clan with little purchase on southern
Afghanistan’s power or resources. The farthest Omar ever traveled was Pakistan. Apart
from Koranic studies, he had no formal education. He possessed a “rural mind,” as one of
his more widely traveled Taliban colleagues put it, “cut off, religiously and politically.”
After the Soviet invasion, as a teenager, he joined a group of insurgents he knew from
Kandahar’s madrassas and preaching networks. They fought in the irrigated desert west
of Kandahar city, around Maiwand District. One day on the battlefield, the Russians
pushed forward and Omar and his comrade Mullah Abdul Salam Zaeef could see them
from their trenches. The area was covered with corpses. The Russians lobbed in shells.
Shrapnel struck Omar in the face and wounded his right eye.

That night, the Afghan comrades held “a marvelous party,” in Zaeef’s description, and

Omar, his face bandaged, sang a ghazal, or traditional poem:

My illness is untreatable, oh, my flower-like friend
My life is difficult without you, my flower-like friend *

Omar never regained the use of his eye. After the war he retired to a home without
electricity near a mud-walled mosque in Sangesar, close to the battlefield where he had
been wounded. He took four wives, raised many children, preached, and studied Islam. As
Afghanistan collapsed into civil war after the Soviet withdrawal, criminals, predators, and
warlords ruled Kandahar, extorting citizens and truckers at a maze of checkpoints, or
kidnapping boys into sexual slavery. Omar’s wartime comrades decided to challenge the
abusers. They required a leader; a committee arrived one evening at his home. The
members explained to him they had picked him. Zaeef watched as Omar hesitated,
seeming to think before saying anything. It was one of his habits. Finally, Omar said that

he agreed with what the committee proposed. Something needed to be done.2
As he created the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan with support from the I.S.I. and
Saudi Arabia, Omar surrounded himself with religious advisers and military commanders



@kmnostuniformly-educated in rural Pashtun villages and madrassas. Searching for a
purity of life partly drawn from village norms, and following religious instruction to
imagine life as it prevailed in the seventh century, during the Prophet’s lifetime, they
evolved or invented a public Islam whose specific rules had an otherworldly character. An
official Taliban gazette published a week before the September 11 attacks clarified the
following list of items formally banned in the Islamic Emirate: “The pig itself; pork; pig
fat; objects made of human hair; natural human hair; dish antennas; sets for
cinematography and sound recording projectors; sets for microphotography, in case it is
used in the cinema; all instruments which themselves produce music, such as the piano,
the harmonium, the flute, the tabla, the tanbour, the sarangi; billiard tables and their
accessories; chess boards; carom boards; playing cards; masks; any alcoholic beverage; all
audio cassettes, video cassettes, computers and television which include sex and music;
centipedes; lobsters (a kind of sea animal); nail polish; firecrackers; fireworks (for
children); all kinds of cinematographic films, even though they may be sent abroad; all
statues of animate beings in general; all sewing catalogues which have photos of animate
beings; published tableaus (photos); Christmas cards; greeting cards bearing images of

living things; neckties; bows (the thing which strengthens the necktie); necktie pins.”3
Omar was an unusually tall man. He could be reticent and refused to meet most non-
Muslim visitors. He sometimes cited his dreams in explaining his decisions. He saw his
earthly life as a fate he did not control fully and he referred continually to God’s will.
Bashir Noorzai, an opium smuggler from Mullah Mohammad Omar’s home district who
supplied money and arms to the Taliban during the Islamic Emirate, believed that his
leader “had one characteristic: He was very stubborn. . . . His attitude was that he knew
better than anyone else. Now, power also makes one ‘knowledgeable.”” He was an ardent
Islamic rule enforcer yet he was not an ascetic zealot. He listened to Pashto folk songs on
cassette tape. Apart from his exceptional height and his commitment to wars of resistance
against non-Muslim invaders, Omar had little in common with Osama Bin Laden, who
had grown up privileged and exposed to cosmopolitanism in booming Jeddah, Saudi
Arabia. Omar was a few years younger than Bin Laden. He had not invited the Saudi to
Afghanistan. Bin Laden initially entered Afghan territory not controlled by the Taliban in
a chartered jet, carrying cash and a following of fighters. Mullah Mohammad Omar
received him in Kandahar and gradually forged an alliance. The Taliban needed Al Qaeda’s
shock troops against the Northern Alliance. Omar also accepted Bin Laden’s financial
largesse to improve Kandahar. Yet there were tensions between them, over Bin Laden’s
provocative media interviews and the terrorist attacks Al Qaeda carried out abroad, which

brought the Taliban under tightening diplomatic, economic, and travel sanctions.4

No Taliban or other Afghans participated in the September 11 attacks. The hijackers
were Saudis and other Arabs. Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the plot’s mastermind, was a
Pakistani who had lived for many years in Kuwait and attended college in North Carolina.
It is not clear whether Mullah Mohammad Omar knew of the conspiracy in advance. Two
European scholars who interviewed Taliban leaders extensively judged it “doubtful” that
he did, but could not reach a firm conclusion. Hank Crumpton at the C.I.A.’s
Counterterrorist Center had come to believe that “Al Qaeda, if anything, had co-opted the



@elibanleadershipand had taken advantage of their stunning ignorance of world affairs.”
Still, under the emerging Bush Doctrine, Omar’s refusal to cooperate in Bin Laden’s arrest
condemned the Taliban to mass slaughter and indefinite imprisonment as enemy
combatants. And the Taliban leader declined to yield. An edict issued in Mullah
Mohammad Omar’s name eight days after the attacks on Washington and New York
required all offices of the Islamic Emirate, “in addition to being ready for sacrifices,” to
begin holding “Koran reading sessions in their mosques and ask great God for

humiliation, embarrassment and defeat of the infidel powers.”>

Mullah Zaeef had served Mullah Omar loyally as a minister and then as ambassador
to Pakistan, the Taliban’s most important diplomatic post. After the September 11 attacks,
he traveled to Kandahar. Omar told him that he had summoned Bin Laden and asked him
about the attacks on New York and Washington.

“He swore that he didn’t do it,” Omar explained. “I couldn’t pressure him beyond that.
If you have proof of his involvement, then show it to me. But I haven’t seen any
proof. ...” In Omar’s mind, “There was less than a 10 percent chance that America would
resort to anything beyond threats,” Zaeef concluded.

The Taliban leader clung to his position that Bin Laden had not been proven guilty:
“Where is the evidence?” And, “If there was a crime, we are not supporting the criminal,”
so there was no reason for the United States to target the Taliban.

Zaeef predicted, “America would definitely attack.”

Other Taliban leaders advised that even if Mullah Mohammad Omar produced Bin
Laden, the Americans would still strike. The demand for Bin Laden, they argued, was “just
an excuse” to overthrow the Taliban’s Islamic State. A Taliban editorial published on
September 23 posited that “Osama is a good pretext” for the United States, which had
“colonizing objectives” and was “interested in establishing a military base in Pakistan at
any cost in order to control this region.”

In Mullah Mohammad Omar’s advisory circle, “They believed that power had been
given to them by Allah and that at any time Allah could take it away,” said a former
Taliban Foreign Ministry official then in Kabul. “They were thinking, ‘If Allah is not with

us, then we will lose power.” Conversely, ‘If He is with us, we can defy the world.””®

he air war opened on the night of October 7 in Afghanistan, the afternoon in

Washington. At the C.I.A., the center of action was the Global Response Center, the
Counterterrorist Center’s twenty-four-hour operations room on the sixth floor of Old
Headquarters. Video screens hung on the center’s walls. Officers and analysts—many
from the agency, but some on assignment from the military—sat before classified
computers and secure telephones. The atmosphere was alert but quiet; the operators
mainly communicated by typing messages in a secure chat system.

George Tenet arrived at the center for the war’s opening. Charles Allen, the C.I.A.’s
assistant director for collection, who had helped develop the Predator drone program,
turned up as well. As C.T.C. director, Cofer Black was the commanding officer in charge of



the@nkoA. Tsedremiesoperations, which had recently acquired lethal capability. Predators and
similar drones had been providing low-altitude aerial surveillance for the C.I.A. and the
military for a number of years. The C.I.A. had been operating Predators on surveillance
missions over Afghanistan out of an air base in Uzbekistan since the summer of 2000.
The classified program was experimental. The ability of drones to hover over terrorist
camps in otherwise remote and inaccessible territory gave rise to the idea that they might
be equipped with weapons. A C.I.A.—Air Force team known most recently as the Summer
Project had modified the drone’s capabilities rapidly. The latest innovation, perfected over
the summer, had been to equip Predators with Hellfire air-to-ground missiles that could
strike buildings or vehicles. On September 17, President Bush had signed a Memorandum
of Notification authorizing C.I.A. covert action against Al Qaeda and its allies, including
targeted killing. Bush delegated the trigger-pulling decision to Tenet, who delegated it to
the C.I.A. directorate of operations, which delegated it to Black. Under the
Counterterrorist Center’s command, pilots had been flying Predators armed with Hellfires
over Afghanistan for several weeks, but the C.I.A. had refrained from shooting at any
targets because doing so might risk exposing Uzbekistan’s secret cooperation. Now, under
the cover of a wider air war carried out by conventional American bombers, starting this
night, the agency could fire when ready. Yet Black did not have authority to order Air
Force or Navy bombers into action. That decision belonged ultimately to General Tommy
Franks, the four-star general and career artillery officer who ran Central Command.

That afternoon in Langley, the Global Response Center screens showed infrared
imagery of Mullah Mohammad Omar’s home on Kandahar’s outskirts. A C.I.A.-controlled
drone transmitted the live video feed. It was a dark night in Kandahar. The drone sending
the pictures was one of a small number the C.I.A. had put in the air over Afghanistan after
September 11. The pilot and sensor operator controlling the flight sat in a metal container
elsewhere on the C.I.A. campus, near a parking lot. Scott Swanson, a former Special
Operations helicopter pilot, had the stick. The sensor operator was Jeff A. “Gunny” Guay,

an Air Force imagery analyst.”

Omar’s Kandahar compound was a well-known surveillance target. C.I.A.-directed
pilots had been flying over the home regularly since 2000. The house was one of the few
“obvious targets” known in Afghanistan, as a senior officer involved put it. The C.I.A. had
placed the emir’s compound on a list of targets for Central Command to bomb after
September 11, but it was up to Tommy Franks to decide what to strike first this night.
Osama Bin Laden and many of his Al Qaeda lieutenants had already fled to the White
Mountains, along the border with Pakistan, according to the C.I.A.’s reporting. Yet Mullah
Mohammad Omar had stayed put at his comfortable home in Kandahar, which had been
built and decorated by Bin Laden, as a gift.

Some officers in the C.I.A.’s leadership hoped Central Command would bomb the
compound in the very first strikes of the war, to eliminate Omar and his lieutenants.
Instead, following more conventional doctrine, Franks approved initial bombing on
October 7 of an airfield in Kandahar. Air Force doctrine typically sought to eliminate the
enemy’s air defenses in the initial strikes so that U.S. and allied planes could fly and



beomb atwilbafterthat. The Taliban’s air defenses were rudimentary, but Franks took the

standard approach.8

The problem was, the initial bombing of the Kandahar Airfield effectively announced
that the American air war had begun. As the C.I.A. Predator watched overhead, several
turbaned men soon emerged from Mullah Mohammad Omar’s house. The Taliban
climbed into a pair of vehicles and drove away. The C.I.A. Counterterrorist Center’s
analysts judged that Mullah Omar was in the group. The intelligence case was “multiple
stream, authoritative, comprehensive,” in the assessment of a senior officer involved. The
C.I.A.-directed Predator followed the small convoy. The vehicles drove initially to a home
in downtown Kandahar that the C.I.A. had previously identified as the residence of
Omar’s mother. The men entered, stayed a brief time, and then left. This time, they
departed Kandahar and drove about forty kilometers to the west of the city. They arrived
at a compound that contained two one-story flat-roofed buildings separated by a
rectangular open area about one hundred yards long and fifty yards across. One building
appeared to be a madrassa, or Islamic school. The smaller building across the yard

appeared to be a mosque.?

The presumed Taliban, possibly including Mullah Omar, went inside the school. There
were other armed men and vehicles present. Later, participants would retain diverse
memories of the number of presumed Taliban gathered, from a relatively small number
to several hundred.

During the next several hours, the decision making about whether to attempt to Kkill
Mullah Omar or, more precisely, the group of men that had emerged from his house and
was judged to include him, became badly confused. The Predator’s infrared cameras
showed glowing images of distinct individuals but could not provide photographic clarity.
This was a novel interagency operation in which a top secret C.I.A. drone program was
attempting to coordinate its action with Air Force decision makers who sometimes didn’t
even know that the C.I.A. had a live camera on the target. Air Force imagery analysis was
at its best when tasked with identifying enemy tanks in open areas on a conventional
battlefield. Collaborative analysis with the C.I.A. about men out of uniform hanging
around on the outskirts of Kandahar challenged the Air Force’s standards of risk
management.

The twenty-pound Hellfire missile the C.I.A. Predator carried had been developed for
Apache attack helicopters, to penetrate tanks and kill their occupants. Its relatively light
explosive payload would be ineffective against a large roofed building like the school the
presumed Taliban had just entered. The alternative was to drop conventional bombs—
each with massive, destructive explosive force, compared with a Hellfire missile. Air Force
and Navy fighter-bombers were now circling outside Kandahar on standby. They carried
such ordnance.

The C.I.A.’s Global Response Center had an open line to Central Command’s joint
intelligence operations center in Florida. C.I.A. officers talked with Brigadier General Jeff
Kimmons, the director of intelligence or J-2 at Central Command. Kimmons was sitting
inches from General Franks in a small secure room on the second floor, watching the
same infrared Predator footage as the C.I.A.’s leaders. There were eight to ten intelligence



offtcerspoperations officers, and analysts in the Central Command operations room, as
well as a Navy captain who was a military lawyer or judge advocate general. She was there
to advise Franks about targeting rules. In larger adjoining rooms sat dozens of other
Central Command officers and targeting analysts.

The C.I.A. requested a conventional bombing of the madrassa where it appeared
Mullah Mohammad Omar had entered. A Central Command intelligence officer present
said years later that he did not recall that request, but even if the C.I.A. had asked for such
a strike, he would have advised Franks against dropping bombs on the target. The reason:
“When someone enters a building you don’t just strike and kill everybody under the
assumption that they’re all Taliban.” Bombing the presumed school with so many
unidentified people inside would have been irresponsible. Also, Central Command’s on-
site lawyer, the J.A.G., concluded that the nearby mosque would be damaged
unacceptably. The scene required “tactical patience,” as the military intelligence officer
put it. “We were not eager to do something foolish and kill lots of innocent people. That
mattered a lot to Franks. . . . The military was not out to kill [Mullah Mohammad Omar]
at all costs. We were intent on killing him at a time and place where we could do so
surgically.”.©

Moreover, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and Tommy Franks had orders from
President Bush to minimize collateral damage and civilian deaths during the air war, to
avoid inflaming Afghan and international opinion. In his final conversation with
President Bush, Bush had told Franks that the war was “not about religion. If you see Bin
Laden go into a mosque, wait until he comes out to kill him.”

Now, as he watched the compound, Franks thought, “Wait till they come out.”

Franks relayed to the C.I.A. that he had decided not to bomb the school. An Air Force
officer monitoring the events made notes of his reaction to this decision: “CINC
[commander in chief of CENTCOM, i.e., Franks] not hitting building because of collateral

damage. Amazing. We could get Omar but the CINC’s worried about collateral damage.”12
The C.I.A. initiated an appeal, according to several officers involved, to ask Rumsfeld and
ultimately President Bush to overrule Franks. But it would take an hour or so for that
request to play out.

Black and the C.I.A. team running the Predator operation inside the Global Response
Center still had an opportunity to fire a Hellfire missile, even if the missile was not potent
enough to take out the school and kill all the men inside. Nobody had ever fired a missile
from a remotely operated drone on a battlefield. They would make military and
intelligence history if they did. An officer watching the Predator feed at Langley figured
there “would be a lot of Monday morning quarterbacking” about whatever the C.I.A. did
now. The feeling in the Global Response Center was “Have to be correct. . .. Don’t mess it
up.”t3

Cofer Black could have fired legally on his own authority. Yet Central Command’s
senior intelligence officer had just announced that there was an unacceptable risk of
collateral damage. Officers watching the C.I.A. feed recalled that the Global Response
Center asked for permission to shoot at a pickup truck parked outside the assembly



beiddme: ffheparpose was psychological,” according to an officer involved. They would
stun the Taliban.14

In Florida, Franks thought that maybe a Hellfire shot “will persuade the people to
leave the mosque and give us a shot at the principals.” The Air Force officer keeping notes
recorded Franks’s logic: “Perhaps use Hellfires to scare them out to go to another hold
site and then hit them.”

