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We	sleep	soundly	in	our	beds	because	rough	men	stand	ready	in	the	night	to
visit	violence	on	those	who	would	do	us	harm.

—WINSTON	CHURCHILL
	

It	is	not	the	critic	who	counts;	not	the	man	who	points	out	how	the	strong
man	stumbles	or	where	the	doer	of	deeds	could	have	done	better.	The	credit
belongs	to	the	man	who	is	actually	in	the	arena,	whose	face	is	marred	by
dust	and	sweat	and	blood,	who	strives	valiantly,	who	errs	and	comes	up
short	again	and	again,	because	there	is	no	effort	without	error	or
shortcoming,	but	who	knows	the	great	enthusiasms,	the	great	devotions,
who	spends	himself	for	a	worthy	cause;	who,	at	the	best,	knows,	in	the	end,
the	triumph	of	high	achievement,	and	who,	at	the	worst,	if	he	fails,	at	least
he	fails	while	daring	greatly,	so	that	his	place	shall	never	be	with	those	cold
and	timid	souls	who	knew	neither	victory	nor	defeat.

—THEODORE	ROOSEVELT
	



A	NOTE	ABOUT	THIS	BOOK

	

I	FIRST	MET	Osama	bin	Laden	in	the	middle	of	the	night	in	a	mud	hut	in	the
mountains	of	eastern	Afghanistan	in	March	1997.	I	was	there	to	produce	his	first
television	interview	for	CNN.	In	person	bin	Laden	was	not	the	table-thumping
revolutionary	I	had	expected,	presenting	himself	as	a	low-key	cleric.	But	while
his	manner	was	mild,	his	words	were	full	of	a	raw	hatred	of	the	United	States.
Bin	Laden	surprised	us	by	declaring	war	on	the	United	States	on	camera;	it	was
the	first	time	he	had	done	so	before	a	Western	audience.	That	warning,	of	course,
was	not	sufficiently	heeded,	and	four	years	later	came	the	9/11	attacks.
In	a	sense,	I	have	been	preparing	to	write	this	book	ever	since.	While	the	exact

timing	of	bin	Laden’s	capture	or	death	could	not	be	predicted,	it	was	all	but
inevitable	that	he	would	eventually	be	tracked	down.	The	book	you	are	about	to
read	is	the	full	story	of	how	that	happened.
After	bin	Laden	was	killed,	I	traveled	to	Pakistan	three	times,	on	my	last	visit

making	an	extensive	tour	of	the	Abbottabad	compound	in	which	he	lived	his
final	years.	I	was	the	first	outside	observer	to	be	granted	entry	by	the	Pakistani
military,	which	controlled	all	access,	and	two	weeks	after	my	visit,	in	late
February	2012,	the	complex	was	demolished.
The	visit	to	the	compound	helped	me	form	a	much	better	understanding	of	the

way	al-Qaeda’s	leader	and	his	family	and	followers	lived	there	for	years
undetected,	and	of	the	U.S.	Navy	SEAL	raid	that	killed	bin	Laden.	I	stood	in	the
room	where	bin	Laden	lived	for	almost	six	years	of	his	life	and	where	he	finally
died.	I	also	spoke	to	a	variety	of	Pakistani	security	and	military	officials	who
investigated	the	SEAL	raid	and	who	were	privy	to	the	debriefings	of	his	wives
and	children	who	were	living	on	the	compound.
On	the	U.S.	side,	I	spoke	to	almost	every	senior	official	at	the	White	House,

Defense	Department,	CIA,	State	Department,	National	Counterterrorism	Center,
and	Office	of	the	Director	of	National	Intelligence	who	was	responsible	for
building	and	assessing	the	intelligence	on	bin	Laden,	weighing	the	possible
courses	of	action	in	response	to	the	suspected	bin	Laden	compound,	and
overseeing	the	execution	of	the	raid.	Many	of	these	officials	are	quoted	by	name



in	the	book,	but	several	could	not	be	quoted	directly	due	to	the	sensitivity	of
aspects	of	the	mission.	In	the	cases	where	a	CIA	official’s	name	has	not	been
made	public	I	have	used	a	pseudonym.	(No	one,	including	myself,	has
interviewed	the	U.S.	Navy	SEALs	who	were	on	the	mission.)	The	SEALs
recovered	some	six	thousand	documents	at	the	bin	Laden	compound	in
Abbottabad.	At	the	White	House,	I	was	allowed	to	review	a	number	of	those
just-declassified,	unpublished	documents	in	mid-March	2012.
The	anti-secrecy	website	WikiLeaks	proved	another	very	useful	source	of

information.	By	consulting	leaked,	classified	documents	about	Guantánamo,	I
was	better	able	to	map	out	bin	Laden’s	movements	after	the	9/11	attacks	and	to
reconstruct	how	CIA	officials	were	able	to	zero	in	on	the	courier	who	led	them	to
the	al-Qaeda	leader’s	front	door.	Just	because	a	U.S.	government	document	is
secret	does	not,	of	course,	guarantee	that	it	is	accurate,	and	so	I	did	my	best	to
cross-reference	those	documents	with	a	variety	of	other	accounts	and	sources.
This	reporting	was	supplemented	by	additional	interviews	with	former	CIA

officials	and	U.S.	military	officers	involved	in	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden	in	the
decade	after	9/11,	and	multiple	trips	to	Afghanistan	to	retrace	bin	Laden’s
footsteps	at	the	Battle	of	Tora	Bora,	where	he	managed	to	evade	the	grasp	of	the
United	States	during	the	winter	of	2001.
When	I	met	bin	Laden	back	in	1997,	it	was	outside	the	Afghan	city	of

Jalalabad	and	close	to	the	mountains	of	Tora	Bora—the	region	from	which,	four
years	later,	just	months	after	9/11,	he	would	stage	one	of	history’s	great
disappearing	acts	and	become	the	subject	of	the	most	intensive	and	expensive
manhunt	of	all	time.	It	was	perhaps	fitting	that,	a	decade	later,	on	the	moonless
night	of	May	1,	2011,	bin	Laden’s	final	reckoning	would	begin	with	helicopters
launched	from	Jalalabad	Airfield.	As	they	ascended,	the	Navy	SEALs	on	board
could	see	through	the	pixilated	green	glow	of	their	night-vision	goggles	the
mountains	of	Tora	Bora	only	thirty	miles	to	the	south,	rising	fourteen	thousand
feet	to	the	sky:	the	last	place	that	a	small	group	of	American	Special	Operations
Forces	had	bin	Laden	in	their	sights.	This	time,	they	vowed,	bin	Laden	would
not	escape	America’s	grasp.



PROLOGUE	A	COMFORTABLE	RETIREMENT

	

IT	WAS	A	PERFECT	HIDING	PLACE.
Squint	a	little	and	the	neat	houses	that	climb	up	the	green	hills	and	compact

mountains	that	surround	Abbottabad	are	reminiscent	of	Switzerland,	or	maybe
Bavaria.	This	Pakistani	city	of	some	five	hundred	thousand	souls	sits	at	four
thousand	feet	in	the	foothills	of	the	Himalayas,	which	march	in	ranks	toward	the
border	with	China.	The	town	was	founded	in	1853	by	James	Abbott,	an	English
officer	who	was	a	bit	player	in	the	Great	Game	that	pitted	the	British	and
Russians	against	each	other	as	they	struggled	for	mastery	in	Central	Asia.
Somewhat	unusually	for	an	administrator	of	the	Raj,	Major	Abbott	was	beloved
by	the	inhabitants	of	Abbottabad.	Abbott	even	penned	an	awkward	but	heartfelt
poem	to	the	town	when	he	departed	for	England:

I	remember	the	day	when	I	first	came	here.
And	smelt	the	sweet	Abbottabad	air	…
I	bid	you	farewell	with	a	heavy	heart
Never	from	my	mind	will	your	memories	thwart.

	
Vestiges	of	Abbottabad’s	colonial	past	can	be	seen	in	the	Anglican	church	of

St.	Luke’s,	which	looks	like	it	was	airlifted	in	from	Sussex,	and	the	occasional
sets	of	low-slung	nineteenth-century	buildings	lining	the	main	roads	that	once
housed	the	administrators	of	the	Empire.
Abbottabad	is	known	today	as	the	“City	of	Schools”	and	is	home	to	a	number

of	excellent	prep	schools	and	Pakistan’s	leading	military	academy.	U.S.	Special
Forces	soldiers	were	posted	there	in	2008	to	help	with	the	training	of	recruits.
Enticed	by	its	relatively	cool	summers	and	negligible	crime	rate,	a	mix	of

retired	army	officers	and	civil	servants,	as	well	as	some	who	have	made	good
working	in	the	Persian	Gulf,	have	been	drawn	to	live	in	Abbottabad.	The
vacation	high	season	begins	in	June,	when	families	from	the	hot	plains	of
Pakistan	travel	there	to	cool	off	and	to	revel	in	its	soft	mountain	breezes.	The
golfers	among	them	can	play	on	one	of	the	country’s	finest	courses.	The	overall



vibe	is	a	little	more	country	club	than	the	rest	of	Pakistan’s	heaving,	teeming,
smog-filled	cities.
Despite	Abbottabad’s	relative	obscurity,	foreigners	are	not	unknown	here.

Western	adventurers	drawn	by	the	Karakoram	Highway,	which	wends	its	way
through	the	city	before	heading	north	toward	China,	three	hundred	miles	away,
occasionally	stop	off	to	stock	up	on	camping	supplies	or	linger	at	an	ice-cream
shop.	And	wealthy	Afghan	refugees	fleeing	the	instability	in	their	country	have
built	large	walled	compounds	to	hide	their	womenfolk.
It	was	to	the	placid	environs	of	Abbottabad	half	a	decade	after	his	great

victory	on	9/11	that	Osama	bin	Laden	decided	to	retire.	It	was	one	of	the	last
places	in	Pakistan	that	anyone	would	have	suspected	he	might	be	living—far
enough	from	the	tribal	regions	of	Pakistan,	where	pretty	much	every	observer
believed	he	was	based,	so	that	he	would	be	hard	to	find,	yet	not	so	far	away	that
he	couldn’t	communicate	relatively	easily	by	courier	with	his	key	lieutenants,
many	of	whom	lived	in	those	regions.	It	was	also	close	to	Pakistan-held	Kashmir
and	the	Kashmiri	militant	groups	to	which	bin	Laden	had	long	allied	himself,	a
support	network	that	might	come	in	handy.
By	the	spring	of	2011	the	terrorist	mastermind	was	in	his	sixth	year	of	hiding

out	in	the	Bilal	Town	neighborhood	of	Abbottabad.	It	isn’t	the	city’s	glitziest
address,	but	with	its	porticoed	white	villas	interspersed	with	small	shops	selling
fruits	and	vegetables,	it	is	certainly	a	reasonably	pleasant	place	to	live.
Seven	years	earlier,	the	man	whom	bin	Laden	had	entrusted	with	his	life,

someone	known	within	al-Qaeda	by	the	alias	Abu	Ahmed	al-Kuwaiti—“the
Kuwaiti	who	is	the	father	of	Ahmed”—had	begun	assembling	some	small
parcels	of	agricultural	land	on	the	fringes	of	Bilal	Town.	The	Kuwaiti	purchased
the	land	over	the	course	of	four	transactions	in	2004	and	2005,	paying	about
$50,000	and	buying	most	of	the	plots	from	a	local	doctor,	Qazi	Mahfooz	Ul	Haq.
Haq	recalls	the	Kuwaiti	as	a	“very	simple,	modest,	humble	type	of	man”	who
spoke	the	local	language,	Pashto,	dressed	in	traditional	Pashtun	clothing,	and
said	that	he	was	buying	the	land	for	an	uncle.
The	Kuwaiti	hired	an	architect	at	Modern	Associates,	a	family-run	firm	in

Abbottabad,	to	design	a	residential	compound	suitable	for	a	family	of	a	dozen	or
more.	The	specs	for	the	building	were	not	unusual	for	these	parts:	two	stories
with	four	bedrooms	on	each	floor,	each	with	its	own	private	bathroom.	“One	of
my	students	could	have	done	the	design,”	recalls	Junaid	Younis,	the	owner	of
Modern	Associates.	The	architecture	firm	submitted	the	drawings	of	the	house	to
the	local	planning	board,	and	permission	for	its	construction	was	duly	granted.



Sometime	in	2005,	bin	Laden’s	compound	began	rising	from	what	were	once
open	fields.	Locals	estimate	that	the	sprawling	one-acre	complex	cost	in	the	low
hundreds	of	thousands	of	dollars	to	build.	During	its	construction,	a	third	floor
was	added	to	the	building.	No	planning	permission	was	sought	for	this	addition,
a	common	enough	dodge	in	a	part	of	the	world	where	paying	property	taxes	is
regarded	as	a	sucker’s	game.	But	there	was	a	more	compelling	reason	to	keep
this	alteration	as	secret	as	possible:	the	unauthorized	floor	was	for	the	exclusive
use	of	Osama	bin	Laden	and	his	newest	and	youngest	wife,	a	spirited	Yemeni
named	Amal.
The	third	floor,	where	bin	Laden	would	live	with	Amal,	was	a	little	different

from	the	others.	Unlike	the	floors	below	it,	it	had	windows	on	only	one	of	its
four	sides,	and	they	were	opaque.	Four	of	the	five	windows	were	just	small	slits
well	above	eye	level.	A	tiny	terrace	leading	off	the	floor	was	shielded	from
prying	eyes	by	a	seven-foot-high	wall	designed	to	conceal	even	someone	as	tall
as	the	six-foot-four	bin	Laden.
Habitually	dressed	in	light-colored	flowing	robes,	a	dark	vest,	and	a	prayer

cap,	bin	Laden	rarely	left	the	second	and	third	floors	of	the	house	during	the
more	than	five	years	he	lived	there.	When	he	did,	it	was	only	to	take	a	walk	in
the	compound’s	kitchen	garden.	A	makeshift	tarpaulin	over	a	section	of	the
garden	was	designed	to	keep	even	those	walks	a	secret	from	the	all-seeing
American	satellites	that	traversed	the	skies	overheard.
It	must	have	been	quite	confining	for	an	outdoorsman	like	bin	Laden,	who

routinely	boasted	of	his	ability	to	ride	a	horse	for	forty	miles	without	a	break,
and	who	regularly	took	his	sons	on	arduous	hikes	through	the	Afghan	mountains
that	could	last	for	more	than	twelve	hours.	Bin	Laden	was	also	an	avid	soccer
player,	and	quite	adept	at	volleyball.	Before	the	fall	of	the	Taliban,	one	of	his
great	satisfactions	had	been	to	take	his	various	wives	and	children	out	for
expeditions	into	the	vast	deserts	of	southern	Afghanistan	to	practice	shooting
and	toughen	them	up	for	the	life	on	the	run	that	he	firmly	believed	would	one
day	be	their	collective	lot.
Now	bin	Laden	was	living	in	Abbottabad	in	a	prison	of	his	own	making.	But

there	were	some	compensations.	For	one	thing,	he	was	a	long	way	from	the
American	drone	strikes	that	were	steadily	picking	off	many	of	his	longtime
aides,	the	cream	of	al-Qaeda,	in	Pakistan’s	tribal	regions	some	two	hundred
miles	to	the	west.	And	he	certainly	wasn’t	cowering	in	a	dank	cave,	as	many	of
the	“infidels”	imagined.	Nor	was	he	suffering	from	debilitating	kidney	disease,
as	was	often	reported	in	the	West.	In	fact,	he	was	in	fine	fettle,	graying	and



slowing	down	only	a	little	as	he	approached	the	middle	of	his	fifth	decade.	Most
important	for	a	committed	family	man,	he	was	surrounded	by	three	of	his	wives
and	a	dozen	of	his	children	and	grandchildren.
Bin	Laden’s	first	wife,	his	tall,	beautiful	Syrian	cousin	Najwa,	was	not	among

them.	They	had	married	in	1974,	when	he	was	seventeen	and	she	was	fifteen,
and	she	had	faithfully	stuck	with	him	as	he	embarked	on	a	life	of	jihad	that	took
him	to	Pakistan	and	Afghanistan	during	the	1980s,	and	later	Sudan	and
Afghanistan	again	in	the	late	1990s.	But	after	living	for	five	years	in	grim
Taliban-controlled	Afghanistan,	Najwa	had	had	enough.	During	the	summer	of
2001,	she	started	insisting	that	she	wanted	to	go	home	and	see	her	family	in
Syria.	She	had,	after	all,	given	bin	Laden	eleven	children	and	almost	three
decades	of	her	life,	a	good	portion	of	which	she	had	spent	with	him	in	exile,	and
so	he	eventually	agreed	to	her	request.	But	he	allowed	her	to	take	only	three	of
their	as-yet-unmarried	children	with	her	to	Syria,	insisting	that	their	eleven-year-
old	daughter,	Iman,	and	seven-year	old	son,	Ladin,	stay	with	him.
Bin	Laden	was	the	absolute	monarch	of	his	household,	and	there	was	nothing

Najwa	could	do	to	protest	this	decision.	As	she	was	leaving	Afghanistan,	bin
Laden	told	her—sensing	perhaps	that	this	would	be	the	last	time	he	would	see
her—“I	will	never	divorce	you,	Najwa.	Even	if	you	hear	I	have	divorced	you,	it
is	not	true.”	Najwa	left	Afghanistan	on	September	9,	2001,	the	same	day	that	bin
Laden’s	assassins	murdered	Ahmad	Shah	Massoud,	the	leader	of	the	few	Afghan
forces	then	still	fighting	the	Taliban,	and	only	forty-eight	hours	before	al-
Qaeda’s	attacks	on	Washington	and	New	York.	Perhaps	bin	Laden	knew	that	the
gentle	Najwa,	who	had	married	him	long	before	he	had	devoted	his	life	to	the
rigors	of	holy	war,	wouldn’t	be	able	to	handle	the	aftermath	of	the	attacks	on
America.
Still,	a	decade	after	9/11—even	with	his	first	wife	long	gone—bin	Laden	had

the	satisfaction	of	having	his	three	other	wives	living	with	him	in	his	Abbottabad
hideaway.	They	ranged	in	age	from	the	twenty-nine-year-old	Amal	to	the	sixty-
two-year-old	Khairiah,	who	had	recently	and	happily	reappeared	in	bin	Laden’s
life	quite	unexpectedly	after	an	absence	of	nine	years.
Bin	Laden	had	married	Khairiah	in	1985,	when	he	was	twenty-eight	and	she

was	thirty-five,	an	inordinately	late	age	in	Saudi	Arabia	for	a	woman	to	get
married.	Bin	Laden’s	motivation	to	marry	Khairiah	was	in	part	religious.	He
believed	that	marrying	a	“spinster”	was	something	that	Allah	would	regard
favorably	because,	should	they	have	children,	it	would	increase	the	number	of
Muslims	in	the	world.	Before	her	marriage,	Khairiah	had	had	something	of	an



independent	career	as	a	teacher	of	deaf-mute	children.	She	also	held	a	PhD	and
hailed	from	a	wealthy,	distinguished	family	that	claims	descent	from	the	Prophet
Mohammed.	Khairiah	had	taken	the	position	of	bin	Laden’s	second	wife	only
because	she	wanted	to	be	married	to	a	man	she	believed	to	be	a	true	holy
warrior,	whose	exploits	fighting	the	Soviets	in	Afghanistan	were	becoming	well
known	in	Saudi	Arabia	in	the	mid-1980s.	Four	years	after	she	married	bin	Laden
they	had	a	boy,	Hamza,	and	from	then	on,	Khairiah	was	known	as	Um	Hamza,
“the	mother	of	Hamza.”
As	the	Taliban	regime	was	imploding	during	the	fall	of	2001,	Khairiah	fled

Afghanistan	for	neighboring	Iran,	together	with	her	beloved	Hamza	and	several
of	bin	Laden’s	children	from	his	other	wives.	For	years	they	all	lived	under	some
form	of	house	arrest	in	the	Iranian	capital	of	Tehran.	Their	conditions	were	not
uncomfortable,	with	time	for	shopping	trips,	PlayStation	video	games,	and	visits
to	swimming	pools,	but	they	were	still	in	a	cage,	albeit	a	gilded	one.	The	Iranian
regime	likely	saw	bin	Laden’s	family	members	as	useful	bargaining	chips	in	the
event	of	some	kind	of	peace	deal	with	the	United	States.
However,	by	the	time	al-Qaeda	militants	abducted	Heshmatollah	Attarzadeh-