Black gave the order. In the container on the C.I.A. campus, Swanson now counted
down. “Weapon away,” he said. The Hellfire missile fired off its rail. A truck exploded in a
flash of light.

The Taliban in the flat-roofed building did indeed rush out. They took up positions in
a standard 360-degree infantry defense. The glowing infrared figures “were all adult
males, some carrying weapons. There wasn’t another target like that for the rest of the

war,” in the judgment of an officer watching.1>

The men drove off. They did not all go in the same direction, however. Swanson and
Guay directed their Predator above one vehicle that they believed held Omar. There are
two credible accounts of what happened next, drawn from the memories of participants.
In one account, Central Command ordered the C.I.A. to return to watching the original
school compound. In the other, the Predator followed the vehicles to a new compound
with a mosque.

It is clear that at some point Franks spoke with Rumsfeld about whether to risk
collateral damage by striking a mosque, given the possibility that they would kill Omar.
According to a memo Rumsfeld composed two weeks later, the secretary of defense
instructed Franks to wait a few minutes. Then Rumsfeld called President Bush to inform
him. Bush concurred that the risk of innocent deaths or destroyed mosques was worth
bearing if Mullah Mohammad Omar was in their sights. Rumsfeld relayed his own

approval to Franks, without telling him that he had spoken to the president.1®

Finally, on Franks’s order, American fighter-bombers deposited two bombs on the
mosque under C.I.A. surveillance. In any event, Mullah Omar was not there. The C.I.A.
later assessed that after he departed the school west of Kandahar, he made his way to
Gardez, in eastern Afghanistan. So far as is known, no other significant Taliban leaders

died in the bombing on the first night of the war, either.t”

Mullah Mohammad Omar’s death on October 7 might have influenced the Taliban’s
evolution, given the divided opinions within the movement’s leadership about how to
manage their relationship with Al Qaeda after the shock of September 11. That alternative
history might have turned out no better than what actually unfolded, but as the coming
decade’s failures and suffering unfolded, the lost opportunity of October 7 gnawed at
several of the military and intelligence officers involved that night. They wondered from
time to time what might have been.



© ketatfpechumdofoar M llah Omar went on, but it seemed to be cursed. In one instance,
recalled Robert Grenier, then the C.I.A. station chief in Islamabad, “our best human
rce in Kandahar” provided a precise account of Omar’s movement in a small convoy,
blit when Islamabad Station “put the target information out within minutes of our
receiving it,” the station “got no response” from headquarters.

The C.I.A. and 1.S.I. also apparently tried to track Mullah Zaeef in the hope the Taliban
ambassador would lead them to Omar. As the air war intensified, Zaeef traveled to
Kandahar in a Land Cruiser to discuss with Omar an offer Qatar had made to mediate an
end of the fighting. He was “followed all the way by Pakistani intelligence.” He made his
way to a makeshift Taliban headquarters in Kandahar and asked for Mullah Omar, but he

was not there. Zaeef left. One hour later, a U.S. Air Force strike destroyed the building.18
The Taliban emir had trusted his fate to Allah. It would be obvious to him how to
interpret the outcome: His role on this Earth was incomplete. He told Taliban colleagues,
according to one of them, “It is very strange that I am not greedy, for I know my power;
my position; my wealth; and my family are in danger. . . . However I am ready to sacrifice
myself and I do not want to become a friend of non-Muslims, for non-Muslims are
against all my beliefs and my religion.” He said he was “ready to leave everything and

believe only in Islam and in my Afghan bravery.”?
“We are living in decisive days that will give rise to a manifest victory for Islam and its
people, if Allah wills,” he prophesied in a letter he wrote that autumn. “We will not

submit nor become lenient. . . . The full moon of victory has appeared on the horizon.”2¢

hat fall, the C.I.A.’s Counterterrorist Center grew chaotically, to about 2,000 full-time

personnel. Its Office of Terrorism Analysis alone ballooned from 25 to 300. The office
annexed entire groups of regional and subject matter experts from the mainstream
Directorate of Intelligence. You were following Polish politics yesterday? Today you are
analyzing terrorism issues in Central Asia. For a few weeks, Cofer Black slept on a blow-
up mattress in his office and some of his deputies slept on cots. Conference rooms
became group offices with analysts and reports officers shoulder to shoulder. Computer
wires spread like kudzu. Tenet ordered any Directorate of Operations personnel whose
skills were tangentially related to terrorism—narcotics teams, illicit finance units—to be
folded under Cofer Black’s authority. Tenet thought Black was an enormously talented
leader and trusted him. In some sections of the agency, Black’s language and manner
rubbed people the wrong way. The Directorate of Operations was a professional shark
tank. “You have big personalities and everybody wants to drive the car,” as one senior
official put it.2

Black was trampling all over the C.I.A.’s organization chart that autumn, grabbing and
dispatching talent, upending careers and prerogatives, not asking permission to have his
officers travel across other divisions’ turf. The traditional area chiefs—Senior Intelligence
Service officers in charge of Latin America, Europe, or Asia—resisted surrendering their



personmweltod@ Ty, at least not without some kind of bureaucratic due process. The
feeling among Black and his colleagues down at C.T.C. was, essentially: Is it not obvious
that we should put all hands on deck to prevent a second-wave Al Qaeda attack on
American soil? Are you really going to waste our time on these personnel issues? Black
worked to control himself and not fight, “only because fighting was unproductive.” Yet
fights went on just about every day. At one meeting that became legendary at C.T.C., an
area division manager asked whether the new terrorism-centric order at C.I.A. would

affect flextime, a program that allowed employees to work at home some days.22

The prevailing assumption inside the Counterterrorist Center was that Bin Laden
probably had additional attackers already in place. Threat reporting about possible follow-
on Al Qaeda operations was off the charts. Partly this was a distortion caused by the C.I.A.
and the National Security Agency increasing the fidelity on their collection. Both agencies
suddenly solicited and listened for every scrap of information about Al Qaeda that might
be obtained worldwide. At C.T.C.’s urging, allied intelligence services from Jordan to
Egypt to France to Malaysia detained Islamist suspects on whatever pretense was
available and interrogated them for clues about Al Qaeda’s next plot. Black, Ben Bonk,
and other C.T.C. leaders flew to Libya, Pakistan, Jordan, Russia, Britain, and elsewhere to
ask counterparts for every scrap of relevant information they might possess. They heard
scary reports—some vetted, some not. But nobody wanted to be blindsided again, and the
C.I.A’s leadership feared that the agency’s very existence would be at stake if they missed
a big attack a second time. They were thoroughly convinced that there would be another
attack inside the United States soon and that it would be even more spectacular than

September 11.23

The panic gripping Washington that autumn had some basis in hard evidence. On
September 18, the first of a series of mysterious envelopes containing lethal anthrax
spores were mailed to two Democratic senators on Capitol Hill and to the National
Enquirer in Florida. The anthrax attack spread to the three major broadcasting networks,
ultimately killing five people who inhaled the spores. Nobody knew where the envelopes
had originated. The C.I.A. had also learned within weeks after the attacks on New York
and Washington that a retired Pakistani nuclear scientist, Sultan Bashirrudin Mahmood,
and a retired nuclear engineer, Chaudiri Majeed, had met with Bin Laden in Afghanistan.
They had discussed sharing materials for weapons of mass destruction. It appeared that
these contacts “with the Taliban and Al Qaeda may have been supported, if not facilitated,
by elements within the Pakistani military and intelligence establishment,” as Tenet put it.
The C.I.A.’s analysts judged that Al Qaeda wanted chemical, biological, and nuclear
weapons “not as a deterrent but to cause mass casualties in the United States.” I.S.I.
detained Mahmood and allowed the C.I.A. to interrogate and polygraph him. When the
scientist discussed his time in Afghanistan, the polygraph operator reported that

Mahmood’s answers showed “deception indicated.”24

The Counterterrorist Center was thrust into an unusual position within the American
national security state. It was a locus of government expertise about a poorly understood
enemy. It was also the only institution in town that possessed the outline of a war plan to
enter into Afghanistan quickly. At the Pentagon, there were no plans on the shelf that had



beencprevieusiyivetted by the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. Afghanistan was not well
understood by the Pentagon’s high command. The relationship between Al Qaeda and the
Taliban was a mystery. The feeling among the chiefs of the Army, Air Force, Navy, and
Marines, as a general involved put it, was “Where is Afghanistan? Where are the maps?”
“The fact was that there was no existing war plan for Afghanistan,” Rumsfeld admitted.

“In some cases our analysts were working with decades-old British maps.”25

The C.I.A. was in a better position to influence the White House. Four days after the
Al Qaeda attacks, Tenet presented a slide deck entitled “Going to War” to President Bush
and his national security cabinet. Rich Blee and Ben Bonk at C.T.C. had prepared the
slides. They were adapted from memos composed months earlier in response to periodic
requests from Richard Clarke at the White House for “Blue Sky” thinking about what
C.I.A. would do to attack Al Qaeda if the agency could spend more money and felt no
political constraints. The earlier memos had not been acted upon but they covered
substantial ground, such as how to arm and support Massoud’s guerrilla forces and how
to identify more aggressive anti-Taliban allies in southern Afghanistan. The slide deck
contemplated a light-footprint campaign in Afghanistan that would start quickly with
Massoud’s forces in the Panjshir and spread to include other anti-Taliban groups led by
Afghan mujaheddin known to the C.I.A. from the 1980s. These warlords included the
ethnic Uzbek commander Abdul Rashid Dostum, a former Communist general who had
spent years in exile in Turkey; Atta Mohammad Noor, an ethnic Tajik commander allied
with Ahmad Shah Massoud; and Ismail Khan, a former C.I.A. client who had been
expelled by the Taliban from his stronghold in the western city of Herat. These were the
most powerful men under arms who were implacably opposed to the Taliban. They had
regional followings and could be used to stabilize and even rule Afghanistan after the

Taliban were expelled from office.2°

The plan embedded in the “Going to War” slides offered speed to Bush and his
cabinet. A second attraction was that a light mobile force of guerrilla advisers with laser
targeting equipment could bring to bear America’s precision airpower while minimizing
U.S. casualties. Operation Enduring Freedom, the ensuing Afghan campaign by small
Special Forces teams, aided by C.I.A. paramilitaries and case officers, some riding on
horseback, would later be well chronicled in books, memoirs, and military “lessons
learned” reports. The C.I.A. started out in the leading role and transitioned slowly to a
more familiar mission of collecting target intelligence, chasing Al Qaeda fugitives, and
running off-the-books militia operations.

The C.I.A.’s first Northern Afghanistan Liaison Team, led by Gary Schroen, landed by
helicopter in the Panjshir Valley on September 26. Schroen was a Dari speaker in his early
sixties, the equivalent within the C.I.A.’s ranks of a three-star general. He had served
several tours in Pakistan and had worked with Ahmad Shah Massoud and his aides for
more than a decade. It would take weeks for Pentagon Special Forces units to join the
fight. On October 17, Rumsfeld wrote a biting memo to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs,
Air Force General Richard Myers. (General Hugh Shelton had already been scheduled to
retire when September 11 took place.) “Given the nature of our world, isn’t it conceivable
that the Department ought not to be in a position of near total dependence on C.I.A. in



eiuationssuehasthis?” Rumsfeld asked. Black put Hank Crumpton in charge of the
Counterterrorist Center’s part of the war. Crumpton had been C.T.C. operations chief
until the summer of 2001, when he rotated to become chief of station in Canberra,
Australia. He returned to New Headquarters to work out of a “windowless room filled
with maps, photos, books and stacks of paper. It looked like the office of an associate
professor at a small, poorly funded liberal arts school.” Once Crumpton arrived, Blee and
his operations officer took charge of Al Qaeda missions outside Afghanistan. Their work
was folded under a massive covert action program, perhaps the largest in C.I.A. history,
under the code name of Greystone. As new officers poured into C.T.C., they organized two
new units to track Al Qaeda’s finances and experiments with chemical, biological, and

nuclear materials.2?

Cofer Black traveled abroad frequently, but when he was at Langley, he tried to buck
up his workforce. Many case officers and retirees felt fired by an attitude of war-fighting
volunteerism. (Black sent Billy Waugh, a legendary street operative he had worked with
in Sudan, forward to Afghanistan, where Waugh celebrated his seventy-third birthday.)
Yet some of the Counterterrorist Center’s analysts—desk bound and responsible for
finding terrorist needles in overnight cable haystacks—also felt pressured. Some felt guilt
and embarrassment and heard even agency colleagues say that September 11 was their
fault. “We were all angry, of course,” as an officer then at C.T.C. put it. At the same time,
“a kind of guilt feeling comes across. You feel like maybe you let people down, maybe you
let the country down because you couldn’t prevent it from happening. You're at the pointy
end of the spear in the Counterterrorist Center. You would like to have thought you could
prevent something like this from happening.”

It was inevitable that C.T.C. would take arrows, Black told colleagues: “When the
hearings and the retribution and the finger-pointing comes, we are going to get
hammered.” They should do what they could, without self-pity, in the time available,

before their careers ended, his most ingloriously of all, he said.28

I n the Panjshir Valley, to support the Northern Alliance’s drive on Kabul and the search

for Al Qaeda leaders, Gary Schroen’s team set up a joint intelligence cell with Amrullah
Saleh and Engineer Arif. With Massoud dead and the C.I.A. on the scene, the two
Northern Alliance intelligence leaders moved into critical positions, supporting the C.I.A.
officers but also trying to keep track of what they were doing. Schroen’s men had carried
in $10 million in boxed cash. They handed out bundles like candy on Halloween. Schroen
had recruited onto his team Chris Wood, the Dari-speaking case officer who had worked
the Taliban account out of Islamabad. Wood ran the day-to-day intelligence reporting at
the joint cell, collecting and synthesizing field radio reports about Taliban and Al Qaeda
positions and movements.

Fahim Khan, Massoud’s military chief, commanded the Panjshiris’ war. His deputy on

the front line was Bismillah Khan, whose men controlled the mouth of the Panjshir,
facing the Shomali Plains. Beyond those plains lay Kabul. To the east, the Northern



Aldrancen]imeisvagmanned by about two thousand fighters loyal to Abdul Rasoul Sayyaf, a
conservative mujaheddin leader from the anti-Soviet war who had once been close to Bin
Laden. Schroen visited Sayyaf early on and gave him $100,000 in cash.

Sayyaf’s men showed the C.I.A. team the shadow of an old airstrip near their section
of the front line. Vacationing German trout fishermen had used the strip before the
Second World War, some locals explained. Others said the owners of a German brewery
had used it. Reading a history of Britain’s wars in Afghanistan, one of Schroen’s team
eventually discovered that the German military had constructed the field around the time
of the First World War. Now it consisted of barely visible ruts.

Schroen suggested to Chris Wood that they hire local men to dig out the field and
make it operational. Wood became foreman. Every few days he rolled over to the
construction site to check on progress and distribute a cash payroll. He by now sported a
full blond beard. Whenever he got out of his S.U.V., his Panjshiri security detail followed
him, toting assault rifles.

One mid-October afternoon, a C.I.A. colleague at their main Panjshir base interrupted
Schroen. The colleague was on the secure phone to Langley. “This is the mission manager
for Predator flights,” the officer explained. “He wants to know if we have any information
about a newly constructed airfield on the Shomali Plains near a village named Gul Bahar.’

Schroen took the phone. “Sir, we have a Predator loitering above what appears to be a
newly constructed Taliban airfield,” the voice on the other end reported. “C.I.A. confirms
this is a new Taliban facility, under construction for the past ten days or so. The Predator
is looking at an S.U.V. parked on the dirt landing strip, and there are two men, dressed in
Western-style clothing. . . . We think they may be Al Qaeda.”

Schroen assured the caller he was wrong—they were tilting their Hellfire at two C.I.A.
officers, including Chris Wood.