Niyaki,	an	Iranian	diplomat,	in	late	2008	near	his	home	in	the	western	Pakistani
city	of	Peshawar,	the	Iranian	regime	had	long	given	up	on	making	any
accommodation	with	the	United	States.	After	holding	the	diplomat	for	more	than
a	year,	the	militants	quietly	released	him	back	to	Iran	in	the	spring	of	2010.	This
was	part	of	a	deal	that	finally	allowed	bin	Laden’s	family	to	end	their	years	of
house	arrest	in	Iran.
Sometime	during	the	blazing	summer	of	2010,	Khairiah,	now	in	her	early

sixties,	managed	to	travel	from	western	Iran	to	North	Waziristan,	a	flinty,	remote
tribal	region	of	Pakistan	that	lies	more	than	fifteen	hundred	miles	to	the	east	of
Tehran;	the	journey	took	her	across	tough	mountain	ranges	and	through	some	of
the	harshest	deserts	on	Earth.	She	then	traveled	on	to	Abbottabad	to	reunite	with
her	husband	after	almost	a	decade.	Her	one	disappointment	was	that	her	only
child,	Hamza,	who	had	traveled	with	her	from	Iran,	remained	in	the	remote
Pakistani	tribal	regions	that	were	then	home	to	many	of	al-Qaeda’s	leaders.
The	next	wife	in	seniority	in	the	bin	Laden	compound	was	Siham	bin

Abdullah	bin	Husayn,	an	exact	contemporary	of	the	fifty-four-year-old	al-Qaeda
leader,	who,	like	his	oldest	wife,	Khairiah,	hailed	from	a	distinguished	Saudi
family	that	claimed	descent	from	the	Prophet.	For	bin	Laden,	who	tried—at	least
in	his	own	mind—to	model	his	life	on	that	of	the	Prophet,	this	direct	connection
to	the	founder	of	Islam	through	his	wives	no	doubt	had	special	meaning.	Living



in	the	Abbottabad	compound	with	his	mother	and	father	was	Siham’s	first	son,
Khalid,	age	twenty-three.
Siham	had	been	a	student	at	King	Abdulaziz	University	in	the	holy	city	of

Medina,	pursuing	a	degree	in	religious	studies,	when	bin	Laden	first	proposed
marriage	to	her	in	the	mid-1980s.	She	insisted	on	completing	her	education	as	a
condition	of	accepting	his	proposal,	a	request	that	bin	Laden	acceded	to	only
reluctantly.	Siham’s	parents	opposed	the	match	because	bin	Laden	already	had
other	wives,	but	she	went	ahead	with	the	marriage	anyway	because	she	had	a
steadfast	belief	in	bin	Laden’s	burgeoning	jihad	project,	fighting	the	Soviets	in
Afghanistan.	By	the	time	they	were	married,	bin	Laden	was	well	on	his	way	to
becoming	an	authentic	jihadist	war	hero;	Siham	found	this	intriguing.	When	bin
Laden	gave	her	the	gold	jewelry	that	is	traditional	for	the	wedding	dowry,	Siham
donated	it	all	to	the	Afghan	jihad.
Siham	went	on	to	obtain	her	MA	while	studying	in	Medina,	and	later	her	PhD

in	Koranic	grammar	while	she	was	living	with	bin	Laden	in	Sudan	in	the	mid-
1990s.	A	poet	and	an	intellectual,	she	would	often	edit	bin	Laden’s	writings.	As
a	result	of	her	husband’s	only	grudging	acceptance	of	her	pursuit	of	a	graduate
education,	she	dedicated	her	PhD	dissertation	not	to	him,	but	to	her	children.	Her
brother	says	that	she	was	“chained”	to	bin	Laden	only	because	of	her	intense
love	for	them.
The	slot	for	the	fourth	wife	that	is	sanctioned	by	Islamic	law	had	opened	up

for	bin	Laden	when	he	was	living	in	Sudan	in	the	mid-1990s.	One	of	his	more
senior	wives,	a	Saudi	named	Khadija,	confronted	him	in	the	flyblown	Sudanese
capital	of	Khartoum,	telling	him	that	she	hadn’t	signed	up	for	the	life	of	jihad
and	poverty-stricken	exile	that	the	Saudi	billionaire’s	son	had	recently	adopted,
and	that	she	wanted	a	divorce.	Bin	Laden	granted	her	request,	and	soon	started
thinking	about	the	qualities	he	was	looking	for	in	his	new	wife.
According	to	the	Yemeni	cleric	who	made	the	match,	“She	had	to	be

religious	…	and	young	enough	not	to	feel	jealous	of	the	Sheikh’s	[bin	Laden’s]
other	wives.”	The	cleric	told	bin	Laden	he	had	in	mind	someone	to	whom	he	had
given	religious	instruction.	She	was	very	pious,	he	said;	she	came	from	a	modest
family,	so	she	could	deal	with	the	hardships	that	life	with	the	leader	of	al-Qaeda
would	obviously	entail;	and	she	“really	believed	that	being	a	dutiful	and
obedient	wife	would	give	her	a	place	in	heaven.”	Her	name	was	Amal	Ahmed
al-Sadah.
Bin	Laden	sent	an	envoy	in	1999	to	speak	to	Amal’s	mother	in	her	home	in

the	provincial	backwater	of	Ibb,	a	small	town	some	one	hundred	miles	south	of



the	Yemeni	capital.	At	first	the	marriage	proposal	was	couched	as	coming	from	a
businessman	from	the	Yemeni	province	of	Hadramaut.	There	was	an	element	of
truth	to	this,	as	the	bin	Laden	family	owns	a	major	construction	business	in	the
Middle	East	and	originally	hails	from	Hadramaut,	but	as	the	marital	negotiations
continued,	the	envoy	let	it	be	known	that	the	suitor	was	in	fact	Osama	bin	Laden.
This	didn’t	elicit	much	reaction,	for	bin	Laden	wasn’t	yet	a	household	name	and
al-Qaeda	had	not	yet	dispatched	a	bomb-laden	boat	to	try	to	sink	the	USS	Cole
as	it	anchored	off	the	coast	of	Yemen,	as	the	organization	would	do	a	year	later.
Amal,	a	pretty,	pale,	smiling	teenager	with	an	unruly	mop	of	black	hair	and

little	in	the	way	of	education,	eventually	consented	to	the	union	with	the
mysterious	Mr.	bin	Laden,	saying,	“God	has	blessed	it.”	Bin	Laden	dispatched
one	of	his	most	trusted	bodyguards	from	Afghanistan	with	a	$5,000	dowry,	some
of	which	was	used	to	buy	Amal	gold	jewelry	and	festive	clothes.	Her	cousin
later	recalled,	“We	agreed	that	he	could	marry	Amal	because	we	knew	that	bin
Laden	was	a	good	Muslim,	very	pious,	but	we	did	not	know	much	more,”	adding
that	the	dowry	was	“very	modest.”	(This	would	have	been	no	surprise	to	anyone
who	had	dealt	with	al-Qaeda’s	leader	before.	As	is	the	case	with	the	offspring	of
some	rich	families,	he	was	notoriously	cheap.)
In	2000	the	excited	young	bride,	together	with	some	of	her	male	relatives,

made	the	long	journey	from	Yemen	to	Kandahar	in	southern	Afghanistan,	where
bin	Laden	was	then	living.	There,	bin	Laden	hosted	a	well-attended	wedding
party—all	male,	of	course—where	poems	were	declaimed,	lambs	were
slaughtered	for	the	marriage	feast,	and	fusillades	of	“happy	fire”	were	shot	into
the	air.	The	women	had	their	own,	more	modest	party	as	well.
Initially,	bin	Laden’s	other	wives	were	furious	about	his	new	consort,	who	was

barely	seventeen.	Bin	Laden	had	told	his	family	that	Amal	was	a	“mature”
woman	of	thirty,	who	knew	the	Koran	by	heart.	It	is	not	clear	whether	the
Yemeni	cleric	who	had	arranged	the	match	had	simply	fooled	bin	Laden,	or
whether	bin	Laden	was	lying	to	his	other	wives.	Bin	Laden’s	chief	bodyguard
recalls	that	in	the	early	days	of	his	marriage	to	Amal,	his	boss	“dragged	around
this	fourth	marriage	like	a	ball	and	chain,”	though	bin	Laden’s	feelings	would
later	change.
Amal’s	father	traveled	from	Yemen	to	Afghanistan	to	look	in	on	his	daughter

a	year	or	so	before	the	9/11	attacks.	After	waiting	in	Pakistan,	where	al-Qaeda
members	seemed	to	be	checking	to	see	if	he	had	been	followed,	and	then
enduring	a	tortuous	trip	through	Afghanistan,	he	was	taken	to	a	house	embedded
in	a	cave	system	where	his	daughter	was	staying,	likely	in	the	mountains	of	Tora