The caller asked if he was “sure” and Schroen assured him that he was “positive.” He
had forwarded reports on the airstrip’s construction to C.I.A. headquarters, including
geocoordinates, several times. Schroen was incredulous. He could understand how the
U.S. military might not know about his clandestine airstrip project, but how could the
C.I.A. not know about it? Had the officer on duty not thought to call the Panjshir base to
check, the Predator might have killed his colleagues. In years to come, Wood would rise
in the Senior Intelligence Service to become one of the C.I.A.’s most influential officers in
the long Afghan war, serving multiple tours as station chief in Kabul and as an
intelligence liaison to the Obama administration’s National Security Council during a
critical period of war planning. Wood later led the C.I.A.’s Counterterrorism Center, as it
would be renamed in 2004, where he commanded the agency’s worldwide drone
operations. (The C.I.A.’s center was an internal unit, distinct from the interagency
National Counterterrorism Center, which was created as part of a 2004 intelligence
reorganization.) Wood had more reason than most to understand that not every tall

bearded man surrounded by bodyguards was what he seemed to be.22

Back at Langley, operations that would come to change the character of global air war
—lethal drone flights conducted by remote control from far away—evolved from the
confusion of October 7 toward a steady tempo. In the Global Response Center, civilian

M



entelbigenvenaftficers who lived in tract homes and town houses and had never killed
anyone followed and watched presumed militants on their screens. They heard the
targets’ deaths ordered by a colleague in a suit and tie. They watched the victims be
consumed in balls of fire. It was hard to ignore the strangeness of this kind of warfare, the
way it severed death and experience.

One day, an armed Predator tracked three Hilux trucks carrying fighters as they
moved through Jalalabad. The C.I.A. officers on duty noted that, to avoid civilian deaths,
they would have to wait for the trucks to clear out of the city and move into open territory
before they took a Hellfire shot. As the officers watched the trucks, they spotted a large
dog in the back of one of them. They talked disconcertedly about the possibility that they
might have to kill the dog while attacking the guerrillas. Then the trucks stopped briefly
and the dog decided he had better things to do and jumped out. Cheers erupted in the
C.I.A’’s Global Response Center. After the wave of emotion subsided, at least one officer
in the room thought to himself: That was weird. The C.I.A. officers named the dog
“Lucky.” It turned out to be not an unusual nickname for other Afghan and Pakistani dogs
at the sites of drone-launched Hellfire strikes. The animals’ hearing was so acute that
they sometimes seemed to detect Predators overhead or picked up the whine of missile

launches when humans could not, and then got out of the way.3

I n Virginia, one weekend afternoon, while watching one of his kids’ football games, Ric

Prado took out a yellow legal pad and sketched out a plan for a roving clandestine team
that would hop around the world and photograph and document Al Qaeda network
members, much as Counterterrorist Center contractors already did. Prado was the most
dangerous-looking senior officer working in the C.T.C. that fall. He served as one of
Black’s key deputies. He was a Cuban-born fourth-degree black belt in martial arts who
had run paramilitary operations with the Contras in Honduras during the 1980s. He was a
trained expert in parachuting, knife fighting, evasive driving, and extreme motorcycle
tactics. He was about five feet seven inches tall, then in his early fifties, with a tattoo on
one of his biceps. Prado’s field experience in Honduras, Costa Rica, Peru, ALEC Station,
and Sudan had included close photographic surveillance operations against diverse
targets. (In Sudan, Prado wore elaborate masks that made him look like a black African
and drove around Khartoum in a battered car, watching Al Qaeda and other targets.)
Prado had come to believe, he told Black, that there was little point in concentrating
counterterrorism operations on low-level Al Qaeda shooters and street operatives. Those
foot soldiers would always be replaced. Targeting Al Qaeda leaders was obviously the
highest priority, but the leaders would always be hard to locate. The plan Prado now
proposed would aim at upper-middle “facilitators,” as they were called in government
jargon, meaning money traders, weapons suppliers, imams offering safe transit, forgers,
bomb makers, counterfeiters, and the like.

After conducting close surveillance and building a case file, Prado’s team would

develop options for taking the targeted individuals off the street. One option would be to



buradcherfileogwerdo local police, if it seemed likely they would make an arrest. Another
option might be nonlethal C.I.A. dirty tricks, such as planting bomb-making material in a
target’s trunk and then tipping off the local police anonymously. Prado also
recommended that they develop the capacity to assassinate the target. Black approved
Prado’s plan, withholding final judgment about what to do if a target was fully
documented and involved in violence. That fall, Prado and Jose Rodriguez, an old
colleague from the Latin America division, who had recently joined C.T.C. as “chief
operating officer,” briefed the concept in the White House Situation Room. Rodriguez had
no prior experience with Al Qaeda but he was a well-known figure in the Senior
Intelligence Service, a hard-liner willing to back risky operations. The C.I.A. officers
flashed photos of two potential targets, Mamoun Darkazanli, a Syrian in Germany who
the C.I.A. believed was culpable for planning September 11, and Abdul Qadeer Khan, the
father of Pakistan’s nuclear program. Vice President Cheney approved the program, which
Prado would lead until 2004. (It took some effort for Prado to persuade Black to let him
back on the streets; he was now in the Senior Intelligence Service, the equivalent of
ambassador or general. He had started as a GS-7, at a pay scale comparable to a truck
driver’s.) Most of the targets Prado’s unit watched and documented were suspected Al
Qaeda types, but C.T.C.’s Hezbollah unit also nominated a few candidates for
investigation. In the end, the C.I.A.’s leadership declined to order any targets killed, but
what other actions might have been taken remains unclear. This was a need-to-know
campaign. Only the more seasoned among them reflected at the time that immunity from

public scrutiny would not last long.3?

George W. Bush “knew the war would bring death and sorrow,” but he took comfort
from his conviction that “we were acting out of necessity and self-defense, not revenge.”
On the front lines, inevitably, there was blood in the mouth. C.I.A. officers had not fought
on such a violent battlefield as Afghanistan’s since the 1980s. The agency had not planned
assassinations since the early 1970s. Hank Crumpton, the agency’s war commander,
worked from day to day that fall “in a barely bounded rage.” He felt “a burning need for

retribution rooted in a sense of shameful violation.”32
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Catastrophic Success

ervez Musharraf forced 1.S.1. director-general Mahmud Ahmed to retire about two

hours before the American war began. He did not explain his decision. As to the

way ahead, Musharraf told the Americans what they wanted to hear: He was going
to “clean up” I.S.I. He appointed Lieutenant General Ehsan ul-Haq as his new spy chief.
Haq was a clean-shaven Pashtun air defense officer in the Musharraf mold—a
professional soldier and nationalist who gave off a rogue’s air. He stood about five feet
eight inches tall and wore dapper Western suits. His baritone voice carried British
inflections. He had previously served as director-general of military intelligence and most
recently as commander of the XI Corps, headquartered in Peshawar. In meetings with
American counterparts that autumn, Haq denounced India and pleaded that Pakistan had
little influence over the Taliban. As to Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan, he

emphasized, “It’s in Pakistan’s interest to resolve the present situation quickly.”™

The Bush administration had demanded that Pakistan prevent its citizens from
traveling to Afghanistan to fight against the United States, but it was clear by mid-October
that more than ten thousand Pakistanis had gone across anyway. Ehsan ul-Haq denied in
meetings with Dave Smith that anything like “thousands” of Pakistanis had joined the
war. He made it clear that Pakistan would turn over all Arabs and other foreign radicals to
the United States, but that it would absolutely not cooperate in the capture of Pakistani
citizens. There were “maybe hundreds” of Pakistani volunteers fighting with the Taliban
in any event, Haq estimated. Smith noted in silence that the 1.S.I. chief was off by a few

decimal points.2

Dave Smith continued to ride to I.S.I. headquarters as often as the service would have
him. One of his objectives was to probe what Musharraf meant about his supposed
reform campaign inside I.S.I. The Americans wanted Haq and Musharraf to come clean
about the presence of its officers and agents on the battlefield in Afghanistan, so the
Pentagon could understand more precisely what it was up against. How many Pakistani
officers were there embedded with the Taliban? What was the Taliban order of battle?

Engineer Arif and Amrullah Saleh of the Northern Alliance’s intelligence wing
reported that hundreds of disguised Pakistani military officers had maneuvered and
fought with Taliban and Al Qaeda units before September 11. European and United
Nations intelligence officers working out of Kabul never found evidence of that scale of
direct Pakistani participation. They typically encountered two to four 1.S.I. advisers in



pleanrdressewdrendhey met Taliban units. The Europeans estimated that 1.S.1. advisers
inside Afghanistan numbered about one hundred. Mahmud Ahmed insisted that I.S.I.

never had so many officers inside Afghanistan.?

That autumn, Javed Alam, the two-star general in charge of 1.S.1.’s Directorate of
Analysis, told Smith that there had only ever been nine 1.S.1. officers working inside
Afghanistan. These officers had withdrawn, he added. Smith did not believe the number
had been so low, but there was no way to document a precise figure. Neither American
nor Afghan forces captured Pakistan Army officers on the battlefield that fall, at least
none they could identify as such.

To avoid additional scrutiny, Smith later learned, I1.S.I. moved its covert action cell
supporting the Taliban out of the service’s Islamabad headquarters to an army camp at
Ojhri, near Rawalpindi. From the evidence available it seems most likely that 1.S.I. did
pull back many of its officers from Afghanistan during the American bombardment but
kept its support for the Taliban viable. There were ample munitions depots inside
Afghanistan for all combatants, the legacy of more than two decades of covert and overt
war.

Javed Alam told Smith that most of the Pakistani volunteers who had swarmed into
Afghanistan to fight against America had traveled from Southern Punjab, an area of the
Pakistani heartland that was home to growing numbers of radical Islamists. “Most of
them died,” he said, without evident remorse. “They got their just deserts.”

Alam and his analysts presented scenario forecasts of where the American invasion
might leave Afghanistan. If the United States toppled the Taliban and departed quickly, it
would leave chaos, as during the early 1990s, Alam predicted. Alternatively, the Bush
administration could enable “de facto partition” of Afghanistan between north and south.
In that case, a follow-on American military presence “would have to be sizeable, two
hundred and fifty thousand soldiers,” and would need to transition “from peacekeeping to
peace enforcement.” As it turned out, in the longer run, the general was not far off, not

least because of 1.S.1.’s continuing support for the Taliban.#

In early November, Pakistan mounted one last diplomatic effort to rescue the Taliban
from destruction, this time with assistance from Saudi Arabia. Ehsan ul-Haq flew secretly
to Washington with Prince Saud al Faisal, Saudi Arabia’s foreign minister. They carried a
four-page letter from Musharraf to President Bush that proposed another effort to resolve
the Afghan conflict through negotiations with Taliban leaders willing to cooperate against
Al Qaeda.

British prime minister Tony Blair encouraged their initiative, according to Pakistani
officials involved, and volunteered to raise Musharraf’s concerns privately with Bush.
Blair arrived in Washington on November 7. But when Haq and his Saudi escorts landed
soon after, Blair relayed bad news: There was no hope for negotiation, so far as the Bush
administration was concerned. The war would go on until the Taliban surrendered

unconditionally or were annihilated.>



(uetabton oA Tfreuetlime officers divided into factions on the I1.S.I. question that fall. Some
C _ sympathized with Pakistan’s position, recognizing that the country had legitimate
interests in Afghanistan’s future. Others regarded 1.S.I.’s maneuvering as
unacceptable. This played out primarily as a fierce conflict between senior officers at the
Counterterrorist Center working with the Northern Alliance and Bob Grenier, station
chief in Pakistan. Grenier lamented “the aggressive philistinism of C.T.C.” The conflict
had a personal edge—the men involved were Senior Intelligence Service peers, and they
felt free to write and speak sharply to and about one another. They belonged to a
generation of clandestine service officers who had grown up in a C.I.A. little constrained
by human resources department norms about collegiality or inclusivity. Yet at the heart of
their conflict was a genuine dilemma of war strategy. Should the Bush administration
encourage the Panjshiri vanguard of the Northern Alliance to seize Kabul, or should it
defer to Pakistan’s position that it was necessary to delay Kabul’s fall so that a more
Pashtun-influenced post-Taliban political settlement in Afghanistan could be fashioned,

one more aligned with Pakistan’s goals?®

Grenier “felt strongly that a seizure of Kabul by the Tajiks and Uzbeks would make an
eventual political settlement with the Pashtuns far more difficult.” This was Musharraf’s
position and that of I.S.I. Colin Powell held the same outlook. Richard Armitage and
George Tenet were also sympathetic to Grenier’s analysis. Tenet thought it was not an
either-or question: Let all the options play out. His logic was: The enemy is Al Qaeda; we
need Pakistan’s army and I.S.I. to dismantle Al Qaeda; and Pakistan’s stability and
interests are at least as important to the United States as Afghanistan’s recovery from
Taliban rule. Tenet had met regularly with 1.S.I. before September 11 and seemed never to
have encountered an intelligence liaison relationship he didn’t value. For the C.I.A,,
keeping 1.S.1. on side offered the opportunity to recruit agents from the service’s ranks
who might be well informed about Al Qaeda and allied militants. The Counterterrorist
Center assumed that if anyone was likely to have a line on the whereabouts of Bin Laden,
his deputy Ayman Al Zawahiri, Mullah Omar, and other targeted leaders, it would be
officers inside I.S.I.’s Directorate S. They had to stay close to the service in order to

identify, assess, and recruit 1.S.I. informers.”

More broadly, this line of thinking went, Pakistan might be an imperfect ally, but it
had more than five times Afghanistan’s population, nuclear weapons, Middle Eastern
networks, and a history of alliance with the United States. Because the objective of the
war was to destroy Al Qaeda, not to manage post-Taliban Afghan politics as a neo-
imperial power, surely the United States could afford to take account of Pakistan’s
interests.

This outlook did require credulity about 1.S.I.’s potential as a good-enough partner in
postwar Afghanistan, notwithstanding the service’s long record as an incubator and
enabler of extremism. In one top secret cable, Grenier wrote, as a C.I.A. colleague later
summarized his argument, the “new, more moderate leadership” at I.S.I. under Ehsan ul-
Haq was now motivated to “cooperate fully with the C.I.A. in the war on terrorism.”
Moreover, 1.S.1. had “years of experience in dealing with the Afghan situation and were
already working hard to build a broad ethnic ‘Afghan Government in Exile’ in Peshawar.”



@hrerBushradurinistration “should work closely with the Pakistanis on that effort,
concentrate on the south, and go slowly with our bombing.” Grenier recommended: “This
should be primarily a political struggle rather than a military one.” Grenier was worried
that if the United States came in wholeheartedly on the side of the Northern Alliance that
that would only cause Pashtuns to coalesce around the Taliban. He also feared the
Northern Alliance militias would carry out a bloodbath in Kabul, which would have the
same effect. They were having enough trouble generating a Pashtun uprising against the

Taliban and Al Qaeda as it was.8

Grenier knew he had crawled out on a limb by making these arguments—his views put
him firmly at odds with the newly powerful Counterterrorist Center. Hank Crumpton and
other C.T.C. officers dismissed him as “Taliban Bob.” Grenier had “taken the side of” I.S.1.,
but Crumpton and his colleagues “knew that I.S.I. was not the answer.” Grenier was
“suffering from a case of clientitis,” meaning that he had lost his ability to separate his
own thinking from that of his partners in the Pakistan Army. Yet Grenier’s position
remained influential throughout October. Tenet initially overruled C.T.C.’s objections in
order “to give the Pakistanis some time to address the southern question,” meaning the
establishment of a Pashtun-influenced force that could emerge as an alternative to the
Taliban. Tenet and his chief of staff, John Brennan, were impressed by the sophistication
of Grenier’s arguments; while pursuing a policy of “all options” they thought his case

deserved some time.?

Forward in the Panjshir Valley, Gary Schroen, who had served three tours in
Islamabad since the late 1970s, argued the Northern Alliance cause. The key to victory
was in the north, he believed, yet Grenier “was loudly beating what I thought of as the
Pakistani drum song.” Grenier was sitting in a comfortable office in Islamabad (which
Schroen had previously occupied), with all the technology needed to send in articulate
cables to the Bush cabinet, while Schroen was working in primitive conditions with an old
computer that took floppy disks; he was struggling to get his points across. Grenier’s
position was “a blueprint for failure and political confusion,” Schroen concluded. “This
push to allow the Pakistanis back into the Afghan game was disturbing and a real mistake.
They had their own specific agenda for the country and it did not track with anything the
U.S. government would want to see emerge there in the post-Taliban period.”