Bora,	in	eastern	Afghanistan.	On	the	second	day	of	his	visit,	his	son-in-law
dropped	by.	Bin	Laden,	who	was	carrying	a	gun,	seemed	jumpy	and	worried	that
his	father-in-law	might	be	some	kind	of	spy.
Bin	Laden	regaled	his	father-in-law	with	stories	of	the	various	assassination

attempts	he	had	survived.	Once	these	anecdotes	were	finished,	he	thanked
Amal’s	father	effusively	for	the	great	job	he	had	done	raising	his	daughter,
saying,	“Thank	you	for	this	great	upbringing.	I	didn’t	expect	an	upbringing	like
this.	She	is	like	me.”	Bin	Laden	splurged,	slaughtering	a	bull	in	honor	of	his
father-in-law’s	visit.	And	Amal,	now	fully	aware	of	whom	she	had	married,	told
her	father	that	she	wanted	to	be	a	martyr	at	bin	Laden’s	side.
When	she	was	a	teenager,	Amal	told	one	of	her	male	cousins	that	when	she

grew	up	she	wanted	to	“go	down	in	history.”	Her	cousin	retorted,	“Your	history
is	in	the	kitchen,”	to	which	Amal	tartly	shot	back,	“You	mean	history	is	reserved
for	you	men?”	Now,	with	bin	Laden	as	her	husband,	she	had	a	real	chance	at	a
place	in	the	history	books,	an	opportunity	that	an	obscure	town	in	rural	Yemen
would	never	have	provided.
Bin	Laden	married	Amal	when	he	was	forty-three,	but	the	twenty-six-year	age

difference	between	them	did	not	stand	in	the	way	of	what	seemed	to	be	a	real
love	match.	Their	firstborn,	Safia,	came	into	the	world	a	year	or	so	before	the
9/11	attacks.	Bin	Laden	told	acquaintances	that	he	named	her	after	the	Safia	who
was	a	seventh-century	contemporary	of	the	Prophet	Mohammed	and	had	killed	a
Jew.	He	explained	that	he	hoped	that	his	daughter	Safia	would	also	grow	up	to
kill	Jews.	Amal	went	on	to	bear	four	more	children,	including	two	while	she	and
her	husband	were	living	in	Abbottabad.
His	family	life	in	Abbottabad	was	a	source	of	genuine	solace	for	bin	Laden,

who	believed	deeply	that	polygamy	and	procreation	were	religious	obligations.
To	his	close	male	friends	he	often	repeated	a	saying	attributed	to	the	Prophet
Mohammed:	“Marry	and	increase	in	number	because	with	you	I	increase	the
nation	[of	Muslims].”	To	other	friends,	he	joked,	“I	don’t	understand	why	people
take	only	one	wife.	If	you	take	four	wives	you	live	like	a	groom.”	(This	seems	to
be	the	only	recorded	joke	bin	Laden	ever	made.)
Life	in	the	Abbottabad	compound	certainly	wasn’t	luxurious,	but	for	Amal	it

wasn’t	much	different	from	the	life	she	had	known	while	growing	up	in	rural
Yemen.	For	their	meat	consumption,	the	more	than	a	dozen	members	of	the	bin
Laden	family—together	with	the	trusted	Kuwaiti,	his	brother,	and	their	families
—subsisted	on	two	goats	a	week,	which	were	slaughtered	inside	the	compound.
Milk	came	from	cows	that	were	housed	in	concrete	sheds,	eggs	from	some	one



hundred	chickens	kept	in	cages,	honey	from	bees	in	a	hive,	and	vegetables,	such
as	cucumbers,	from	the	spacious	kitchen	garden.	This	homegrown	produce	was
supplemented	by	cans	of	Sasso	olive	oil	and	cartons	of	Quaker	Oats	bought
locally.
If	their	diet	was	relatively	meager,	their	social	life	was	nonexistent.	Separated

from	other	homes	by	green	fields,	the	compound	was	approachable	by	a	single
dirt	road.	The	building’s	twelve-foot-high	walls,	barbed	wire,	and	security
cameras	gave	it	the	look	of	a	minimum-security	prison,	and	did	little	to
encourage	casual	visitors.	If	neighborhood	kids	accidentally	hit	a	cricket	ball
over	the	walls	of	the	compound,	they	were	given	fifty	rupees	(sixty	cents)	and
told	to	buy	a	new	one.	If	they	summoned	the	courage	to	knock	on	the	main	gate
of	the	compound,	eager	to	play	with	the	many	children	who	lived	inside,	they
would	have	to	knock	for	ten	or	twenty	minutes	before	anyone	came	out.	The
children	who	eventually	did	come	out	would	not	give	their	names	and	were
notably	religious,	stopping	their	play	when	the	call	to	prayer	issued	from	nearby
mosques.
Inside	its	walls	the	compound	was	bare	of	paint,	and	in	keeping	with	bin

Laden’s	ultrafundamentalist	beliefs,	there	were	no	pictures.	It	had	no	air-
conditioning	and	only	a	few	rudimentary	gas	heaters—in	an	area	where	summers
can	top	a	hundred	degrees	Fahrenheit	and	winters	mean	snow.	As	a	result,	the
electricity	and	gas	bills	for	a	compound	of	its	size	and	the	two	dozen	or	so	who
lived	there	were	minuscule,	averaging	fifty	dollars	a	month.	Beds	for	the	various
family	members	were	made	from	boards	hammered	together.	It	was	as	if	the
compound’s	inhabitants	were	living	at	a	makeshift	but	long-term	campsite.
Living	an	austere	life	was	nothing	new	for	the	bin	Laden	family.	For	decades

al-Qaeda’s	leader	had	embraced	a	survivalist	ethic,	rejecting	all	the	conveniences
of	modern	life.	When	bin	Laden	moved	to	scorching	Sudan,	he	insisted	that	his
family	didn’t	need	air-conditioning,	and	when	he	later	moved	to	the	deserts	of
Kandahar,	the	family	compound	had	no	running	water.	A	Libyan	militant	who
was	once	close	to	bin	Laden	remembers	the	leader	of	al-Qaeda	telling	his
followers,	“You	should	learn	to	sacrifice	everything	from	modern	life,	like
electricity,	air-conditioning,	refrigerators,	gasoline.	If	you	are	living	the	luxury
life,	it’s	very	hard	to	evacuate	and	go	to	the	mountains	to	fight.”
With	the	exception	of	one	of	the	courier’s	sons,	who	attended	a	madrassa,	the

children	living	in	the	compound	did	not	go	to	school,	so	bin	Laden’s	two	older
wives,	both	academics,	taught	them	the	fine	points	of	Arabic	and	the	Koran	in	a
bedroom	on	the	second	floor	of	the	main	building,	which	served	as	a	makeshift



classroom.	Using	a	whiteboard,	the	two	wives	routinely	administered	tests	of	the
children’s	knowledge,	and	bin	Laden,	who	fancied	himself	something	of	a	poet,
taught	them	poetry.	And	almost	every	day,	bin	Laden,	a	strict	disciplinarian,
delivered	an	address	to	all	his	family	about	how	the	children	should	be	brought
up,	outlined	dos	and	don’ts	for	family	members,	and	preached	a	religious
sermon.
Bin	Laden	had	long	given	serious	thought	to	how	best	to	conduct	the

polygamous	life	that	his	hiding	place	in	Abbottabad	afforded	him.	As	a
university	student,	he	had	had	lengthy	discussions	with	his	best	friend	about	how
properly	to	manage	more	than	one	wife	and	to	do	so	in	a	God-fearing	“Islamic
way.”	The	two	friends	agreed	that	they	would	never	follow	the	path	that	bin
Laden’s	own	father	had	chosen,	which	was	constantly	to	divorce	and	remarry—
so	many	times	that	he	ended	up	having	some	twenty	wives.	The	friend	recalls
bin	Laden	saying	that	he	would	marry	only	the	four	wives	sanctioned	by	Islam
and	would	treat	each	one	absolutely	equally.	“You	have	to	be	fair,	you	have	to
give	equal	justice	between	all	of	them,	you	have	to	divide	the	time,	to	give	each
one	what	is	enough	for	her,”	the	two	friends	agreed.
By	virtue	of	her	age	and	stern	temperament,	the	oldest	wife,	Khairiah,	was

highest	in	the	pecking	order,	but	there	was	little	fighting	among	bin	Laden’s
spouses.	All	of	them	had	gone	into	marriage	knowing	that	it	would	be	a
polygamous	arrangement,	something	they	believed	to	be	sanctioned	by	God.	To
ensure	harmony—whether	in	Saudi	Arabia	in	the	1980s,	Sudan	in	the	early	’90s,
or	later	in	Afghanistan	and	Abbottabad—bin	Laden	created	a	dedicated	living
space	for	each	wife	in	all	his	homes.	On	the	Abbottabad	compound,	each	wife
had	her	own	separate	apartment	with	its	own	kitchen	(featuring	an	exhaust
system	that	was	nothing	more	than	an	upside-down	metal	bucket	suspended	over
a	stove,	with	crude	pipes	funneling	kitchen	smells	to	the	outside).	The	third	floor
of	the	main	building	was	Amal’s	domain,	while	on	the	floor	beneath	her	lived
the	two	much-older	wives.
For	someone	who	maintained	ultra-fundamentalist	views	about	the	proper	role

of	women	in	society,	bin	Laden	accorded	his	wives	some	respect,	telling	them
that	if	they	found	his	life	of	holy	war	too	hard,	they	could	leave	him.	He
approvingly	quoted	the	Koranic	verse	“Husband	and	wife	should	live	together
equitably,	or	separate	in	kindness.”	And	he	never	raised	his	voice	in	anger	at	his
wives,	perhaps	because,	as	her	only	child,	he	had	had	an	exceptionally	close
relationship	with	his	mother.	As	an	adult,	he	still	doted	on	his	mother,	kissing	her
hands	and	feet	whenever	he	saw	her,	and	(when	he	was	still	able	to	do	so)	calling



her	often	to	make	small	talk	about	what	she	was	cooking	that	day.
A	clue	as	to	how	the	fifty-four-year-old	bin	Laden	was	able	to	give	each	wife

“what	is	enough	for	her”	may	be	the	Avena	syrup—a	sort	of	natural	Viagra	made
from	wild	oats—that	was	found	at	the	compound	after	his	death.	Since	bin
Laden	refused	to	ingest	chemicals	in	any	form,	any	medicine	he	took	was	made
of	herbs	or	other	natural	sources.
Although	they	lived	on	the	Abbottabad	compound	with	bin	Laden,	his	trusted

courier	“the	Kuwaiti,”	the	Kuwaiti’s	brother,	and	their	wives	and	children	lived
in	abject	poverty.	Bin	Laden	paid	the	courier	and	his	brother	about	12,000	rupees
a	month	each,	a	little	more	than	$100,	a	reflection	not	only	of	bin	Laden’s	usual
stinginess	but	also	of	the	fact	that	al-Qaeda’s	coffers	were	nearly	empty.	In
jewelry	stores	in	Abbottabad	and	in	the	nearby	city	of	Rawalpindi,	one	of	the
brothers	occasionally	bought	and	sold	gold	bangles	and	rings	in	transactions
totaling	about	$1,500.	No	doubt	this	helped	them	make	ends	meet.
A	modest	one-story	building	housed	the	Kuwaiti	and	his	family.	A	seven-foot-

high	wall	separated	it	from	the	main	house,	where	bin	Laden	lived.	The
Kuwaiti’s	wife,	Mariam,	rarely	went	into	the	big	house	except	to	do	cleaning;
only	once,	in	the	spring	of	2011,	did	she	catch	a	glimpse	of	a	strange,	tall	man
speaking	Arabic	in	the	big	house.	Her	husband	had	explained	to	her	years	earlier
that	there	was	a	stranger	living	on	the	compound	and	had	instructed	her	never	to
talk	about	him.	Bin	Laden	was	hiding	even	from	some	of	the	people	living	on	his
own	compound.
In	his	top-floor	sanctuary,	bin	Laden	whiled	away	the	days	with	Amal.

Whitewashed	walls	and	large	glass	windows	that	looked	out	only	over	the	small,
high-walled	terrace	kept	things	relatively	bright	in	their	bedroom,	but	the	space
was	cramped	for	a	man	as	tall	as	bin	Laden.	The	bedroom	ceiling	was	low,	no
more	than	seven	feet	high.	A	tiny	bathroom	off	to	the	side	had	green	tile	on	the
walls	but	none	on	the	floor;	a	rudimentary	toilet	that	was	no	more	than	a	hole	in
the	ground,	over	which	they	had	to	squat;	and	a	cheap	plastic	shower.	In	this
bathroom	bin	Laden	regularly	applied	Just	for	Men	dye	to	his	hair	and	beard	to
try	to	maintain	a	youthful	appearance	now	that	he	was	in	his	mid-fifties.	Next	to
the	bedroom	was	a	kitchen	the	size	of	a	large	closet,	and	across	the	hall	was	bin
Laden’s	study,	where	he	kept	his	books	on	crude	wooden	shelves	and	tapped
away	on	his	computer.
The	tight	living	quarters	in	Abbottabad	somewhat	replicated	his	country

retreat	in	the	mountains	of	Tora	Bora,	a	modest	mud	house	he	had	built	with	his
own	hands	and	lived	in	for	the	latter	half	of	1996	and	several	months	in	early



1997.	It	was	there	that	bin	Laden	had	seemed	happiest.	In	Tora	Bora,	about	a
three	hours’	bumpy	drive	from	the	nearest	small	city,	he	and	his	closest	followers
had	grown	their	own	crops,	baked	their	own	bread,	and	lived	a	back-to-the-earth
lifestyle.	But	in	Tora	Bora	bin	Laden	had	roamed	freely	across	the	mountains,
breathing	the	alpine	air,	which	he	told	visitors	was	one	of	his	great	satisfactions.
In	Abbottabad,	bin	Laden	was	now	forced	to	stay	indoors	and,	of	course,	had

a	great	deal	of	time	to	kill.	He	almost	certainly	kept	up	the	religious	practices	of
his	youth,	rising	before	dawn	and	praying	seven	times	a	day,	twice	more	than	is
required	in	traditional	Islam.	A	news	junkie,	he	monitored	Al	Jazeera	television
and	BBC	radio	closely.	In	a	bare	room	on	the	ground	floor	of	his	house,	he	sat
wrapped	in	a	blanket	against	the	winter	cold,	reviewing	old	videos	of	himself	on
a	cheap	TV.	He	also	watched	press	conferences	being	given	by	the	hated	U.S.
president	Barack	Obama,	whom	the	leaders	of	al-Qaeda	despised	as	much	as
they	had	President	George	W.	Bush.	Bin	Laden’s	top	deputy,	Ayman	al-
Zawahiri,	publicly	referred	to	Obama	as	a	“house	Negro,”	implying	that	he	was
a	slave	who	received	better	treatment	from	his	white	masters	than	that	meted	out
to	a	slave	who	worked	in	the	fields.
Bin	Laden	spent	much	of	his	enforced	leisure	time	writing	on	a	variety	of

themes,	particularly	Palestine,	but	also	the	environment	and	the	global	economy.
And	he	voraciously	read	books	hostile	to	U.S.	foreign	policy,	with	titles	such	as
Rogue	State:	A	Guide	to	the	World’s	Only	Superpower.	Bin	Laden	particularly
enjoyed	Imperial	Hubris:	Why	the	West	Is	Losing	the	War	on	Terror,	a	blistering
critique	of	Bush’s	foreign	policy,	which,	in	a	nice	irony,	had	been	written	by
Michael	Scheuer,	who	had	led	the	CIA’s	bin	Laden	unit	and	spent	years
assembling	the	intelligence	to	find	and	kill	bin	Laden.	Bin	Laden	obsessed	about
the	issue	of	Palestine	even	when	he	was	in	his	early	teens,	so	books	critical	of
Israel	by	President	Jimmy	Carter	and	the	American	political	scientists	Stephen
Walt	and	John	Mearsheimer	were	also	on	his	reading	list.
It	was	a	comfortable,	if	confining,	retirement	for	al-Qaeda’s	leader.	He	was

able	to	indulge	his	hobbies	of	reading	and	following	the	news,	and	of	course	he
continued	rigorously	to	observe	the	tenets	of	Islam.	He	was	attended	by	three	of
his	wives	and	surrounded	by	many	of	the	children	he	loved.	For	the	world’s	most
wanted	fugitive,	it	was	not	a	bad	life.	Not	bad	at	all.



1	9/11	AND	AFTER

	

BIN	LADEN	WAS	FIXATED	ON	THE	IDEA	that	the	United	States	was	weak.	In	the
years	leading	up	to	9/11,	he	often	spoke	of	its	weakness	to	his	followers,	citing
such	examples	as	the	U.S.	withdrawal	from	Vietnam	in	the	1970s,	and	from
Somalia	two	decades	later,	following	the	Black	Hawk	Down	incident,	in	which
eighteen	U.S.	servicemen	were	killed.	Bin	Laden	enjoyed	recounting	how	al-
Qaeda	had	slipped	fighters	into	Somalia	in	1993	to	help	train	the	Somali	clans
battling	American	forces,	who	were	there	as	part	of	a	UN	mission	to	feed
starving	Somalis.	“Our	boys	were	shocked	by	the	low	morale	of	the	American
soldier,	and	they	realized	that	the	American	soldier	was	just	a	paper	tiger,”	bin
Laden	exulted.	His	disciples	eagerly	agreed	with	the	man	they	loved	like	a
father.
Bin	Laden	assured	his	men	that	the	Americans	“love	life	like	we	love	death”

and	would	be	too	scared	to	put	boots	on	the	ground	in	Afghanistan.	Look	at	what
a	drubbing	bin	Laden	and	his	men	had	inflicted	on	the	Soviets	in	Afghanistan!
And	America	was	every	bit	as	feeble	as	the	former	Soviet	Union,	bin	Laden	told
his	nodding	acolytes.	Those	in	his	inner	circle	who	had	any	niggling	doubt	about
this	analysis	largely	kept	it	to	themselves.
As	plans	for	the	9/11	attacks	took	a	more	definite	shape,	some	of	al-Qaeda’s

senior	officials	expressed	concern	that	the	coming	attacks	might	anger	the
Taliban	leader	Mullah	Omar,	to	whom	bin	Laden	had,	at	least	notionally,	sworn
an	oath	of	allegiance.	During	the	five	years	that	bin	Laden	had	been	the	Taliban’s
honored	guest,	Mullah	Omar	and	other	Taliban	leaders	had	made	it	clear	that	al-
Qaeda	could	not	use	Afghanistan	to	conduct	a	freelance	war	against	America.
Bin	Laden	thought	he	could	help	inoculate	himself	against	any	anger	caused	by
the	attacks	on	the	United	States	by	offering	the	Taliban	a	highly	desirable	head
on	a	platter:	that	of	Ahmad	Shah	Massoud,	the	storied	leader	of	what	remained
of	the	anti-Taliban	resistance	in	Afghanistan.	For	the	Massoud	hit,	bin	Laden
recruited	two	Tunisian	Belgian	al-Qaeda	assassins,	who	disguised	themselves	as
television	journalists	keen	to	interview	the	legendary	guerrilla	leader.
During	the	summer	of	2001,	while	al-Qaeda	groomed	the	Massoud	assassins,



the	leaders	of	the	group	were	putting	the	finishing	touches	on	their	plans	for	the
spectacular	attacks	on	America’s	East	Coast.	Ramzi	bin	al-Shibh,	a	key	plotter
based	in	Hamburg,	sent	a	message	to	bin	Laden	on	Thursday,	September	6,
saying	that	the	attacks	on	Washington	and	New	York	would	take	place	the
following	Tuesday.	And	on	September	9,	bin	Laden	heard	the	welcome	news
that	his	assassins	had	mortally	wounded	Massoud,	for	whom	he	had	long
harbored	contempt.	Now	the	stage	was	set	for	what	bin	Laden	believed	would	be
his	greatest	triumph:	a	spectacular	strike	on	the	country	that	was	Islam’s	greatest
enemy	because	it	propped	up	the	godless	dictatorships	and	monarchies	of	the
Middle	East	and,	of	course,	Israel.	With	one	tremendous	blow	against	America,
bin	Laden	would	get	the	United	States	to	pull	out	of	the	Middle	East,	and	then
Israel	would	fall,	as	would	the	Arab	autocracies,	to	be	replaced	by	Taliban-style
regimes.	This	was	bin	Laden’s	fervent	hope	and	belief.