Massoud’s intelligence aides and generals knew about the debate within the C.I.A. and
the Bush cabinet and pushed Schroen to resolve it in their favor. They would pursue their
own war aims, regardless of where the Americans came down. Schroen and Chris Wood
fumed as the weeks passed and Grenier’s arguments seemed to influence Central
Command’s targeting decisions. The U.S. Air Force bombed and provided close air support
for Northern Alliance commanders who sought to seize the northern cities Mazar-i-Sharif
and Kunduz. The fall of those cities to the Northern Alliance presented no political
complications, as the majority of the local population was non-Pashtun. Yet the bombing
of Taliban positions defending Kabul seemed tepid by comparison. The first night of the
air war, it was raining around Kabul. In the Panjshir, Schroen and his colleagues sat on a
balcony and watched lights flash in the distance. There were only a few. They blamed the
weather, but soon discovered that in fact it was a policy edict from Washington. The Bush



@dmistratbon did not actually wish to break the Taliban and Al Qaeda lines blocking the
Northern Alliance from taking Kabul. “This is all the U.S. Air Force can do?” Massoud’s

lieutenants asked their C.I.A. liaisons. “We’ll have to be here forever.”9

he Taliban imposed a night curfew inside Kabul but otherwise tried to keep up

appearances. Taliban bureaucrats went to work at their ministries as usual. Kathy
Gannon of the Associated Press, who had been traveling in and out of Afghanistan for
almost two decades, arrived in the capital late in October and found residents paying their
electricity bills at the telecommunications ministry even though the ministry itself had no
power. Food supplies dwindled. Mullah Mohammad Omar remained in hiding around
Kandahar, but his lieutenants to the north, inside Kabul, could see by the second week of
November that if they held out too long they might become trapped. If that happened,
they could be slaughtered and imprisoned in large numbers.

Just after nightfall on November 12, in Wazir Akbar Khan, a dozen or so Taliban
leaders gathered to discuss a strategic retreat. They decided by consensus to withdraw
right away to Wardak Province and to move from there toward Kandahar. Convoys of
vehicles roared through the night, evacuating to the south and east, into the Pashtun
heartland. Amrullah Saleh and Engineer Arif picked up the Taliban’s radio traffic. They
knew that a withdrawal had started. Yet the Panjshiris remained under pressure from the
United States to hold back.

On November 13, when the Taliban appeared to have evacuated almost completely
from Kabul, C.I.A. headquarters instructed an officer in Panjshir to meet with the
Northern Alliance. The officer announced, “There is still concern back in Washington that
there will be a wave of revenge killings by your forces if they move into Kabul.” He
cautioned, “The Pakistanis continue to complain to Washington about what will happen if
the Northern Alliance takes Kabul.”

The alliance’s commanders assured the C.I.A. that there would be no brutality. They

added that they were “going to Kabul no matter what your N.S.C. decides.”

The C.I.A. went with them—three officers packed into a sport utility vehicle carrying
satellite phones and semiautomatic rifles. On November 14, around 6:00 p.m., they rolled
past the shuttered American embassy building, abandoned since early 1989. They soon
reached the Ariana Hotel, in the heart of downtown, which Engineer Arif had agreed the
C.I.A. could rent as a base of operations. That night, Kabul Station informally reopened
after a hiatus of just under thirteen years. The Panjshiris controlled Afghanistan’s capital.
Musharraf and I.S.1. had failed to stop them.

B ack in the 1980s, during the anti-Soviet war, Hamid Karzai was a university student
and organizer, the privileged scion of an influential family in Kandahar of the
Popalzai tribe. His father, Abdul Ahad Karzai, had sat in the Afghan parliament before the



Commrumistrtakeover. Hamid studied politics at Himachal Pradesh University in India
before moving to Peshawar, in 1983, to work as an aide to Sibghatullah Mojaddedi, one of
the Afghan resistance’s more moderate but less influential leaders. Karzai served as a
foreign policy adviser, humanitarian aid organizer, and press contact. He was known as a
snappy dresser and a well-liked participant in Peshawar’s expatriate social scene, which
was enlivened by Australian aid workers, Scandinavian nurses, British spies, I1.S.1.
watchers, unreliable journalists, and mysterious drifters, all of them energized by a
liberation war and the smoky atmospherics of a Cold War Casablanca.

As the war raged Karzai saw the front lines but he thought of himself as a political and
social analyst. His sense of politics was informed by the example of his father, who
promoted the traditional power of Afghanistan’s tribes and the country’s royal family,
while also supporting modernization. The Soviet war shattered and scattered the Karzais
as it did so many other Afghan families. In a country as poor as Afghanistan, privilege and
a touch of rank such as the Karzais enjoyed did not translate into seven-figure Swiss bank
accounts. They were better off than many countrymen and yet financially insecure. Some
of Hamid’s brothers went abroad. One of them, Qayum, opened an Afghan restaurant in
Baltimore. Another, Mahmud, opened fast-food outlets in San Francisco and Boston. Only
Hamid and his younger brother, Ahmed Wali, settled in South Asia.

Hamid Karzai argued that Afghanistan should seek to recover from the Soviet war by
restoring tribes and the royal family as symbols of national unity—a strategy that would
benefit previously elite Durrani Pashtun families such as his own. In 1988, he published
an essay in the Central Asian Survey, an academic journal. His modest thesis concerned
“the extraordinary resilience and persistence” of “the very deep-rooted traditional beliefs

and religious values of the tribes, and indeed of the whole nation.”2

In 1992, when Kabul fell to the C.I.A.-backed mujaheddin, Mojaddedi became
president briefly. Karzai became a deputy foreign minister. 1.S.1.’s favored Islamist
guerrilla leader, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, had been named prime minister but refused to
join the new government. Hekmatyar’s forces shelled Kabul mercilessly from a base to
the south of the capital. The 1.S.I. would eventually abandon Hekmatyar in favor of the
Taliban, but at the time he was the most important client of Directorate S.

Ahmad Shah Massoud was then minister of defense. Fahim Khan and Engineer Arif,
his intelligence aides, suspected that Hekmatyar had a secret network of supporters
inside Kabul. One day, Arif summoned Karzai for “advice” about individuals who might be
working for Hekmatyar, a senior Afghan official involved recalled. The idea was “to share
intelligence” with Karzai “and ask him to do something about it” at the foreign ministry,
meaning identify and help round up Hekmatyar sympathizers. But Karzai “was nervous,”

understandably enough, about being interrogated by Panjshiri musclemen.t3

Afterward, Karzai took it upon himself to visit Hekmatyar to try to find a diplomatic
solution. When he returned to Kabul, however, Fahim Khan arrested Karzai on suspicion
of collaboration with the enemy. The intelligence service abused Karzai in a Kabul cell.
Fahim regarded Karzai as a “weak figure” who could be intimidated, as a Western

diplomat who worked closely with both men put it.14



© ketatidten:anshoartiperiod of imprisonment, one of Hekmatyar’s randomly aimed rockets hit
the jail and knocked a hole in the wall, allowing Karzai to escape. He fled to Pakistan.
There he expressed support for the Taliban. “I believed in the Taliban when they first
appeared,” Karzai later conceded. “I gave them fifty thousand dollars to help them out,
and then handed them a cache of weapons I had hidden near Kandahar. . .. They were
good people initially, but the tragedy was that very soon after they were taken over by the
[.S.1.715

As the years passed, the Taliban’s hostility toward the Karzai family changed his
thinking again. Hamid Karzai’s aging father spoke out against the Taliban. One morning
in 1999, assassins on motorbikes gunned him down. After that, Hamid opened contacts
with Ahmad Shah Massoud, Fahim’s commander. They discussed the possibility of
Hamid Karzai’s entering Afghanistan to build up a Pashtun-led resistance to the Taliban.

G reg Vogle arrived as the C.I.A.’s chief of base in Peshawar in 1999. He worked from
the U.S. consulate there. He was a man of medium height who had become well
known in the Directorate of Operations for his spartan workouts and his bushy, Fu
Manchu mustache. He looked like he might be a guitarist in a Lynyrd Skynyrd or Allman
Brothers revival band. He had grown up in the Deep South and joined the Marine Corps
reconnaissance force, a branch of the Special Forces. On one early assignment, in 1983, he
flew into Beirut after Islamic Jihad bombed a Marine barracks there, killing almost three
hundred. Vogle left the Marines after five years to become a C.I.A. officer. For the next
twenty years he served mainly in the Special Activities Division, the agency’s paramilitary
wing. During a tour in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, Vogle would ride for an hour on a stationary
bike in the morning. At midday he would move the bike into the peak desert sun and ride
for another hour. In the evening he would swim for a third hour using a device that
rendered his legs inert so that he pulled through the water with his arms. Later, Vogle
deployed to Africa and the Balkans. As he aged his hair grayed and his face sank, adding to

his battered biker-rocker mien. “Easy day,” he liked to say in parting.1°

Paramilitary specialists in the C.I.A. were “a wary and misunderstood breed,” who
often struggled to be fully accepted by their liberal arts—educated colleagues, as Robert
Grenier put it. Vogle “was among the few in his tribe who excelled in both intelligence
and paramilitary operations.” He was profane and had an imaginative sense of humor. Yet
he also had “a rather thin skin, and a sensitive soul.” According to Crumpton, Vogle could
hold a blood grudge.t”

Grenier made the “arbitrary” decision to assign Vogle to Hamid Karzai. They were not
the most likely pair, except that Karzai, too, was a sensitive soul. Grenier insisted that
Karzai was in no way a controlled C.I.A. agent, but rather a potential resistance leader in a
common cause. After the assassination of Karzai’s father, Vogle helped him to sketch out
the plans Karzai was considering to enter Afghanistan and link up with the Northern
Alliance. I1.S.1. caught wind of the planning and served Karzai with an eviction notice late
in the summer of 2001. Then came September 11, which galvanized Karzai. He and Vogle



disenssedta mewipossibility: Karzai would move into Afghanistan to stir up a rebellion
among tribesmen and allies in the Taliban’s heartland—a more direct and risky version of
the guerrilla strategy the pair had outlined earlier.

A few days before the air war started on October 7, Vogle called Karzai.

“I can’t tell you why, but you’ve got to get inside now,” Vogle said. The implication was
obvious: The American bombing would start soon. Karzai had to be in position to take
territory and rally followers as the Taliban reeled under the coming air assault.

Karzai said he had to check with contacts in Kandahar. The next day, he called Vogle

back. “I'm going this afternoon,” he reported.8

Unarmed, in the darkness, joined only by three friends, Karzai crossed by motorcycle
into Afghanistan.

His courage made an impression on Vogle. It was one thing for a trained
reconnaissance soldier to ride into the dark; it was another for a political science student
with no military experience. Vogle and Grenier pressed to create a joint C.I.A.—Special
Forces team of the sort that had earlier been inserted into the north, to aid the more
experienced Panjshiris and their Uzbek and Hazara allies. Those helicopter-borne teams
had landed in areas firmly controlled by the indigenous forces they would assist, however.
Karzai had melted into vast Taliban country—he had no base of operations, no bodyguard,
and no confirmed military allies inside Afghanistan. The idea was that as soon as Karzai
had “rallied a sufficient number of fighters to hold territory and defend a landing zone,”
as Grenier described it, Greg Vogle and Pentagon special operators would follow by

helicopter. “The truth was we were all making it up as we went along.”?

Karzai initially toured rural Kandahar, hosting delegations and giving speeches, then
moved toward Uruzgan’s provincial capital of Tarinkot. He found modest support—
perhaps a few dozen armed fighters traveled with him—but also ambivalence. Switching
sides was an Afghan way of war, but the Taliban had showed no mercy to those who
defected, and it wasn’t yet clear to locals how this war would turn out. Where were the
Americans?

Karzai and Vogle stayed in touch by satellite phone and text. Grenier believed that
Cofer Black and Hank Crumpton were too slow to support Karzai, and that C.T.C.’s failure
to supply him as he traveled was “beyond scandal.” Crumpton was at odds with Grenier
over the latter’s caution about working with the Northern Alliance, but felt that he
ordered “a lot of reconnaissance” to support Karzai. Between October 30 and November 2,
Karzai’s small band fought off a Taliban force sent to kill him. They barely escaped.
“Everyone in the U.S. government supports you,” Vogle texted him. “All we ask is that you

maintain a continuous heartbeat.”29

The next day, Karzai asked to be rescued—his phone was running out of batteries.
Vogle flew on the Special Operations helicopter that extracted him and some followers.
Back in Pakistan, they moved Karzai into an old schoolhouse at a Pakistani air base in
Jacobabad, in southern Sindh Province. Karzai gave phone interviews to the BBC and
other journalists, pretending to be still inside Afghanistan, until Secretary of Defense
Donald Rumsfeld inadvertently blurted out that Karzai was actually in Pakistan.



© ketaBay.qqmi eNovember the Pentagon and C.I.A. had organized Team Echo, a paramilitary
force drawn from the Army’s Fifth Special Forces Group, Delta Force, and the C.I.A. Army
captain Jason Amerine, a West Point graduate, would command the team. Greg Vogle
would lead its small C.I.A. contingent. Team Echo flew into Uruzgan on the night of
November 14.

At that point, besides Karzai, the only other Pashtun resistance leader the C.I.A. was
prepared to back with an embedded military team was Gul Agha Sherzai, a strongman
from southern Afghanistan’s Barakzai tribe. Karzai and Sherzai were destined to become
political rivals whose struggles would shape Afghanistan; it was the C.I.A.’s support that
gave birth to this competition. Like Karzai’s Popalzai tribe, the Barakzai had produced
generations of Pashtun elites, particularly through the Mohammadzai subtribe. Gul Agha
Sherzai was not of the elite, however. His father, Abdul Latif, was a small businessman
who had risen during the anti-Soviet war as a commander, “exploiting the absenteeism of
the Barakzai aristocracy,” as two scholars of the family’s history put it. In 1989, Abdul
Latif’s cook murdered him by poison. His son Gul Agha (“Flower” in Pashto, a name he
adopted as a boy) inherited his networks of influence and added Sherzai (“The Lion’s
Son”) to his name. He became governor of Kandahar after the Soviet withdrawal, a
powerful figure in the coalition of checkpoint-extorting, neighborhood-menacing
commanders the Taliban expelled from power. He went into exile. Sherzai relied on
political influence and a “ragtag band of tribal militiamen with no organization and few
heavy weapons.” Through his networks, Sherzai had been gathering intelligence on the
Taliban and Al Qaeda for the C.I.A. for more than a year before September 11. He lived in
Quetta, enriched himself through business and espionage, and bided his time. The
significance of his position that autumn was that, like the Panjshiris, Gul Agha Sherzai
was already a vetted Counterterrorist Center partner with a track record of cooperation

with the C.I.A. against the Taliban.2

Sherzai entered Afghanistan from Quetta, to Kandahar’s south, a few days after Karzai
landed by helicopter. Team Foxtrot, another Pentagon-commanded Special Forces—C.I.A.
collaboration, joined Sherzai. To prepare, Sherzai’s lieutenants met 1.S.1. officers in
Quetta to receive Pakistani weapons. The service had reluctantly come to play both sides
in the American war against the Taliban, but few officers had changed their convictions.
The 1.S.I. officer handing over the guns told Sherzai’s men “that they were making a
serious mistake in trying to overthrow the Taliban, one which they should regret, and one
which they should seriously reconsider.”

In Grenier’s judgment, the threat Karzai and Sherzai “posed to the Taliban was
primarily political, not military.” The Taliban had taken power five years earlier by
persuading entire sections of the Pashtun population to join them, without firing a shot.
Now the process might work in reverse. The problem was, as Grenier put it, “Our own

understanding of this broad sociopolitical shift was hazy at best.”22



hedecisive battle-of Hamid Karzai’s improbable campaign took place less than two weeks
after he returned to Afghanistan in the company of Vogle. A convoy of about fifty
armed and highly irregular Taliban vehicles rolled up a highway from Kandahar to
attack Karzai outside Tarinkot. It “looked like a snake slithering out of the pass,” in
the journalist Eric Blehm’s description. “There seemed to be no end; it just kept coming,
its numbers obscured by the dust storm it created as it advanced across the flat desert
floor.” Karzai’s smaller militia carried “everything from AK-47s to bolt-action rifles that
likely predated World War I1.” But F-18 fighter-bombers obliterated the Taliban trucks
before their occupants could dismount, scattering dozens of charred bodies on the plain.

The remaining trucks turned and fled.23

The victory brought yet more local leaders to Karzai’s makeshift quarters, where Greg
Vogle, who had taught himself some Pashto, was a constant presence—part bodyguard,
part political adviser, and part reporting officer into C.I.A. channels. The political stakes
he managed rose by the day. The Northern Alliance held Kabul. Kandahar lay open to
Karzai and Sherzai. An interim post-Taliban government was now an urgent requirement,
and the Bush administration appointed the diplomat James Dobbins to negotiate one, in
partnership with the Algerian-born diplomat Lakhdar Brahimi. The United Nations
scheduled a formal conference in Bonn, Germany. En route, Ehsan ul-Haq, the I.S.I. chief,
and Abdullah Abdullah, the longtime political adviser to Massoud, each volunteered to
Dobbins the name of Hamid Karzai as someone who might be an acceptable interim
leader of Afghanistan. “We thought, ‘If he’s a Pashtun from Kandahar, and he’s a C.I.A.
guy, okay,” explained one senior Northern Alliance leader. It was unlikely that there
would be many other aspects of Afghan politics on which the I.S.1., the C.I.A., and the

Northern Alliance would agree. Hamid Karzai’s destiny was sealed.24

As he moved toward Kandahar, Karzai met tribal leaders hoping to pledge themselves
to him early. On December 5, he had just sat down for another parley when an explosion
shook the room, throwing him to the floor. Vogle leaped on top of Karzai’s body to protect

him, followed by a scrum of Afghan guards.2> They feared a Taliban attack was under way.