FROM	THE	DAY	that	President	George	W.	Bush	took	office,	January	20,	2001,
every	morning,	six	days	a	week,	CIA	official	Michael	Morell	briefed	the
president	about	what	the	intelligence	community	believed	to	be	the	most
pressing	national	security	issues.	Reed-thin	and	in	his	early	forties,	Morell	spoke
in	terse,	cogent	paragraphs.	On	August	6,	eight	months	after	Bush	was
inaugurated,	Morell	met	with	the	president	at	his	vacation	home	in	Texas	to	tell
him	of	the	CIA’s	assessment	that	bin	Laden	was	determined	to	strike	inside	the
United	States.	This	briefing	was	heavily	colored	by	the	fact	that	Ahmed	Ressam,
an	Algerian	on	the	fringes	of	al-Qaeda,	had	recently	pled	guilty	to	charges	that
he	planned	to	detonate	a	bomb	at	Los	Angeles	International	Airport	in	mid-
December	1999.	The	August	6	briefing	noted	that	the	FBI	had	come	across
information	indicating	“preparations	for	hijackings	or	other	types	of	attacks.”
After	the	briefing,	Bush	continued	to	enjoy	the	longest	presidential	vacation	in
three	decades.
On	the	morning	of	September	11,	2001,	in	Sarasota,	Florida,	Morell	gave	the

President’s	Daily	Brief	as	usual.	There	was	nothing	memorable	in	it.	Together
with	political	advisor	Karl	Rove	and	press	secretary	Ari	Fleischer,	Morell	got
into	the	president’s	motorcade	to	head	to	the	local	elementary	school	where	Bush
planned	to	meet	with	some	students.	During	the	ride	over,	Fleischer	asked
Morell	if	he	had	heard	anything	about	a	plane	hitting	the	World	Trade	Center.
Morell	said	he	hadn’t,	but	would	check	it	out	with	the	CIA	Ops	Center.	Officials
at	the	Ops	Center	confirmed	the	news	and	quickly	demolished	a	widely	held
perception:	it	wasn’t	a	small	plane	that	had	wandered	off	course;	it	was	a	large



commercial	jet.
At	the	elementary	school,	where	Bush	was	reading	a	story	about	a	pet	goat	to

a	group	of	second-graders,	the	news	came	on	TV	that	a	second	jet	had	hit	the
Trade	Center.	Bush	was	hustled	out	of	the	school	to	head	to	Air	Force	One,
which	took	off	for	Barksdale	Air	Force	Base	near	Shreveport,	Louisiana.
Fleischer	was	keeping	careful	notes	that	day,	and	the	first	time	he	recorded	bin
Laden’s	name	was	at	10:41	a.m.,	when	Chief	of	Staff	Andy	Card	said	to	Bush	on
Air	Force	One,	“It	smells	like	Osama	bin	Laden	to	me.”	By	then,	both	towers	of
the	Trade	Center	had	collapsed	and	one	of	the	hijacked	planes	had	plowed	into
the	Pentagon.	Bush’s	blood	was	boiling,	and	he	vowed	to	himself,	“We	are	going
to	find	out	who	did	this,	and	kick	their	ass.”

THAT	SAME	MORNING,	bin	Laden	told	Ali	al-Bahlul,	a	bodyguard	who	doubled	as
his	media	maven,	that	it	was	“very	important	to	see	the	news	today.”	Bahlul	was
eager	to	comply	with	his	boss’s	wishes;	bin	Laden	ruled	al-Qaeda	just	as	he
lorded	over	his	own	household,	as	an	unquestioned	absolute	monarch.	On	this
day,	al-Qaeda’s	leader	was,	as	always,	surrounded	by	his	most	trustworthy
bodyguards,	mostly	Yemenis	and	Saudis.	Like	other	members	of	al-Qaeda,	the
bodyguards	had	sworn	a	religious	oath	of	personal	obedience	to	bin	Laden,
rather	than	to	his	militant	organization.	(Similarly,	those	who	joined	the	Nazi
party	swore	an	oath	of	allegiance	to	Adolf	Hitler,	rather	than	to	Nazism.)
Bin	Laden	had	founded	al-Qaeda	in	1988,	and	since	then	he	had	consolidated

more	and	more	power	as	the	unquestioned,	absolute	leader	of	the	group.	The
conventional	view	is	that	Ayman	al-Zawahiri,	an	Egyptian	doctor	and	al-Qaeda’s
longtime	second	in	command,	was	bin	Laden’s	“brain.”	But	in	making	the	most
important	strategic	shift	in	al-Qaeda’s	history—identifying	the	United	States	as
its	key	enemy,	rather	than	Middle	Eastern	regimes—bin	Laden	brushed	aside
Zawahiri’s	obsessive	focus	on	overthrowing	the	Egyptian	government.	Bin
Laden	also	kept	Zawahiri	in	the	dark	for	years	about	al-Qaeda’s	most	important
operation—the	planning	for	the	9/11	attacks—apprising	his	deputy	only	during
the	summer	of	2001.
To	his	followers	bin	Laden	was	truly	a	hero,	someone	who	they	knew	had

given	up	a	life	of	luxury	as	the	son	of	a	Saudi	billionaire.	Instead,	he	was	living	a
life	of	danger	and	poverty	in	the	service	of	holy	war,	and	in	person	he	was	both
disarmingly	modest	and	deeply	devout.	Members	of	al-Qaeda	modeled
themselves	on	the	man	they	called	“the	Sheikh,”	hanging	on	his	every
pronouncement,	and	when	they	addressed	him,	they	asked	his	permission	to



speak.	His	followers	loved	him.	Abu	Jandal,	a	Yemeni	who	was	one	of	his
bodyguards,	described	his	first	meeting	with	bin	Laden	in	1997	as	“beautiful.”
Another	of	bin	Laden’s	bodyguards	characterized	his	boss	as	“a	very	charismatic
person	who	could	persuade	people	simply	by	his	way	of	talking.	One	could	say
that	he	‘seduced’	many	young	men.”
So,	on	the	morning	of	September	11,	bin	Laden’s	crew	of	bodyguards	eagerly

set	out	with	the	man	they	regarded	as	their	“father,”	leaving	his	main	base	near
the	southern	city	of	Kandahar	for	the	mountainous	region	of	Khost,	in	eastern
Afghanistan.	Bahlul	rigged	up	a	TV	satellite	receiver	in	a	minibus	that	was	part
of	bin	Laden’s	caravan	of	vehicles,	but	when	they	reached	Khost,	he	found	it
hard	to	get	a	television	signal,	so	bin	Laden	tuned	his	radio	to	the	BBC’s	Arabic
service.
Bin	Laden	told	his	followers,	“If	he	[the	newsreader]	says:	‘We	have	just

received	this	…’	it	means	the	brothers	have	struck.”	At	about	5:30	in	the	evening
local	time,	the	BBC	announcer	said,	“I	have	just	received	this	news.	Reports
from	the	United	States	say	that	an	airliner	was	destroyed	upon	crashing	into	the
World	Trade	Center	in	New	York.”	Bin	Laden	told	his	men	to	“be	patient.”	Soon
came	the	news	of	a	second	jet	flying	into	the	South	Tower	of	the	Trade	Center.
Bin	Laden’s	bodyguards	exploded	with	joy;	their	leader	truly	was	conducting	a
great	cosmic	war	against	the	infidels!
About	eight	hundred	miles	to	the	south,	in	the	heaving	Pakistani	megacity	of

Karachi,	some	of	bin	Laden’s	most	trusted	lieutenants	had	also	gathered	to	watch
television	coverage	of	the	attacks.	They	were	Khalid	Sheikh	Mohammed,	the
portly	commander	of	the	9/11	operation;	Ramzi	bin	al-Shibh,	an	intensely
religious	Yemeni	who	was	a	key	coordinator	of	the	attacks;	and	Mustafa	al-
Hawsawi,	the	Saudi	paymaster	who	had	transferred	tens	of	thousands	of	dollars
to	the	hijackers	living	in	the	States	for	their	flight	lessons	and	living	expenses.
Also	watching	TV	with	the	three	architects	of	9/11	were	some	other	al-Qaeda

“brothers.”	As	the	television	showed	the	hijacked	planes	flying	into	the	Trade
Center,	the	brothers	started	weeping	with	joy,	prostrating	themselves,	and
shouting	“God	is	great!”	Bin	al-Shibh	admonished	them,	“Patience!	Patience!
Follow	the	news!	The	matter	is	not	over	yet!”	Then	came	the	attack	on	the
Pentagon	and	the	news	of	the	fourth	aircraft,	which	went	down	in	Pennsylvania.
The	men	from	al-Qaeda	embraced	each	other	and	wept	again,	this	time	in
sadness	for	the	brothers	who	had	died	on	the	hijacked	planes.
Bin	Laden	was	confident	that	the	United	States	would	respond	to	the	attacks

on	New	York	and	Washington	only	with	cruise	missile	strikes,	as	it	had	done



three	years	earlier,	following	al-Qaeda’s	attacks	against	two	American	embassies
in	Africa	in	1998.	At	most,	he	expected	the	kind	of	air	strikes	that	the	United
States	and	NATO	had	employed	against	the	Serbs	during	the	air	war	in	Kosovo
in	1999.	The	paper	tiger	might	bare	its	fangs,	but	it	wouldn’t	go	in	for	the	kill.

IN	WASHINGTON,	news	soon	circulated	that	a	Palestinian	terrorist	organization,	the
Democratic	Front	for	the	Liberation	of	Palestine,	had	claimed	responsibility	for
the	attacks.	Bush	summoned	Morell,	asking,	“What	do	you	make	of	this?”
Morell	replied,	“The	DFLP	has	a	history	of	terrorism	against	Israel,	but	its

capabilities	are	limited.	It	does	not	have	the	resources	and	reach	to	do	this.”
In	the	early	afternoon,	Air	Force	One	headed	from	Louisiana	to	Offutt	Air

Force	Base	near	Omaha,	Nebraska,	home	of	the	U.S.	Strategic	Command,	which
controls	America’s	nuclear	missiles.	Bush	asked	to	see	Morell	again,	and	pushed
him	for	his	opinion	about	who	was	behind	the	attacks.	“I	don’t	have	any
intelligence	as	yet,	so	what	I	am	going	to	say	is	my	personal	view,”	Morell	said.
“There	are	two	terrorist	states	capable	of	conducting	such	a	complex	operation—
Iran	and	Iraq—but	neither	has	much	to	gain	and	everything	to	lose	from
attacking	the	U.S.”	He	added,	“The	responsible	party	is	almost	certainly	a
nonstate	actor,	and	I	have	no	doubt	the	trail	will	lead	to	bin	Laden	and	al-
Qaeda.”
“How	soon	will	we	know	for	sure?”	Bush	asked.
Morell	reviewed	how	long	it	took	for	the	United	States	to	determine	the

culprits	in	several	previous	terrorist	attacks.	“We	knew	it	was	al-Qaeda	within
two	days	of	the	bombings	of	the	U.S.	embassies	in	Africa	in	1998,	but	it	took
months	in	the	case	of	the	Cole	bombing.	Bottom	line,	sir,	we	may	know	very
soon	or	it	may	take	some	time,”	Morell	concluded.
In	fact,	it	would	be	only	a	matter	of	hours.	When	Bush	landed	in	Nebraska	at

around	3:30	p.m.,	he	spoke	for	the	first	time	to	CIA	director	George	Tenet.	Tenet
told	him	that	the	attacks	“looked,	smelled,	and	tasted	like	bin	Laden,”
particularly	because	the	names	of	two	known	al-Qaeda	associates,	Nawaf	al-
Hamzi	and	Khalid	al-Mihdhar,	had	been	found	on	the	passenger	manifests	of	one
of	the	crashed	planes.	For	the	past	several	months,	as	many	as	sixty	CIA
employees	had	known	that	Hamzi	and	Mihdhar	were	living	in	the	United	States,
but	they	had	inexplicably	failed	to	inform	the	FBI.
Over	the	next	few	days,	Bush	and	his	war	cabinet	set	in	motion	a	plan	to

overthrow	the	Taliban	in	Afghanistan—unconventional	in	that	it	relied	on	only
some	four	hundred	U.S.	Green	Berets,	Special	Operations	forces,	and	CIA



personnel	on	the	ground,	combined	with	massive	American	firepower	from	the
air.	And	on	September	17,	Bush	signed	a	highly	classified	authorization	to	hunt
down	and,	if	necessary,	kill	the	leaders	of	al-Qaeda,	allowing	the	CIA	great
leeway	as	to	how	to	get	the	job	done.	One	of	the	top	lawyers	at	the	Agency,	John
Rizzo,	who	had	joined	the	CIA	at	the	height	of	the	Cold	War	and	who	helped
draft	the	authorization,	says,	“I	had	never	in	my	experience	been	part	of	or	ever
seen	a	presidential	authorization	as	far-reaching	and	as	aggressive	in	scope.	It
was	simply	extraordinary.”	The	same	day	that	Bush	signed	this	“finding,”	he
spoke	with	reporters	at	the	Pentagon,	saying,	“I	want	justice.	And	there’s	an	old
poster	out	West,	I	recall,	that	said,	‘Wanted,	Dead	or	Alive.’	”

ON	SEPTEMBER	12,	at	his	office	in	Islamabad,	Jamal	Ismail,	Abu	Dhabi
Television’s	correspondent	in	Pakistan,	received	a	messenger	from	bin	Laden,
who	told	him,	“Jamal,	I	came	last	night	in	a	hurry	from	Afghanistan.”	The
messenger	read	a	statement	from	bin	Laden	that,	while	it	did	not	claim
responsibility	for	the	attacks,	endorsed	them	heartily:	“We	believe	what
happened	in	Washington	and	elsewhere	against	the	Americans	was	punishment
from	Almighty	Allah,	and	they	were	good	people	who	did	this.	We	agree	with
them.”	Ismail	quickly	read	this	message	out	on	Abu	Dhabi	TV.
Ismail,	a	savvy	Palestinian	journalist	long	based	in	Pakistan,	had	known	bin

Laden	on	and	off	over	the	course	of	a	decade	and	a	half,	having	worked	as	a
reporter	in	the	mid-1980s	for	Jihad	magazine,	an	organ	funded	by	bin	Laden	that
publicized	the	exploits	of	the	Arabs	then	fighting	the	Soviets.	Ismail	had	recently
resumed	his	relationship	with	bin	Laden	when	he	interviewed	him	at	length	for	a
documentary	profile	that	aired	on	Al	Jazeera	in	1999.	Ismail	thought	that	the
message	from	bin	Laden	about	the	9/11	attacks	meant	that	bin	Laden	likely	knew
far	more	than	he	was	publicly	saying	about	the	hijackers.	“Osama	never	praised
anyone	who	is	non-Muslim.	From	this	I	determined	he	knows	something,	and
he’s	confident	of	their	identity.	They	have	links,”	Ismail	said.
The	Bush	administration	quickly	demanded	that	the	Taliban	hand	over	bin

Laden,	something	that	Clinton	administration	officials	had	also	repeatedly
requested,	to	no	avail,	in	the	years	following	al-Qaeda’s	attacks	on	the	U.S.
embassies	in	Africa	in	1998.	Abu	Walid	al-Misri,	an	Egyptian	living	in
Kandahar	who	was	close	to	both	al-Qaeda	and	the	Taliban,	remembers	Mullah
Omar	pronouncing,	“I	will	not	hand	over	a	Muslim	to	an	infidel.”
Mullah	Omar	explained	to	Taliban	insiders,	“Islam	says	that	when	a	Muslim

asks	for	shelter,	give	the	shelter	and	never	hand	him	over	to	the	enemy.	And	our



Afghan	tradition	says	that,	even	if	your	enemy	asks	for	shelter,	forgive	him	and
give	him	shelter.	Osama	has	helped	the	jihad	in	Afghanistan,	he	was	with	us	in
bad	days	and	I	am	not	going	to	give	him	to	anyone.”
Rahimullah	Yusufzai,	one	of	Pakistan’s	leading	journalists,	interviewed

Mullah	Omar	many	times	in	person	and	on	the	phone.	Both	before	and	after
9/11,	the	Taliban	leader	was	adamant	on	the	issue	of	handing	bin	Laden	over	to
the	Americans,	telling	Yusufzai,	“I	don’t	want	to	go	down	in	history	as	someone
who	betrayed	his	guest.	I	am	willing	to	give	my	life,	my	regime.	Since	we	have
given	bin	Laden	refuge	I	cannot	throw	him	out	now.”
Mullah	Omar	put	great	store	in	the	power	of	dreams	to	guide	him.	Omar	asked

Yusufzai,	“Have	you	been	to	the	White	House?	My	brother	had	a	dream	that
there	was	a	White	House	in	flames.	I	don’t	know	how	to	interpret	this.”	Omar
was	also	convinced	that	Washington’s	threats	of	serious	consequences	if	bin
Laden	weren’t	handed	over	were	mostly	bluster.	Mullah	Abdul	Salam	Zaeef,	the
Taliban’s	ambassador	to	Pakistan,	says	Mullah	Omar	naïvely	believed	that	the
United	States	would	not	launch	a	military	operation	in	Afghanistan:	“In	Mullah
Omar’s	mind	there	was	a	less	than	ten	percent	chance	that	America	would	resort
to	anything	beyond	threats.”	Zaeef	disagreed	and	told	Omar	“that	America
would	definitely	attack	Afghanistan.”
Mullah	Omar’s	delusional	fanaticism	was	entirely	predictable.	When	he	came

to	power,	he	anointed	himself	the	“Commander	of	the	Faithful,”	a	rarely	invoked
religious	title	from	the	seventh	century,	suggesting	that	he	was	the	leader	not
only	of	the	Taliban	but	of	Muslims	everywhere.	To	cement	his	status	as	a	world-
historic	Muslim	leader,	in	1996	Mullah	Omar	had	wrapped	himself	literally	and
metaphorically	in	the	“Cloak	of	the	Prophet,”	a	religious	relic	purportedly	worn
by	the	Prophet	Mohammed	that	had	been	kept	in	Kandahar	for	centuries	and	had
almost	never	been	displayed	in	public.	Taking	the	garment	out	of	storage,	Omar
ascended	the	roof	of	a	building	and	draped	the	cloak	on	himself	before	a	crowd
of	hundreds	of	cheering	Taliban.
The	Taliban	leader	was	barely	educated	and	determinedly	provincial;	in	the

five	years	that	he	controlled	Afghanistan,	he	rarely	visited	Kabul,	his	own
capital,	considering	it	to	be	a	Sodom	and	Gomorrah.	Other	than	the	Taliban’s
Radio	Sharia,	there	was	no	Afghan	press	to	speak	of,	and	so	Mullah	Omar’s
understanding	of	the	outside	world	was	nonexistent,	a	stance	he	cultivated	by
assiduously	avoiding	meeting	with	non-Muslims.	On	a	rare	occasion	when	he
met	with	a	group	of	Chinese	diplomats,	they	presented	him	with	a	small	figurine
of	an	animal	as	a	gift.	The	Taliban	leader	reacted	as	if	they	had	handed	him	“a



piece	of	red-hot	coal,”	so	strong	was	his	ultrafundamentalist	aversion	to	images
of	living	beings.	In	short,	Mullah	Omar	was	a	dim-witted	fanatic	with	significant
delusions	of	grandeur	who	believed	he	was	on	a	mission	from	Allah.	The	history
of	negotiations	with	such	men	is	not	encouraging.
The	curtain	raiser	for	how	Mullah	Omar	was	going	to	handle	the	bin	Laden

matter	was	how	he	had	dealt	with	the	issue	of	the	great	Buddhas	at	Bamiyan
several	months	earlier.	Looming	over	the	snowcapped	central	Afghan	valley	of
Bamiyan	for	more	than	fifteen	hundred	years,	the	two	giant	Buddhas	were
carved	out	of	sandstone	cliffs,	the	larger	one	towering	180	feet	above	the	valley,
as	high	as	a	fifteen-story	building,	while	the	smaller	Buddha	stood	around
twelve	stories	tall.	The	Buddhas	were	Afghanistan’s	most	famous	tourist
attraction.	They	had	survived	the	Mongolian	hordes	of	Genghis	Khan	and	every
wave	of	invaders	since.	In	May	2001,	influenced	by	al-Qaeda’s	opposition	to	any
portrayals	of	the	human	form,	the	Taliban	announced	that	they	planned	to
destroy	the	Buddhas	using	explosives.
Many	countries	around	the	world,	including	a	number	of	Muslim	states,

pleaded	with	the	Taliban	not	to	engage	in	this	epic	act	of	cultural	vandalism.
Their	pleas	seemed	to	make	Mullah	Omar	all	the	more	determined	to	blow	up
the	statues.	He	told	a	visiting	delegation	of	Pakistani	officials	that	over	the
centuries	rainfall	had	formed	large	holes	near	the	base	of	the	statues,	which	was
God’s	way	of	saying,	“This	is	the	place	you	should	plant	the	dynamite	to	destroy
the	idols.”
Bin	Laden	himself	flew	up	to	Bamiyan	from	Kandahar	in	a	helicopter	to

spend	half	a	day	helping	to	wreck	the	statues.	He	and	an	acolyte	banged	their
shoes	on	the	heads	of	the	Buddhas—a	great	show	of	disrespect	in	the	Arab
world.	While	bin	Laden	was	in	Bamiyan,	the	Taliban	were	in	the	middle	of	their
lengthy	effort	to	destroy	the	statues,	launching	a	missile	at	one	of	the	Buddhas,
because	explosives	had	not	fully	destroyed	it.	Bin	Laden	then	wrote	a	letter	to
Mullah	Omar	congratulating	him	on	the	Buddhas’	destruction,	adding,	“I	pray	to
God,	after	having	granted	you	success	in	destroying	the	dead,	deaf,	and	mute
false	Gods	[the	Bamiyan	Buddhas]	that	He	will	grant	you	success	in	destroying
the	living	false	gods	[such	as]	the	United	Nations.”
A	week	after	9/11,	Mullah	Omar	convened	hundreds	of	Afghan	clerics	in