It was friendly fire. An Air Force controller had inadvertently directed a two-thousand-
pound bomb near Karzai’s position. Three Americans and fifty Afghans died.

Karzai was shaken but not seriously hurt. During the next hour, a BBC reporter called
his satellite phone from Kabul to inform him that he had been named chairman of the
new Afghan interim government. That same day, a Taliban delegation arrived with a letter
of surrender, as Karzai later characterized the document.

Karzai asked Mullah Naqibullah, the militarily powerful commander of an armed
force in Kandahar, to speak with surviving Taliban leaders who had gathered in Shah Wali
Kot, a redoubt of canyons and ridges to Kandahar’s northeast. Mullah Mohammad Omar
received him. Other senior Taliban leaders and advisers were also present. Karzai was
inclined to accept Omar’s terms of surrender.

The next day, at a Pentagon press conference, however, Donald Rumsfeld announced
that any negotiated end to the war against the Taliban was “unacceptable to the United
States.” It remained American policy toward the Taliban “to bring justice to them or them



boepustiee i Phits-policy was soon felt in Kandahar. Some of the senior Taliban who offered
to back Karzai’s new regime were arrested and later sent to Guantanamo.

After tense negotiations, the C.I.A. helped to broker a deal in which Gul Agha Sherzai
was restored as governor of Kandahar, Naqibullah yielded political power but maintained
his armed force, and Hamid Karzai took over national leadership from Kabul. Mullah

Mohammad Omar hid out for a few days, wrapped in a shawl, then climbed on a

motorcycle and escaped into Pakistan.2®

Hardly anyone in Washington or at the C.I.A.’s Counterterrorist Center reflected on
the Taliban’s political fate or how the movement’s exclusion from the country’s new
politics might later create a backlash. “Sadly, in terms of our policy, I don’t think we
thought much about them at all,” Crumpton recalled, referring to the Taliban’s surviving
leadership. “We killed a lot of them, many thousands of them, including some of the key
leaders. They were whipped.” Unfortunately, “what we failed to do is to understand that
we had to replace the Taliban with something better.” As he worked with Karzai and the
Northern Alliance to allocate cabinet seats in the new Afghan regime, James Dobbins
believed the Taliban “had been so discredited by their performance in government and by
the speed at which they had been displaced that they were not going to be a significant

factor in Afghan politics. That turned out to be completely wrong.”2“

I n early October, Osama Bin Laden issued his first statement since September 11. “There
is America, hit by God in one of its softest spots,” he said. “Its greatest buildings were

destroyed, thank God for that. There is America, full of fear from its north to its south.”28
He kept a low profile in the weeks that followed, receiving a few visitors but moving
frequently. When Kabul fell, Al Qaeda’s remnant army of Arabs, Uzbeks, Chechens,
Africans, and other volunteers evacuated to the east, toward Jalalabad and then southeast
into the White Mountains near the Pakistan border. Bin Laden had constructed
underground bunkers there during the anti-Soviet war, at the complex known as Tora
Bora.

On November 21, Central Command’s Tommy Franks, who was planning air
operations against Tora Bora, took a call from Donald Rumsfeld, who ordered him to start
working on plans for an invasion of Iraq. Rumsfeld told him to have something ready

within a week.2? That dissonance set the tone for the following three weeks. The objective
of Operation Enduring Freedom was not to seize Kabul; it was to destroy Al Qaeda. Yet
Rumsfeld was ordering the campaign’s commander to plan for a different war before he
had completed the one at hand. Military history is rife with examples of generals and
presidents who squander strategic advantage by failing to press a battlefield triumph to its
conclusion. Here was the same story again, involving not only complacency but also
inexplicable strategic judgment, fractured decision making, and confusion.

The C.I.A.’s days-old Kabul Station attempted to track Al Qaeda as its units fled the
capital, but the atmosphere was highly improvised and the station had new leadership.



Sehroemhadipulled out after about six weeks in the field, replaced by Gary Berntsen. The
new chief had grown up on Long Island, where he “drank, got into fights, and caused all
sorts of trouble, graduating next to last in a high school class of about 300, a functional
illiterate.” He did not know Afghanistan, but he spoke Farsi and had worked on terrorism
operations, where he “took a grab-them-by-the-neck approach.” Sending him to run C.I.A.
operations at the end of October was Hank Crumpton’s call. Crumpton wanted aggression
on the front line, and he got that. During his short tour in Kabul, Berntsen may have
advocated more forcefully than anyone in the U.S. government to put American boots on
the ground at Tora Bora to try to prevent Bin Laden’s escape. Yet he also fought so bitterly
with colleagues and U.S. military commanders that he undermined his own message.

On November 26 or 27, a C.I.A. officer who was a former Delta operator told Berntsen
that the small American presence coordinating with Afghan militias was not working.
Berntsen sent in a “careful” cable asking for U.S. Rangers. “Let’s kill this baby in the crib,”

he concluded.3°

On November 29, Vice President Dick Cheney told ABC News that Bin Laden “was
equipped to go to ground” at Tora Bora. “He’s got what he believes to be secure facilities,
caves underground. It’s an area he’s familiar with.” Around December 1, Crumpton took
maps of Tora Bora to the Oval Office and squatted on the floor before President Bush and
Cheney to review the terrain.

“I's there any way we can seal this border?” Bush asked.

“No army on Earth can seal this,” Crumpton answered.

Delta Force, C.I.A., and other paramilitary and Special Forces units were following the
method that had already conquered Afghanistan’s northern cities: They embedded with
Afghan militias. Hazarat Ali, a commander in Jalalabad allied with the Northern Alliance,
oversaw one force; Haji Zahir, the son of a prominent commander who had initially
welcomed Bin Laden to Afghanistan, oversaw a smaller one. Neither of them had the
motivation or history of collaboration with the C.I.A. that the Panjshiris or Gul Agha
Sherzai had.

The United States could deploy small reconnaissance units behind the caves and
watch for Bin Laden and his followers with satellites and the C.I.A.’s two Predators,
Crumpton told Bush, “but with such a vast territory and uncertain weather, we could miss
their escape.” Crumpton felt that he had made an intelligence case emphasizing the
Pakistani border was porous and that he had doubts that Pakistani forces could seal it. He
did not think it was his position to recommend directly that Bush deploy hundreds of U.S.
troops in a blocking position; as an intelligence officer, he had laid out his analysis, but
the decision about how to fight the war was up to the president and Franks. The
alternative to an American ground assault force was airpower. But Tora Bora had been

constructed fifteen years before to withstand heavy Soviet aerial bombardment.3!

Franks ordered heavy bombers into action on December 3. Over the next four days B-
52s and other high-altitude aircraft dropped about seven hundred thousand pounds of
explosives on Al Qaeda’s suspected positions. Small teams of Delta Force and C.I.A.
officers working with reluctant Afghan militias pushed up the mountainside to observe
what they could. The teams intercepted radio transmissions that included Bin Laden



epeaking te dvis followers, in the judgment of C.I.A. analysts. But Al Qaeda vastly
outnumbered the small American spotting force on the mountain. So did the legions of
foreign journalists covering the fight from around Jalalabad.

Several days after Crumpton’s Oval Office meeting, around December 4, Berntsen
demanded that the United States put more of its own soldiers on the ground. He “almost
screamed” over the phone to Crumpton that U.S. Army Rangers or Marines were needed
in the mountains. Crumpton briefed Cofer Black and then called Tommy Franks the next
morning in Tampa. They had a long conversation; Crumpton urged the general to deploy
American troops onto the mountainsides. Franks “expressed concern about the lack of
planning and the time required to deploy substantial reinforcements,” as Crumpton put it
later.

When Crumpton described Central Command’s reluctance to Berntsen, the Kabul
station chief only cursed. Crumpton answered that Berntsen had to accept Franks’s

decision and “go with what we have.”32

Bush later defended his own decision making on the grounds that he “asked our
commanders and C.I.A. officials about bin Laden frequently” and “they assured me they
had the troop levels and resources they needed.” But Crumpton’s view was that Central
Command had to provide the critical blocking forces on the ground; that was well beyond

the C.I.A.’s capacity.33

In Kabul, Berntsen met Major General Dell Dailey, who commanded Joint Special
Operations Command, the subunit of Special Forces housing elite counterterrorism units
such as Delta Force and the Navy SEALSs. Dailey told Berntsen that he would not deploy
more American troops to Tora Bora because it might arouse resentment from Afghan
allies. “I don’t give a damn about offending our allies!” Berntsen shouted. Dailey refused
to change his mind; in fact, the decisions were being made at higher levels. “Screw that!”
Berntsen answered.34

United States Senate investigators later concluded that about two thousand to three
thousand American troops would have been required to make an effective attempt to
block Al Qaeda’s escape from Tora Bora. About a thousand soldiers from the Tenth
Mountain Division had deployed nearby to Uzbekistan, where they had no significant
mission. A thousand Marines sat at Camp Rhino, southeast of Kandahar, with no
significant mission. With reinforcements from the U.S. Army Rangers and the 82nd
Airborne flying out of the United States, a substantial blocking force was available.
Organizing enough high-altitude helicopter lift, supplies, and medical support would have
been challenging and risky under such time pressure. The peaks at Tora Bora rose as high
as fourteen thousand feet, meaning that American soldiers training at lower altitude and
dropped there suddenly might suffer from altitude sickness. Because of the harsh weather
and rough terrain, close air support would have been difficult to deliver, leaving ground

troops vulnerable to ambush or capture.3>

Yet various accounts given by Franks and his lieutenants indicate that Central
Command’s reluctance to bear risk was as much the product of a political judgment as it
was about logistics. The generals feared the deployment behind Tora Bora might provoke
a tribal revolt in the mountains or otherwise destabilize Afghan politics. History



eneseunicdeddbemitdbhe cataclysms and mass slaughters suffered by Soviet and British
invaders of Afghanistan led Franks and Lieutenant General Michael DeLong, his deputy,
to believe that the sudden arrival of hundreds of American soldiers among armed Pashtun
tribesmen might stir a spontaneous uprising, they said later. As DeLong put it: “We
wanted to create a stable country and that was more important than going after Bin Laden
at the time.” He feared that “this tribal area was sympathetic to Bin Laden.”

The reluctance to go in heavy with American forces began at the top, with Rumsfeld
and Franks. According to Major General Warren Edwards, who was involved in the
operation, “The message was strong from the national level down: ‘We are not going to
repeat the mistakes of the Soviets. We are not going to go in with large conventional
forces.”” This precept was “embedded in our decision-making process, in our psyche.” In
fact, the pattern of local responses to heavily armed N.A.T.O. troops deploying for short
periods in Pashtun regions would later make clear that even where locals were sullen or
hostile, they did not typically have the means or will to mount a spontaneous armed
uprising. That would only invite bombing and other deadly retaliation from a vastly
superior American force. In the longer run, alienated Pashtuns across the south and east
would join or aid the Taliban against the United States, but those populations almost
certainly did not pose the threat to a short-term deployment at Tora Bora in December

that DeLong and others feared.3®

On December 9, Crumpton informed Berntsen that he was being replaced after only a
few weeks in country. Berntsen had alienated analysts and operators at the
Counterterrorist Center and ALEC Station. When he learned of his removal, he felt “as
though someone had just thrown a bucket of cold water in my face.” He could not
understand the decision. “Why was headquarters pulling us out? And why was
Washington hesitant about committing troops to get Bin Laden?”

Crumpton felt Berntsen had “done a magnificent, heroic job,” but Afghanistan was
about to form a post-Taliban government, and there would be a “new mission” for the
C.I.A. in Kabul that required “a strong station chief.” Crumpton believed he had to
manage “sudden success” and the “impending political transformation from a Taliban-
occupied country to a liberated proto-state in need of a central authority.” This required a
chief of station who “could engage across the entire U.S. national security spectrum and
forge a close working relationship with the emerging Afghan national government.” That
might be so, but it did not explain why it was necessary to deliver this news to Berntsen
and his frontline team before the Tora Bora battle was resolved. Berntsen was furious,
and punched a hole in a door at the Ariana Hotel. He had to sheepishly watch Afghan
workmen repair it the next day while he ran a meeting. But he turned back to the fight.
He was “pretty angry” about being ordered back, but “3,000 people had been killed” on
September 11, so the decision “had no negative effect on my performance.” He had a sore
fist, however.3Z

Tommy Franks said later that, in addition to heavy bombing, his plan was to help
Pakistan’s army block Al Qaeda’s exit. He thought it was “a pretty good determination” to
work with the Pakistanis. But the C.I.A. reported immediately that the plan would fail,
according to Charles Allen, who was in charge of agency intelligence collection at the



binverOn: Decemiber 11, at C.I.A. headquarters, Allen’s directorate composed the first
edition of what would become a daily “Hunt for Bin Laden” classified memo, intended for
Tenet, Bush, and key members of the national security cabinet. The early editions
concentrated on Tora Bora and emphasized that “the back door was open,” by Allen’s
account.

The Pakistani generals in charge of closing the back door had no means to airlift
troops high into the Hindu Kush Mountains in the time available. When they asked the
United States for help, they were turned down. Pakistan’s then director-general of
military operations, in charge of all day-to-day military movements, later said that he
“first learnt about Tora Bora from the television,” and that the Pakistan Army command’s
reaction to the battle was one of alarm. This account is supported by other Pakistani
generals then stationed along the border. Only by December 8 or 9, after days of heavy
bombing had taken place, did Franks ask the Pakistan Army’s XI Corps to seal the border.
Pakistan had few troop-carrying helicopters. The army did move ground forces into the

region by truck, but this only blocked a few routes of escape from Afghanistan.38
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© ketWasmBimokiademreally there? Charles Allen and a Delta Force major who at the time
scrutinized intercepts of a radio speech Bin Laden apparently delivered on December 10
concluded that he was, as did the operations officers and analysts back at ALEC Station. It
later materialized that Bin Laden wrote his last will and testament on December 14. The
document’s tone and content suggest he thought he would die soon. “Allah bears witness
that the love of jihad and death in the cause of Allah has dominated my life and the verses
of the sword permeated every cell in my heart, ‘and fight the pagans all together as they
fight you all together,” he wrote. He apologized to his children for the hardship he had
created in their lives and asked his wives never to remarry. It was probably the next day
that he left for Pakistan. The C.I.A.’s Allen hypothesized that Bin Laden moved north,
inside Afghanistan, into Kunar and Nuristan provinces before crossing over to Pakistan.
Scores of Bin Laden’s Al Qaeda followers who survived the bombing walked or rode into

Pakistan—Arabs, Chechens, Uzbeks, some wounded and ill, all seeking shelter.32

Tommy Franks flew into Islamabad to meet Musharraf over lunch in the midst of this
migration. Chamberlin attended. Musharraf asked, “General Franks, what are you doing?
You are flushing these guys out and there are one hundred and fifty valleys for them to
move through. They are pouring in to my country.” Franks did not have an answer.
Musharraf asked Franks if Central Command could hurriedly provide helicopters to lift
sixty thousand Pakistani troops to the Afghan border. Trapping Al Qaeda’s thousand-odd
hard-core survivors inside Afghanistan was as much in Pakistan’s interest as it was in
America’s, since Al Qaeda’s migration into Pakistan could wreak havoc. Franks did not
answer at the time but later communicated to Musharraf that it could not be done.

Helicopters were in short supply.#©

President Bush heard conflicting advice throughout the fall of 2001 about how much
Osama Bin Laden mattered as an individual target. Some of his advisers argued that Bush
should avoid equating Al Qaeda with the United States by singling Bin Laden out. It is
true that Bin Laden’s position was not that of a commanding general or even a guerrilla
leader comparable to Mao Zedong or Fidel Castro. He was the chairman of a force of
multinational volunteers who sometimes worked autonomously and had no political
territory of their own. After Bin Laden disappeared, it was tempting for Bush and his
advisers to believe that his survival didn’t matter much, apart from the need to deliver
justice on behalf of Al Qaeda’s victims in New York, Washington, Nairobi, Dar es Salaam,
and elsewhere. But the failure at Tora Bora ran deeper than justice delayed. As Senate
investigators later concluded, the events at Tora Bora “forever altered the course of the

conflict in Afghanistan and the future of international terrorism.”4

It also altered the future of Pakistan. On the eve of the American attack on
Afghanistan, Dick Cheney had warned Bush’s war cabinet that the war could spill over
into Pakistan, “causing the government to lose control of the country and potentially its
nuclear arsenal.” Stephen Hadley, Bush’s then—deputy national security adviser, called
this “the nightmare scenario.” Pentagon planners had listed “the collapse of the Pakistani
government” as one of the risks of the campaign. Now the migration of hundreds of
Uzbeks, Chechens, Arabs, and other foreign fighters from the eastern mountains of
Afghanistan into Pakistan’s tribal areas and cities brought that “nightmare scenario” into



being: A&l Qaeda’sarrival created conditions that would further destabilize Pakistan. It
connected the country’s indigenous radical networks with Al Qaeda’s international
ideologists. It deepened resentment among Pakistan’s generals, who would come to see
their country’s rising violence as a price of American folly in the fall of 2001. The potency
of Al Qaeda’s ideas and tactics further challenged a Pakistani state that was weak, divided,
complacent, and complicit about Islamist ideology and violence. These consequences

were not fully apparent that December, but they would rapidly metastasize.42

merican politicians and media celebrated Operation Enduring Freedom as a great and

stunning campaign, a harbinger of a new kind of war. The operation did succeed
faster and at a lower cost in American lives than any comparable war in the country’s
history. The C.I.A., Navy, and Air Force planners and Special Operations Command
developed and executed in less than four weeks an improvised, successful attack in a
large, distant, landlocked country. Special Forces teams fought remarkably alongside
Afghan forces that were themselves courageous and daring. Of course, the Taliban had no
modern air defenses, no significant air force, no economy, and no powerful allies. Even
so, few would have ventured to predict on the night of October 7 that by mid-December
the Taliban would be out of power entirely, or that an opposition government led by
Hamid Karzai and recognized by the United Nations would be installed, or that the U.S.-
led coalition would have suffered only twelve military deaths, as well as the death of one
C.I.A. officer, Johnny Micheal Spann. Operation Enduring Freedom was a military-
political-intelligence endeavor of great ingenuity, luck, and tactical skill.

Its success blinded many American politicians, commanders, and C.I.A. leaders to the
losses inflicted on Afghans and the political risks of their strategy. The U.S.-led coalition
dropped about twelve thousand bombs on Afghanistan that autumn, about 40 percent of
them “dumb,” or unguided, according to an analysis by Carl Conetta of the Center for
International Policy. Hank Crumpton at the Counterterrorist Center estimated that the
campaign killed “at least ten thousand” foreign and Taliban fighters, “perhaps double or
triple that number.” By the conservative estimate of Boston University political scientist
Neta Crawford, between 1,500 and 2,375 Afghan civilians also died. Some perished in
plainly avoidable mistakes when American bombers destroyed civilian villages and
extended families. The arbitrariness of these civilian deaths planted seeds of bitterness.
So did the C.I.A.’s revived client Abdul Rashid Dostum, who accepted the surrender of
several thousand Taliban and allied prisoners in November. Hundreds of those prisoners
soon died from suffocation after being stuffed into shipping containers or shot by guards.
Dostum said he was in Kunduz, did not order the actions that led to the deaths, and did
not learn about them until a year later. In any event, the Bush administration did nothing
to hold anyone accountable for the massacres; Dostum entered politics and soon held
high office.43

The United States had no serious plan for Afghanistan after the war. The nearly
uniform worldwide support for Hamid Karzai’s interim government created a framework



foramassivenreeomstruction and for new politics. Yet the Bush administration had little
appetite for nation building or peacekeeping. Osama Bin Laden and Mullah Mohammad
Omar had escaped. Afghanistan’s cities lay in the hands of strongmen, many of them
C.I.A. clients, whose previous turns in office had been marked by abuse, internecine
fighting, and incompetence. Thirty years of war—and now, after Operation Enduring
Freedom, thousands of additional bombs dropped on the country—had left Afghanistan
prostrate. Life expectancy and child mortality rates—to the extent they could be measured
at all—stood at the very bottom of the U.N.’s worldwide human development tables. The
country’s only real equities were international goodwill and some collective memory of a
multiethnic country that had once been peaceful.

Hamid Karzai invited Greg Vogle to his inauguration in Kabul on December 22. The
new Afghan leader wore a lambskin hat and spoke in Pashto and Dari. Shouts and warm
applause punctuated an emotional ceremony. From the ashes of September 11 a ruined
country had won a new beginning. “We should put our hands together to forget the

painful past,” Karzai said.44
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Small Change

ich Blee flew to Bagram Airfield in mid-December 2001. Kabul’s thin mountain air

was smoky from cooking fires and winter was biting. He spent some of his first

days in country arranging for turkeys to be acquired by Afghan staff and then deep-
fried for Christmas dinner, to lift the morale of Kabul Station. Hank Crumpton and Cofer
Black had asked him to serve as the new chief of station. He took a crammed, three-day
refresher course in shooting M-16s and AK-47s and packed up. Kabul made Bangui, in the
Central African Republic, the site of Blee’s first C.I.A. posting, seem stable and well
provisioned. The Taliban had unplugged the city. The international airport had no air
traffic control systems to speak about. Only satellite phones could be relied upon for voice
communication. Gasoline and diesel had to be flown in by the barrel. The Taliban had
squatted inside ministry buildings. They cooked on the floor and slept in offices. Sections
of the city destroyed by street-to-street tank and rocket battles during the civil war still lay
in ruins. After Kabul fell to the Northern Alliance, the Panjshiris and their Uzbek and
Hazara allies had rushed from building to building, reoccupying lost property or seizing
abandoned compounds. The armed militias created an unstable patchwork of policing and
checkpoints from block to block.

The C.I.A.’s redoubt, the old Ariana Hotel, was a wreck. Kabul Station became a daily
improvisation. The expatriates slept in shifts. The four-story hotel faced a traffic circle
downtown, protected by a ten-foot wall. The C.I.A.’s staff built more walls and tried to
push out the perimeter. The hotel had advantages: furnished rooms that could be used as
bunks or as offices, and an Afghan staff seemingly eager to serve a reliable paymaster. Yet
some of the staff had worked for the Taliban before the Americans arrived; their loyalties
might be judged as uncertain. The dining room still functioned. The Ariana was close to
the presidential palace, which made it easy for Blee to drop in on Karzai. Still, the hotel
was truly decrepit. A Northern Alliance jet had dropped a bomb on it a few years back.
C.I.A. officers chasing Al Qaeda into the White Mountains brought back a stray puppy and
insisted that it be adopted; the dog slept on the hotel floors and crapped in hallways as it
pleased. (Blee soon ordered the puppy banished, one of his more unpopular decisions.)
Bearded special operators and case officers with Glock pistols strapped to their thighs
tromped in and out. The atmosphere was a cross between a Central Asian organized crime

clubhouse and a clapboard hotel on a muddy street in an old western.!



© kediheoCTheAstiagdbmo institutional view about what should be done in Afghanistan after
the Taliban. Blee and Hank Crumpton favored a major reconstruction program, to signal
American commitment. Cofer Black thought the United States had a poor record of
transforming countries like Afghanistan. He favored a light footprint and an unrelenting
focus on Al Qaeda. In any event, the C.I.A. was supposed to offer presidents empirical
intelligence and analysis and to steer clear of foreign policy advice. Yet agency operations
created de facto policy in Afghanistan during 2002 by empowering strongmen with poor
human rights records. The C.I.A.’s overall playbook that winter in Afghanistan was
derived from its operations in Vietnam, Nicaragua, Angola, Somalia, and other Cold War
proxy conflicts, in which many of the senior officers at the Counterterrorist Center had
served. Station chiefs managed palace politics with cash, favors, and confidential advice to
national leaders, while watching out for the influence of rival intelligence services. The
Special Activities Division trained and paid rough militias as armed reconnaissance
forces, to provide protection to expatriate case officers and to operate in contested areas
or behind enemy lines. Career case officers recruited locals as reporting agents and vetted
their information against satellite and Predator imagery or phone chatter picked up by the
National Security Agency. To carry out such operations, the C.I.A. inevitably favored as
political officeholders tough men independent of foreign intelligence services who would
act reliably on American priorities. This client network would create a new landscape of
winners in Afghanistan.

George W. Bush had given the C.I.A. one clear mandate: to attack Al Qaeda and its
allies. As a practical matter, that meant Blee’s operating directive for Kabul Station
prioritized pursuit of the Arab, Chechen, and Uzbek volunteers who had followed Bin
Laden east and then melted away after the bombing of Tora Bora. No one knew their
numbers, but the best estimates were in the range of several hundred up to two thousand
foreigners—that is, non-Afghans and non-Pakistanis. This was Al Qaeda’s loose remnant
army. Embedded within its ranks were the bomb experts, money men, and ex—Arab
military officers who organized the cells that often conceived and backed the most
ambitious overseas terror strikes.

By January 2002 some Al Qaeda foot soldiers and unit commanders had migrated into
Pakistan. But others had gone to ground in eastern Afghanistan, along the mountainous
border from Jalalabad south toward Paktia Province. As early as mid-December
intelligence analysts at Task Force Dagger, the Special Forces command whose A-Teams
had embedded with the Northern Alliance as they defeated the Taliban, had concluded

that significant numbers of Al Qaeda were regrouping around Paktia and Gardez.2

Blee recruited Chris Wood as the incipient Kabul Station’s chief of operations, in
charge of the C.I.A.’s collaboration with U.S. Special Forces to the east. Wood had no
military experience, but his Dari skills and his experience with the Panjshiris during the
autumn campaign recommended him, as well as the fact that he had spent the previous
four years in Islamabad, running Afghan agents. There were only about thirty or forty
C.I.A. officers left in Afghanistan by the time of Karzai’s inauguration, although the
number would grow again during 2002. The Pentagon’s Special Forces soldiers and

officers now outnumbered case officers by about fivefold.3



© ediheoATeerigansled units formed to push into eastern Afghanistan, to chase Al Qaeda
remnants, comprised mixed teams of Special Forces—Green Berets, Delta Force, and Navy
SEAL Team 6—plus C.I.A. officers and communications and intercept specialists. They
were eventually referred to as Omega Teams. They might operate independently on
reconnaissance missions, to identify Al Qaeda positions, or they might train and
accompany Afghan militias of several hundred or more men. The C.I.A. officers on the
teams included paramilitary specialists such as Greg Vogle, but also language and area
specialists such as Chris Wood, who led a reconnaissance team that winter of 2002 that
operated along the twisting highway between Khost and Gardez. Intelligence operations
have a range, like radar or rifles, Wood told colleagues. C.I.A. tradecraft held that case
officers should try to operate tens of miles from denied territory in order to run agents

behind enemy lines.4

To recruit Afghan militias that could provide local support, the C.I.A. turned to
Amrullah Saleh, and to Asadullah Khalid, a Pashtun from Ghazni Province, in the east.
Khalid was then in his early thirties. His father had served in parliament during the pre-
Communist era. Before 2001, as Sayyaf’s intelligence aide, Asadullah had traveled to the
United States and worked with the C.I.A. on programs to recover Stinger missiles and
collect intelligence on Al Qaeda. Like Saleh, he was young, relatively independent, game

for action, and implacably opposed to the Taliban.>

More senior and established commanders in the Northern Alliance such as Fahim
Khan and Abdul Rashid Dostum controlled large armed forces, but they worked
simultaneously with the C.I.A., Iranian intelligence, and Russian intelligence. Asadullah
was less entangled in these relationships. By early 2002, he had become a partner of the
C.I.A. for reasons of mutual advantage, as a European security officer put it: “In their

weakness they became friends of the Americans, and gained strength.”®

The Americans built up small forward bases to train and prepare their hastily
recruited forces. Early in the New Year, they reinforced a forward operating base on the
outskirts of Gardez, a provincial capital eighty miles due south from Kabul, in a fortress
compound with twenty-five-foot mud-brick walls and a steel gate, located at about seven
thousand feet above sea level.

Gardez became a hub of clandestine and unconventional warfare planning and
intelligence collection. C.I.A. case officers and Green Berets rode out to local villages, met
elders, offered food and medical aid, and sought out traveling Afghan agents who might
be paid fifty or a hundred dollars to ride or walk into districts where Al Qaeda might be
holed up. “It’s a little like Star Wars,” as an officer involved put it. “We would send these
little agents all over the place to try to find where the rebel alliance was. And if the agents
didn’t come back, or they came back dead, or they couldn’t get past roadblocks, we knew
there was a problem.” The essential questions plumbed by the C.I.A.’s agents were: Where
are the Al Qaeda who fled Tora Bora but remained in Afghanistan? What weapons and
defenses do they have? How many are there?

Michael Hurley, a senior C.I.A. case officer deployed at Gardez from December 2001 to
May 2002, worked on “the big question after Tora Bora,” which was “Where is the last
redoubt in Afghanistan?” Yet it was difficult to sort rumor from fact. Paying impoverished



toeats forimfernration created financial incentives for them to invent tantalizing false
stories or settle vendettas by labeling a business or tribal rival as Al Qaeda. Even where
multiple sources confirmed that foreign fighters were present, according to Hurley, “local
agents weren’t very good about sorting out foreigners’ nationalities” or determining

which leaders might be with them.Z

In January, Major General Warren Edwards of Central Command flew into Kabul and
met with Rich Blee. The station chief told him that he expected “the last battle” of the
Afghan war to be fought soon around Gardez. Edwards took note; in his experience, Blee
“had a much better feel for Afghanistan than most of the people I talked to.” By late
January, the “fire ants,” as the human agents run by the C.I.A. mainly out of Gardez were
known, reported with increasing credibility the existence of a large group of foreign Al
Qaeda fighters in the Shah-i-Kot Valley, to the southeast of Gardez. The valley floor stood
at 8,500 feet above sea level and the surrounding peaks rose as high as 14,000 feet. Shah-
i-Kot had been an Al Qaeda sanctuary during the 1980s, as well as a base of the Haqqanis,
a family-led network of Afghan Taliban allies. “We had estimates of 200 to 300 people, up
to 1,200 to 1,400,” Hurley recalled. Task Force Dagger’s intelligence analysts assessed the
foreigners as mainly from the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, an Al Qaeda ally. But the
analysts could not confirm the numbers of enemy present through Predator photography,
U2 surveillance planes, or satellite imagery. The weather was bad, the valley ridgelines
had caves that were difficult to penetrate, and there was no sign of a large force in the
open. Maybe they weren’t there; maybe they had adopted strong measures to avoid
detection. The C.I.A. “lost a couple” of reporting agents who were captured and executed
and “we ran into a couple of roadblocks, and they were manned by Chechens and Uzbeks,

according to an officer involved. “We knew that was bad” but “we didn’t know how

many.”8

Major General Franklin “Buster” Hagenbeck, a West Point graduate who commanded
the Tenth Mountain Division and who was then the highest-ranking officer commanding
conventional forces in the country, organized planning exercises at Bagram Airfield for an
attack on the Shah-i-Kot. His officers built a terrain model of the region on the floor of an
old Soviet hangar; Hagenbeck and his men walked through it every day, war-gaming their
plan. Among other things, Hagenbeck and his lieutenants sought to absorb the lessons of
Tora Bora, to plan from the start for the deployment of reliable American and allied
N.A.T.O. forces, led by the 101st Airborne Division, behind Al Qaeda’s positions, to

prevent the enemy’s escape into Pakistan.?

»

here were Osama Bin Laden and his deputy, Ayman Al Zawahiri? There were

reports of his presence at Jalalabad, Peshawar, and Kandahar. None of these
panned out, and increasingly there were no good leads. Yet there were plenty of false
sightings of both men that had to be run down by Kabul Station. At one point, an Afghan
Tajik vendor in Utah contacted his congressman and persuaded him to inform the
Pentagon that the vendor knew where Bin Laden was hiding, near Gardez. The military



epunuprare operation to attack the site. It turned out that the F.B.I. had previously
documented that the source was a fabricator. From Langley, Charles Allen circulated his
daily Bin Laden hunt memo for about three months after Tora Bora, but he dropped it
when the leads ran dry. Allen consulted case officers who had served in Pakistan; they
suggested regions where Allen might look around, such as the northern Pakistani border
city of Chitral and the Swat Valley. He went into Langley headquarters on weekends to
take a hard look at the satellite and other overhead imagery with analysts, but they found
nothing. One hypothesis was that Bin Laden had actually died at Tora Bora, but when
F.B.I. forensic teams, working with Special Forces, exhumed Al Qaeda grave sites there,
they identified some of Bin Laden’s bodyguards, but found no trace of the leader

himself.1?

Kabul Station became a destination for visitors from Washington, all of whom Blee
and his deputy had to brief, protect, and entertain. Among the early arrivals was A. B.
“Buzzy” Krongard, the C.I.A.’s executive director, a wealthy former investment banker
from Baltimore whom Tenet had recruited a few years before to bring private sector
management expertise to agency operations. A Princeton-educated lawyer and former
Marine, Krongard lived in a hillside mansion outside Baltimore that had a private
shooting range; he had a large gun collection. Like Tenet, he had an expansive
personality. Krongard toured Kabul and Gardez. Tenet sent Jose Rodriguez of the
Counterterrorist Center as an escort, “just to make sure Buzzy doesn’t kill anybody,” as
Rodriguez told colleagues. The visit was another distraction, but it produced a

momentous decision.}t

Krongard was struck by how insecure Kabul Station seemed even though the war was
supposedly won. Inside the Ariana Hotel, officers carried a weapon even to the bathroom.
Krongard had known Blee when he worked on the Seventh Floor, as an aide to Tenet, and
admired him. They discussed the Afghan guard force protecting the Ariana Hotel. Blee
had to assume the C.I.A.’s address was no secret around Kabul. If they were attacked, Blee
said, “you could have the whole hotel in a firing position, but we don’t know if the
Afghans will fight, leave, or lead the enemy in.” At one point, the C.I.A. conducted an
internal security review of Kabul Station and found the facility to be virtually
indefensible; it was a hotel, and hotels are meant to be accessible. The guards’ primary
loyalty was to the Northern Alliance, not necessarily the C.I.A. Krongard pledged to do

something when he got back to Langley.12

The C.I.A. contracted for training facilities with Blackwater USA, the private firm run
by Erik Prince, a former Navy SEAL. According to Krongard, he had never worked with
Prince directly before early 2002, but they knew of each other. After Krongard returned
from Afghanistan to Langley, Prince, who was in C.I.A. headquarters, made a cold call at
Krongard’s office, seeking to identify how Blackwater could grow its business at the
agency. Prince asked what needs the C.I.A. had. Krongard mentioned his Kabul Station
issue. “I've got a Rolodex,” Prince said, meaning a network of former noncommissioned
officers, Special Forces, and retired SEALSs.

“Go down to the contract office,” Krongard told him. As Krongard recalled it, “Let’s
move’ was the attitude.” Blackwater’s for-profit provision of bodyguards, shooters, spies,



@rdrothereperatives in the global war on terrorism was born. Weeks later, Kabul Station
had an expatriate protection force in place, organized by Prince.13

he militia and reconnaissance operations Chris Wood oversaw in Afghanistan’s east

early in 2002 constituted one leg of the C.I.A.’s counterterrorism strategy in post-
Taliban Afghanistan. A second was to fund the reconstruction of the National Directorate
of Security, Afghanistan’s intelligence and security service. The C.I.A. now had the
opportunity to shape a friendly intelligence agency at the axis of Central and South Asia.
(The mandate of N.D.S. approximately combined those of the F.B.I. and the C.I.A. in the
United States.) After the Panjshiris took Kabul, Engineer Arif returned to N.D.S. as de
facto chief, on Fahim Khan’s orders. Karzai formally appointed Arif as his interim
government’s head of intelligence in late December 2001. As a practical matter, Karzai
had no choice—the Panjshiris constituted the main armed power in Kabul at the time, and
he was in effect their international representative.

Arif was a problematic partner for the C.I.A. He had contacts with Russians and
Iranians dating back years. The N.D.S. still carried the influence of its years as a stepchild
of the K.G.B. Also, before September 11, Massoud had entrusted Arif with selling the
Panjshir’s gemstones to fund their war effort—emeralds, rubies, and lapis lazuli mined in
Northern Alliance territory. Each year, Arif would load up trunks the size of coffee tables
and fly to Las Vegas for the American Gem Trade Association exhibition. He would make
$3 million to $4 million for the Northern Alliance cause, but along the way, he seemed to
develop a taste for comfortable hotels and condominiums. He flew on the supersonic

Concorde at least once—quite possibly the only Panjshiri ever to do so.14

At C.I.A. headquarters early that winter, the C.I.A.’s longtime South Asia hand Gary
Schroen sat at a desk with a legal pad and a calculator and drew up an outline for funding
the Afghan service, which he hoped to work through with Engineer Arif. He modeled the
prospective service on the SAVAK, the shah’s intelligence service before the Iranian
Revolution, which Schroen had studied. In February, Schroen flew to Kabul. He was
dismayed to learn that Arif wanted to move temporarily with his family to Washington,
D.C., to seek medical attention. Arif had developed a sciatic nerve problem. He said his
wife also needed counseling to work through the lingering effects of her traumatic
experiences during the Soviet war. (His wife’s father had been killed by the Soviets; as a
teenager, she had then taken a position on the household staff of a Russian officer, shot
him in revenge and fled, according to what Arif told the C.I.A.) Schroen agreed to support
Arif; after all, the Panjshiris had gone to great lengths to accommodate the C.I.A. at the
agency’s hour of need in the autumn of 2001.

Arif and his family moved into a safe house in the Washington area. Schroen arranged
medical appointments. Weeks passed and still Arif was in no hurry to return to Kabul. He
was trying to run Afghan intelligence with a fax machine from his C.I.A. guesthouse. One
rumor was that Arif might be reluctant to return because he had fallen under suspicion
among some Panjshiris because of Massoud’s assassination. Arif had cleared the Al Qaeda



@ssassimsTiorstherm“interview” with the commander, and then he had left the room before
the suicide bombing took place. In fact, there was no sound basis for the suspicion, but as
Arif put it, Massoud’s death “had a negative psychological effect on the people and the
leadership of the United Front.” For his part, Schroen could understand why such
suspicions might arise but he could not see why Arif would have any motive to
collaborate in Massoud’s death. Arif had been loyal to Massoud for years. In any event,
whatever his reasons for remaining in the United States, after two months, Arif at last
returned to Kabul. The suspicions about him subsided. “Everyone knew Arif was not a

killer,” as one of his Panjshiri colleagues put it.1>

The larger question was what sort of intelligence and security service the C.I.A. would
build in Afghanistan. N.D.S. had roots tracing to the nineteenth century. As the Afghan
state grew more centralized, Kabul’s kings built intelligence networks in villages and
provincial capitals to ensure that the palace had early warning about political threats.
These networks reported to a security bureau in the palace. The Soviet occupation
converted this into K.H.A.D., a monstrosity constructed in the K.G.B.’s image and a feared
instrument of political and social control. K.H.A.D. had 150,000 or more Afghans on its
payroll at its peak, including paramilitaries. It had provincial offices and numbered
directorates. The directorate names changed from time to time, but at the height of the
Soviet era, Directorate 1 ran external operations, Directorate 5 was in charge of
counterterrorism, Directorate 6 ran counterintelligence, and Directorate 7 was in charge
of monitoring universities, madrassas, and political elites for their loyalty to the state.

When Engineer Arif ran N.D.S. in the early 1990s, he kept on some K.H.A.D. veterans.
When the Taliban took power, they renamed the service and brought in former
Communists from a different faction. This was the C.I.A.’s inheritance: a workforce of
opaque subgroups that had operated torture chambers and prisons, intimidated citizens

across the land, and owed its professional culture mainly to the K.G.B.1°

The budget Engineer Arif worked with initially was about $15 million annually, and
although this could support hundreds of intelligence officers and even more support staff,
it was far short of what would be required to attempt to create a national police force or
an F.B.I. equivalent for Afghanistan. In any event, that lay well beyond the ambitions of

Bush administration policy that winter. The C.I.A.’s mission was Al Qaeda.l”

Langley’s hesitancy to fund N.D.S. aggressively only grew as C.I.A. officers noticed that
the funds they did provide did not seem to be producing the kinds of results they would
have expected, while Arif seemed to be living beyond the means of a civil servant. Arif
said that any accusation of personal corruption was “unfair,” but if the concern was
organizational corruption within N.D.S., “there were some problems because of the war
situation and [the] lack of control over N.D.S. personnel outside Kabul.” Eventually, Arif
would occupy an expansive compound in the Panjshir, a Kabul home, and a high-rise
apartment in the United Arab Emirates.18

It was simpler for the C.I.A. to work directly with the individuals they knew and
trusted best—Amrullah Saleh, Asadullah Khalid, and Hamid Karzai. Arif also
accommodated the agency at first. Among his assignments, Saleh ran counterintelligence
at N.D.S. as well as liaisons with foreign spy services. Arif named Khalid the head of



Derectorate mydmseharge of counterterrorism. “We wanted to rescue Afghanistan from the
darkness, to take this country that had been imprisoned and free it, place it inside the
normal international community,” an Afghan official involved recalled. “But we did not

control this change: It was controlled by the United States.”™?

peration Anaconda, commanded by Major General Hagenbeck, opened on March 2. It

would be the largest U.S. military operation since the Gulf War of early 1991, as well
as the highest-altitude battle ever fought by a sizable U.S. force. In Not a Good Day to
Die, the journalist Sean Naylor provides an independent-minded, well-sourced account of
the operation. Special Forces, C.I.A. officers, and an Afghan militia loyal to Zia Lodin
attempted the main attack across the valley floor but withdrew after an American Spectre
gunship mistakenly shot up Lodin’s men. Bombing and intrepid fighting at close quarters
by American and allied forces killed dozens and perhaps hundreds of Al Qaeda holed up
on high ridges. (Greg Vogle fought with Afghan militiamen and later received the C.I.A.’s
equivalent of the Medal of Honor for battlefield valor, after he rallied Afghans who had
been left behind back into the fight.) But Anaconda witnessed failures of planning and
execution, the product of the fractured lines of command.

Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld had imposed a hard cap on the number of

American soldiers allowed on the ground in Afghanistan. The total deployment would

average 5,200 through the summer of 2002.2° The great majority of those forces were
immobile at the bases at Bagram and Kandahar. Even the roving target-hunting special
operators were stretched thin, given the vast length of the Afghan-Pakistan border and
the size of the remnant Al Qaeda force thought to have moved there. Britain, Australia,
Denmark, Norway, Poland, New Zealand, Canada, and other allies had sent Special Forces
units to Afghanistan, but organizing them to fight Al Qaeda required a unified command
that did not exist. There were two Special Forces task forces—one headquartered in
Uzbekistan, a second in Kandahar—that operated independently. Hagenbeck putatively
commanded all U.S. forces in Afghanistan—yet he did not control the special operators.
And the general did not have his full headquarters or division with him. The command
design was a prescription for error.

The Tenth Mountain Division had originally been deployed to provide security at a
transit base in Uzbekistan; its units were “not properly trained, manned or equipped” for
the battle they were ordered to fight, a Naval War College assessment later found. The
absence of a “fully functioning intelligence cell” made errors “inevitable.”?! According to
Hagenbeck, there were several important intelligence failures. They expected Al Qaeda
forces to retreat under fire, as they had at Tora Bora; instead, they fought to the death and
summoned reinforcements. There were about three hundred more Al Qaeda volunteers in
the valley than anticipated. There were four times as many caves as forecast, meaning the
enemy had ample places to shelter. Central Command prohibited American forces from
using artillery in Afghanistan at this time, for fear of civilian casualties that would evoke
memories of brutal Soviet tactics. That meant close air support would be essential to



protectosoleders-ifathey were ambushed or encountered heavier Al Qaeda forces than
expected. Yet the commander of the Combined Air Operations Center in Saudi Arabia,
whose planes would provide that close air support, did not even learn of Operation
Anaconda until five days before the scheduled launch. The blocking forces attempting to
squeeze the enemy encountered much heavier Al Qaeda resistance on the ridges than had
been expected. In the end U.S. forces suffered eight dead and about eighty wounded in
four days of heavy fighting. That was a light toll compared with many past American
battles. But it was more than half the number of dead suffered in all of Operation
Enduring Freedom the previous fall. One death was especially shocking: Neil Roberts, a
Navy SEAL, fell out of a helicopter as it attempted to land under fire. Roberts lay
abandoned on the snow as Al Qaeda surrounded him. He fired back but was either
captured and executed or killed in the firefight.

It remains difficult to assess Operation Anaconda’s outcome because of uncertainty
about how many Al Qaeda fighters were in the Shah-i-Kot Valley, how many were killed,
and how many escaped to Pakistan. American generals estimated the number of Al Qaeda
dead to be “as high as 800 publicly and over a thousand in private,” Naylor reported.
“However, they offered no evidence to back up their claims.” Soldiers found only a small
number of enemy corpses in the valley after the battle. “Some of this can be explained by
good guerrilla tactics—no irregular army leaves its dead in the field of battle if it can help
it,” Naylor assessed. “But it is hard to imagine 600 or 700 bodies being spirited out of the
Shah-i-Kot without anyone noticing.” Naylor concluded that the best estimate was in the
range of 150 to 300 Al Qaeda killed. That would imply that “at least as many” foreign
fighters escaped to Pakistan. Hagenbeck insisted that a higher estimate was correct, that

bombing obliterated many Al Qaeda dead.22 What is certain is that a substantial influx of
hard-core Uzbek fighters migrated to South Waziristan, in Pakistan’s Federally
Administered Tribal Areas, during this period. There they would embed in a sanctuary at
least as formidable as Taliban-ruled Afghanistan had ever been. And they would add to
the infusion of hard-core guerrillas flushed by American forces into Pakistan, for its army
and I.S.I. to manage.

avid Sedney flew into Kabul on a United Nations flight from Islamabad on March 8,

as Operation Anaconda concluded. He was a former truck driver and factory worker
who graduated from Princeton University, earned a law degree, and became a career State
Department diplomat, now in his fifties, who had served in Central Asia and had
volunteered for Afghanistan after September 11. He had been selected to serve as the
Kabul embassy’s number two, under Robert Finn, a scholar of Turkish literature, who
would arrive to become ambassador later that month. The U.S. embassy compound,
shuttered in early 1989, looked after by an Afghan gardener and a few watchmen, offered
a time capsule of the late Cold War. It was situated on the edge of Wazir Akbar Khan, the
wealthy neighborhood in north Kabul named for a nineteenth-century king. Dusty
Volkswagens left in the embassy garage still had gas in the tanks and, in a testament to



Gemamengineering, started up and ran. Packets of old spaghetti and canned vegetables
remained on the commissary shelves, welcome cuisine for expatriates sickened by local
bacteria. During the civil war of the 1990s, the State Department had helped its Afghan
watchmen build a concrete bunker to live in, fifteen feet underground, with six rooms and
a bathroom. Sedney was now assigned a bed in that bunker. The chancery building was
designed for about twenty-five people to work in but now accommodated about four
hundred, including a U.S. Marine Expeditionary Unit guard force—not the typical,
specialized Marine embassy guards, but a field combat unit. Diplomats slept on cots set

up around the walls of the main conference room and held meetings there by day.23

They visited Karzai and his ministers frequently at the nearby Arg Palace. The palace
had been constructed in the early twentieth century. The compound contained several
buildings, lawns, courtyards, and tiled pools. Karzai lived in a residence to one side that
was stuffed with heavy furniture and velvet curtains. He worked in the main palace.
Beyond the front door a carved staircase ascended to a large reception room. The Taliban
had defaced the staircase by whittling away decorative images of fish and horses.

The big room at the top of the stairs was swathed in marble. The palace had been the
scene of bloody assassinations during the Communist period. Karzai and his aides
remarked regularly on its ghosts. Karzai held formal meetings in the office earlier used by
kings and presidents. He also maintained a more informal reception room. There was a
fireplace, a desk, and bookshelves. The furniture was necessarily improvised. There were
two chairs at one side so that Karzai could sit to the left of a principal guest and talk. A
small sofa and other chairs allowed ministers to crowd in. There they sat day after day
discussing how to rebuild the country.

The Bush administration’s initial plans for reconstruction in Afghanistan were
designed to avoid burdensome American leadership. The assumption was that the United
Nations would carry out what humanitarian and state-building projects international
governments chose to fund. In January, the administration agreed to a plan under which
the United States would train a new Afghan National Army, Germany would build up the
police, Italy would rebuild a justice system, and Great Britain would work on
counternarcotics. “None of these countries had the capacity, designated budget funds, or

political commitment to do that work,” David Sedney discovered upon arrival.24

In February 2002, the White House’s Office of Management and Budget proposed to
allocate only $151 million for all assistance to Afghanistan for the fiscal year beginning
the following October, including only $1 million for training the new Afghan National
Army—*“laughable,” as Dov Zakheim, a Bush appointee then at the Pentagon, put it.
President Bush told a private meeting of House Republicans, “We are not fielding a
nation-building military. We are a fighting military. We need to define the mission
clearly.” The administration had spent $4.5 billion on the 2001 war in Afghanistan,
including $390 million just to replace a bomber, a tanker, two helicopters, and two
unmanned aerial vehicles that crashed during operations. Yet the administration would
not propose to spend even 10 percent of the war’s cost on Afghanistan’s recovery or to
secure the peace with new Afghan forces. “You get what you pay for,” Robert Finn

observed later, “and we paid for war.”25



© ebntirerwpperamiddle levels of the State Department and the Pentagon, there were
some who had lived through the C.I.A.’s covert action program against the Soviet Union
in Afghanistan during the 1980s, and the abandonment of Afghanistan to civil war in the
1990s. They regretted America’s inconstancy. David Champagne, an Army analyst who
had served in Afghanistan for the Peace Corps, and Barnett Rubin, a political scientist
who specialized in the region, briefed Bush administration officials soon after the
Taliban’s fall. They emphasized the need to invest in reconstruction. When National
Security Council staff objected, Champagne replied, “We did this to the Afghan people.”
He surveyed the meeting participants, locking eyes with several of them. “Nearly
everyone here was involved. . . . We have a responsibility to assure that this never
happens again.”

“This is not serious,” the State Department official coordinating Afghan aid wrote in
an e-mail to colleagues when he saw the proposed budget figure that winter. Only State
Department protests and congressional intervention forced the Bush administration to
increase the reconstruction and humanitarian aid budget in 2002, to just under $1 billion.
It was still probably about $500 million short of what was required initially, in the
separate estimations of Zakheim and Finn. The tight-fistedness “reflected not only the
administration’s preoccupation with Iraq but its seeming loss of interest in following
through on support for the reconstruction of Afghanistan,” Zakheim concluded. “The
Administration squandered an opportunity to manage a post-conflict environment
properly.”20

That left Sedney and Finn, working long hours in their U.S. embassy squat in Kabul, to
pursue “what in retrospect were pathetic attempts to help the Afghans set up a
government,” as Sedney put it. “There was no human capacity. There was no physical
infrastructure. . . . We would have these media ceremonies to give a grant of thirty-five
thousand dollars to new ministers to help start up their ministries, in which there was no
paper, nothing. It makes me angry to think about it—thirty-five thousand dollars!”

Ministers appointed to the interim government worked and lived at the Hotel
Intercontinental, a relic of the relative prosperity of the 1960s that commanded a view
from a bluff in Karte Parwan. It had no telephones, no running water, no electricity, and
no heat. Yet among the Afghans arriving from exile that winter “there was optimism that
the U.S. could eliminate the Taliban once and for all and protect our country from
Pakistan,” as Sharif Fayez, one of the new cabinet members, put it. “There was incredible
faith in their power to bring peace.”

At Kabul University, the library’s collection of 175,000 books, 3,500 manuscripts, and
2,500 rare books was gone, except for some books in Russian. There were no roofs,
windowpanes, or pipes; the materials had been stripped out and sold in Pakistan in
desperation. A few treasures had been hidden away from the Taliban and the looters. At
the Arg Palace, staff discovered some 21,000 objects of Bactrian gold, dating to the time of
Christ, stored in a hidden vault, safely protected from the Soviet-era war and the Taliban.
Surviving family members of old royal retainers turned up from time to time with silver

or gold decorative objects that had been hidden away in private homes.2?



© kebbangingrowerdhe whole threadbare enterprise was the fear that the interim
government’s vice chairman and minister of defense, Fahim Khan, might be planning to
murder its chairman, Hamid Karzai. Fahim had consolidated power within the Northern
Alliance in the months since Massoud’s death and he now commanded the most guns. He
had no obvious incentive to assassinate Karzai but there was loose talk around Kabul that
he might nonetheless order a hit, to claim Kabul for the Panjshiris he led.

Fahim’s relations with Karzai remained shadowed by the former’s arrest and rough
interrogation of the latter less than a decade earlier. Fahim considered Karzai to be a
playboy who had benefited from a rich father. In any event, Fahim had troops while
Karzai had none. Karzai insisted years later that he and Fahim enjoyed a “very respectful
relationship” once they joined government together, but it seemed to some of the

Americans who met with him in this period that Karzai trusted very few people.28

In Washington, President Bush asked Zalmay Khalilzad, then the senior director for
Afghanistan at the White House’s National Security Council, whether he should take the
rumors about an assassination threat from Fahim seriously. Khalilzad had been born and
raised in Afghanistan before earning a doctoral degree in political science at the
University of Chicago. He had served in previous Republican administrations and had
become, after September 11, the most influential adviser on Afghanistan who enjoyed
direct access to President Bush. He was a self-invented man, gifted and adaptable, a
natural Washington operator—a phone juggler, a network builder, disorganized,
charismatic. He was tall, clean-shaven, with a head of receding graying hair. His manner
was all smiles and shoulder grabs. He had the sort of Oval Office style George W. Bush
enjoyed—jocular but respectful, quick with a story or an insider’s detail about a foreign
leader. He also offered something no other White House adviser could. He had deep,
personal knowledge of Afghanistan.

“These guys are unpredictable,” Khalilzad told the president. The probability was low
that Fahim would bump off Karzai, he judged, but the impact would be high. Bush urged
Khalilzad to persuade Hamid Karzai to accept American bodyguards. The public
symbolism would not be great, but the loss of face could be endured; a coup d’état
eliminating a conciliatory Pashtun leader might trigger a new civil war.

Khalilzad called Karzai from the White House and spoke in the code they used when
they assumed the call would be overheard by foreign intelligence services. “I am calling
you on behalf of your friend,” Khalilzad said, referring to President Bush. Khalilzad said
he recognized the subject was “very sensitive” but he urged Karzai to give “due
consideration” to the recommendation. But Karzai hesitated. Fahim questioned how it
would look for an Afghan leader to so distrust his own security forces that he would
accept Americans in substitute. Yet other Panjshiris, including Yunus Qanooni, the
minister of interior, told Karzai that he should accept the offer. He eventually said yes.

Karzai’s greatest asset in Washington was his relationship with George W. Bush. The
president talked with Karzai as often as twice a month by secure videoconference, once
the infrastructure in Afghanistan was available. Karzai understood the effort Bush was
making and appreciated the respect and deference he showed. Their relationship
eventually came under strain but never broke down, and for a remarkable number of



wearsrafterezeepBush’s mentorship succeeded and Karzai stretched himself to cooperate
with the United States.

To Americans who worked with him in Kabul, Karzai could seem a lost and even
lonely figure. According to reports that circulated at the American embassy, the chairman
would sometimes slip away from his personal protection detail and travel around the city
anonymously. Some versions of the reporting held that Karzai kept a secret car for these
journeys. Karzai later denied that there had been any such vehicle. In any case, he was in
a searching mood. Interim leader of war-shattered Afghanistan was not a job he had
campaigned to hold. It wasn’t clear what his conception of being president really was.
Ambassador Robert Finn thought of medieval France: Karzai was “the king, and he was in
Paris, and everyone acknowledged that he was the king, but that did not mean that he told

everybody what to do.”2?

That spring, the actual former king of Afghanistan, Zahir Shah, returned to Kabul. He
had been forced from the throne in a 1973 coup d’état and had gone into exile in Rome.
He was eighty-seven years old and frail. He brought a staff with him and moved into
private quarters one floor above Karzai’s office at the Arg Palace. The former king enjoyed
rooms with twenty-foot ceilings and an outside patio with a view of the grounds. Zahir
Shah’s retainers clearly hoped for a royal restoration as Afghans finalized a new
constitution. Karzai treated the former king respectfully but also maneuvered for power.
The palace atmosphere overall was one of intrigue and hidden danger, but also hope and
purpose.

Karzai’s office became “like a late-night TV program,” as Finn put it. “Guest number
one came in and sat on the couch and got his fifteen or twenty minutes. And then he
moved over to the couch, and guest number two came in. And this went on all day long.
By the end of the day there would be ten or fifteen people in the room, and I would say,
‘Who the hell is running this country?’”

Part of Karzai’s instinct, Finn recognized, was to “keep your enemies where you can
see them.” The difficulty was that “he wouldn’t make decisions.” One talking circle led to
the next.39

Many Afghan leaders before Karzai had died violently. The city was full of northern
gunmen and it would take only one warlord with a bankroll to put out a hit contract. “We
were trying to help him learn to be president,” Sedney said. “The C.I.A. was worried about

just trying to keep him alive.”3!

D onald Rumsfeld flew into Afghanistan that spring. He was not a popular figure at the
Ariana Hotel, the embassy, or in the military barracks at Bagram. At one meeting, the
secretary of defense pronounced, “The war is over in Afghanistan.”

Rich Blee contradicted him. “No, sir, it’s not.” Rumsfeld responded profanely. The gap
between how Rumsfeld saw Afghanistan and how career spies, diplomats, and military
officers on the ground saw it was growing wider by the month. Rumsfeld told Lieutenant
General Dan McNeill, the highest American military commander in the country, to “do



bwearthimgweepuarsue terrorists to capture or kill and build an Afghan National Army.” Yet
Central Command had given McNeill no written campaign plan, and Rumsfeld provided

no specifics about what size or shape of an army he wanted in Afghanistan.32

Rumsfeld believed that N.A.T.O. security forces in Bosnia and Kosovo had fostered
dependency by the host country. “At the time, 13,000 troops seemed like the right
amount,” Bush recalled. “We had routed the Taliban with far fewer, and it seemed that
the enemy was on the run. ... We were all wary of repeating the experience of the Soviets

and the British, who ended up looking like occupiers.”33

Brigadier General Stanley McChrystal landed at Bagram in May as the chief of staff of
Joint Task Force 180, the Central Command force devised to succeed Hagenbeck’s
command. (This was an American command distinct from N.A.T.O.’s security effort, then
primarily focused on Kabul.) McChrystal’s main job was to set up a headquarters unit at
Bagram. Yet he wasn’t sure whether the force’s mission was going to be nation building or
continuing the pursuit of remnants of Al Qaeda and the Taliban. A senior Army officer in
Washington told him, “Don’t build Bondstells,” referring to the N.A.T.O. base in Bosnia
that Rumsfeld saw as a symbol of peacekeeping mission creep. The officer warned
McChrystal against “anything here that looks permanent. . .. We are not staying long.” As
McChrystal took the lay of the land, “I felt like we were high-school students who had

wandered into a Mafia-owned bar.”34

His mission included training the Afghan National Army, but “we just weren’t scoped
when we got there, mentally or physically, to even contemplate that seriously. We were a
very small headquarters that was pulling together disparate forces and there were very
few.” The Bonn Agreement had contemplated building an Afghan National Army of
70,000 soldiers, but the Pentagon was in no hurry to resource that program and Rumsfeld
seemed to be wavering about whether a force of that size would ever be necessary. Hamid
Karzai and Fahim Khan wanted something on the order of 250,000 soldiers, wildly

beyond what the Americans had in mind (at least for now).35

In June 2002, McChrystal’s superior, McNeill, attended a Central Command
conference in Germany. When he came back he announced, “That meeting was all about
invading Iraq.” They were stunned. The planning for the next war created fresh incentives
for officers and intelligence analysts in Afghanistan to downplay signs of trouble in that
theater—if you wanted promotion and frontline battlefield assignments, you went on to

the next war.3°

That month, Taliban or Al Qaeda guerrillas attacked and blew up a C-130 transport
plane while it was parked on the ground at an airstrip near Gardez, killing three American
soldiers aboard, according to a senior military officer then at Bagram, who reviewed
intelligence about the attack. “That really got the attention of a lot of people,” the officer
said, “because it was like, ‘Hey, we didn’t go in there to lose a lot of people.”” Yet the
Pentagon put out a false story that the plane had crashed during takeoff and that there
had been no enemy fire. Rumsfeld insisted that the Afghan war was won; his public

affairs bureaucracy accommodated him.3“
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SEVEN

Taliban for Karzai

ul Agha Sherzai, the C.I.A.’s man in Kandahar, or one of them, grew up around dog

fighting. His father bred squat, fierce winners, organized tournaments, and

oversaw gambling. In Sherzai’s deft repertoire of public personas—tribal balancer,
cash dispenser, business monopolist, reliable American client, land-grabber—the dog
fighter was never far from summons. When agitated, he punched people. To demonstrate
his prowess to his militia while fighting his way back into Kandahar, with Special Forces
and C.I.A. officers alongside, he once jumped out of his car and shot dead several Arab
fighters. He later suggested that he and Mullah Mohammad Omar should settle things

with a knife fight, to see which “motherfucker” cried out first.2

Sherzai held court at the governor’s headquarters in downtown Kandahar, an arched
compound surrounded by dusty flowering gardens. Some days he appeared in the robes
and turban befitting a Barakzai tribal leader. Other days he wore American-issued
camouflage and Special Forces insignia. He and his brother, who ran security operations
for him, were fans of the Die Hard movies, Steven Seagal, and Bollywood gangster
musicals. A visitor recalled Gul Agha decamping once from his sport utility vehicle in a
pin-striped suit, black shirt, and white tie. After a spate of rocket attacks on Kandahar
Airfield, Sherzai’s men captured a suspected insurgent, cut his throat, skinned him, and
hung the corpse from a bridge on the main road to the city. They affixed a cardboard sign

to the body: “DON’T FIRE ROCKETS AT THE CAMP.”2

There were about four thousand American and allied soldiers at Kandahar Airfield.
Their mission was not peacekeeping, but terrorist hunting. They needed reliable local
security forces to protect their base and patrols. They had few proven allies in the Taliban
heartland. The Sherzais filled the gap, for a fee. N.A.T.O. troops maintained an inner ring
of security around the air base. The governor’s militias maintained an outer perimeter
under contract.

Some C.I.A. officers who worked with Sherzai found him to be a lovable rogue, an
anachronism, perhaps, but a dependable and necessary one in post-Taliban Kandahar.
State Department assessments were less generous. One described Sherzai as “a poor
listener who always tries to dominate the conversation” and a “weak administrator”
whose method of governance relied heavily on payoffs to tribal elders, journalists, and
political office seekers. His lifestyle certainly challenged American sensibilities. He
married at least four wives, who gave him ten sons and seven daughters. One of his wives



washanformemairimne stewardess he had first seen as a twelve-year-old girl in Pakistan, and
who he claimed had proposed to him “because she had heard so many good things” about
him. Sherzai also followed the local practice of dressing up preadolescent boys as girls and
apparently thought nothing of turning up before Western diplomats with such
companions.3

The Taliban had taken power in Kandahar by challenging predatory corruption. Yet
American policy in 2002 rested on the restoration of Sherzai’s compromised rule in the
Taliban’s birthplace. The United States had transformed Afghanistan by overthrowing its
government in a whirlwind but it had no political plan and few locally credible anti-
Taliban allies to choose among, at least in Pashtun areas. Sherzai quickly seized upon the
opportunity to enrich his family and rebuild tribal patronage. He took control of customs
revenue at Spin Boldak, at the Pakistani border, a spigot of cash. He ran monopolies in
water supplies, stone quarries, gasoline distribution, and taxi services. He opened a gravel
and cement plant to service his American contracts. By one estimate, his take was about
$1.5 million a month. Of the province’s sixty heads of civil departments, Sherzai
appointed fellow Barakzai tribe members to fifty-two, although he did allow other tribes
some positions in the police and district administration. None of his lieutenants had the

benefit of higher education.4

H aji Bashir Noorzai, an opium trafficker and former C.I.A. agent then about forty years
old, was among the opportunists who met regularly with Governor Sherzai in 2002.
Noorzai had come into contact with the C.I.A. a decade earlier, during the Afghan civil
war, when the agency had run a clandestine program to buy back some of the more than
two thousand heat-seeking, portable Stinger antiaircraft missiles the United States had
distributed to mujaheddin guerrillas battling the Soviet occupation. After the Soviet
withdrawal, the agency feared that terrorists might acquire Stingers to attack civilian
airliners. Through I.S.1. officers and unilateral agents, C.I.A. officers working out of
Islamabad Station paid about $80,000 for every missile returned for destruction.
Noorzai heard about the program through a friend in Pakistan and volunteered to
locate and buy back Stingers in his home region of Kandahar. He met a C.I.A. officer at
the start of each mission. The officer tore a ten-dollar bill in half, gave one half to
Noorzai, and told him that if an American met him with the other half, that would
authenticate their contact. Ultimately, Noor