Kabul	to	have	them	weigh	in	about	what	to	do	with	bin	Laden.	Mullah	Omar	did
not	attend	the	convocation	himself,	but	in	a	message	to	the	assembly,	he	said	that
if	the	United	States	had	evidence	of	bin	Laden’s	guilt	in	the	9/11	attacks,	it
should	be	handed	over	to	the	Taliban	and	his	fate	would	then	be	decided	by	a



group	of	Afghan	religious	scholars.	At	the	end	of	the	two-day	convention,	the
assembled	clerics	called	on	bin	Laden	to	leave	Afghanistan	voluntarily	so	war
could	be	avoided.	Bin	Laden,	of	course,	didn’t	accede	to	this	request.
As	the	convocation	of	clerics	wound	down	in	Kabul,	U.S.	officials	were

getting	their	first	break	in	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden,	two	thousand	miles	to	the
southwest	of	Afghanistan	in	the	Yemeni	capital	of	Sana’a.	On	September	17,
FBI	Special	Agent	Ali	Soufan	and	Robert	McFadden,	an	investigator	from	the
Naval	Criminal	Investigative	Service,	began	interrogating	Abu	Jandal,	who	had
served	as	bin	Laden’s	chief	bodyguard	for	years.	Abu	Jandal,	whose	real	name	is
Nasser	Ahmed	Naser	al-Bahri,	had	been	jailed	in	a	Yemeni	prison	since	2000.
The	two	American	investigators,	who	both	spoke	Arabic	and	had	significant
experience	investigating	al-Qaeda,	used	the	standard,	noncoercive	“informed
interrogator”	approach,	in	which	they	pretended	to	know	far	more	than	they	did.
The	FBI	302s,	the	official	summaries	of	these	interrogations,	reveal	that	Abu

Jandal	divulged	a	great	deal	of	information—intelligence	that	was	especially
valuable	to	investigators	because	it	largely	concerned	the	time	after	1996	when
bin	Laden	and	his	followers	had	moved	to	Afghanistan,	a	period	of	al-Qaeda’s
history	that	was	then	poorly	understood.	Soufan	recalls	that	the	bodyguard
“named	dozens	and	dozens	of	people”	in	the	organization.	Abu	Jandal	explained
al-Qaeda’s	bureaucratic	structure,	the	names	and	duties	of	its	leaders,	the
qualifications	necessary	for	membership	in	the	group,	the	regime	in	its	training
camps,	the	location	of	its	guesthouses	in	Kabul,	and	its	method	of	encoded	radio
communications.	He	picked	out	eight	of	the	9/11	hijackers	from	photos	and	he
named	a	dozen	members	of	bin	Laden’s	security	detail	and	revealed	that	they
were	armed	with	SAM-7	missiles,	Russian	PK	machine	guns,	and	rocket-
propelled	grenades.	He	explained	that	al-Qaeda’s	leader	usually	traveled	in	a
group	of	about	a	dozen	bodyguards	in	a	motorcade	of	three	Toyota	Hilux	pickup
trucks,	each	containing	a	maximum	of	five	armed	guards.	And	he	provided	a
richly	detailed	seven-page	account	of	the	various	machine	guns,	mortars,	mines,
sniper	rifles,	surface-to-air	missiles,	and	radar	facilities	possessed	by	al-Qaeda
and	the	Taliban.
Crucially,	Abu	Jandal	told	his	interrogators	that	highly	effective	U.S.	Stinger

anti-aircraft	missiles	that	had	fallen	into	the	hands	of	al-Qaeda	and	the	Taliban—
a	legacy	of	the	Afghan	war	against	the	Soviets—were	chronically	short	of
batteries,	vital	intelligence	for	U.S.	military	planners	as	they	planned	for	the
invasion	of	Afghanistan.



OVER	THE	NEXT	SEVERAL	WEEKS,	as	the	Bush	administration	planned	its	response
to	the	9/11	attacks,	the	CIA	secretly	worked	to	widen	existing	fissures	between
the	Taliban	and	al-Qaeda.	The	Agency	was	well	aware	that	several	Taliban
leaders	had	long	been	fed	up	with	bin	Laden’s	antics	on	the	world	stage.	Robert
Grenier,	the	CIA	station	chief	in	Pakistan,	had	intelligence	that	the	number	two
in	the	Taliban,	Mullah	Akhtar	Mohammad	Osmani,	was	in	particular	not	a	fan	of
bin	Laden’s.	“We	knew	how	deeply	resented	the	Arabs	were.	The	Afghans	were
quite	conscious,	being	great	manipulators	themselves,	about	the	extent	to	which
bin	Laden,	through	selected	use	of	donations,	was	trying	to	manipulate	them	to
build	up	his	own	loyal	following	within	the	Taliban,”	says	Grenier.
In	late	September,	Grenier	traveled	to	the	Pakistani	province	of	Balochistan,	a

sparsely	populated	desert	region	the	size	of	Germany,	for	a	clandestine	meeting
with	Mullah	Osmani.	Mullah	Omar	himself	had	sanctioned	the	meeting	between
his	number	two	and	the	CIA	officer.	For	the	meeting	at	the	five-star	Serena	hotel
in	Quetta,	the	Baloch	capital,	Mullah	Osmani	came	with	a	posse	of	armed	guards
festooned	with	bandoliers.	Grenier	is	not	one	of	the	stereotypical	CIA	operations
officers,	who	tend	to	be	larger-than-life	backslappers;	he	is	understated,
impeccably	dressed,	and	thoughtful.	But	his	offer	to	Mullah	Osmani	was	a	bold
one.	Grenier	told	the	Taliban	leader,	“The	Americans	are	coming.	You	need	to	do
something	to	dodge	this	bullet.”
Mullah	Osmani,	surprisingly,	said,	“I	agree.	We	have	to	do	something.	What’s

your	idea?”
Grenier	offered	Mullah	Osmani	a	deal—U.S.	forces	would	covertly	snatch	bin

Laden	while	the	Taliban	looked	the	other	way—assuring	him,	“It	doesn’t	get	any
more	simple.	You	just	give	us	what	we	need	to	do	it.	Step	aside;	the	man
disappears.	You	could	claim	complete	ignorance.”
Mullah	Osmani	took	careful	notes,	saying,	“I	will	go	back	and	I	will	discuss

this	with	Mullah	Omar.”
Grenier	met	with	Mullah	Osmani	again	in	Quetta	on	October	2	and	presented

him	with	an	even	more	radical	proposal:	the	CIA	would	assist	with	a	coup
against	Mullah	Omar,	with	the	quid	pro	quo	that	bin	Laden	be	handed	over	after
the	removal	of	the	Taliban	leader.	Grenier	suggested	that	Mullah	Osmani	seize
Mullah	Omar,	cut	off	his	ability	to	communicate,	take	control	of	the	radio
stations,	and	read	out	an	announcement	along	the	lines	of	“We	are	taking
necessary	action	to	save	the	Taliban	movement	because	the	Arabs	have	failed	to
meet	their	obligations	as	good	guests	and	have	perpetrated	violence.	The	Arabs
are	no	longer	welcome	and	should	immediately	depart	the	country.”



Mullah	Osmani	listened	to	all	this	and	said,	“The	whole	idea	is	very
interesting.	I’ll	think	about	it.	Let’s	set	up	communication	so	that	we	can	talk	to
each	other.”	He	seemed	buoyed	by	the	discussion	and	sat	down	for	a	robust
lunch	with	the	CIA	officer.	In	the	end,	though,	Mullah	Osmani	didn’t	go	through
with	the	coup	idea.	Grenier	thought	perhaps	Osmani	just	could	not	conceive	of
himself	as	the	overall	leader	of	the	Taliban.
At	the	same	time,	bin	Laden	shuttled	between	his	headquarters	in	Kandahar

and	al-Qaeda’s	guesthouses	in	Kabul.	Once	it	was	obvious	that	the	United	States
was	readying	an	attack	on	Afghanistan,	bin	Laden	wrote	to	Mullah	Omar	on
October	3	to	alert	him	to	a	recent	survey	showing	that	seven	out	of	ten
Americans	were	suffering	from	psychological	problems	following	the	9/11
attacks.	In	the	letter,	bin	Laden	asserted	that	an	American	attack	on	Afghanistan
would	begin	the	United	States’	self-destruction,	causing	“long-term	economic
burdens	which	will	force	America	to	resort	to	the	former	Soviet	Union’s	only
option:	withdrawal	from	Afghanistan,	disintegration,	and	contraction.”

ON	OCTOBER	7,	as	the	U.S.	Air	Force	started	bombing	Taliban	positions,	bin
Laden	was	in	Kandahar	meeting	with	Mullah	Mansour,	a	top	Taliban	official.
Bin	Laden	and	his	entourage	quickly	decamped	for	Kabul,	likely	calculating	it
would	be	safer	there	since	there	were	fewer	Taliban	leadership	targets	and	a
larger	civilian	population.	The	same	day,	al-Qaeda’s	leader	made	a	surprise
appearance	in	a	videotape	that	was	shown	around	the	world.	Dressed	in	a
camouflage	jacket	with	a	submachine	gun	propped	at	his	side,	bin	Laden,	in	his
first	public	comments	since	9/11,	said	that	the	attacks	were	revenge	for	the	long-
standing	Western	humiliation	of	the	Muslim	world.
“There	is	America,	hit	by	God	in	one	of	its	softest	spots,”	bin	Laden	said.	“Its

greatest	buildings	were	destroyed,	thank	God	for	that.	There	is	America,	full	of
fear	from	its	north	to	its	south,	from	its	west	to	its	east.	Thank	God	for	that.
What	America	tastes	now	is	something	insignificant	compared	to	what	we	have
tasted	for	scores	of	years.	Our	nation	[the	Islamic	world]	has	tasted	this
humiliation	and	this	degradation	for	more	than	eighty	years.”
Despite	his	approving	remarks,	bin	Laden’s	initial	stance	was	total	denial	of

his	role	in	the	attacks.	In	late	September,	for	example,	al-Qaeda’s	leader	told	a
Pakistani	newspaper,	“As	a	Muslim,	I	try	my	best	to	avoid	telling	a	lie.	I	had	no
knowledge	of	these	attacks.”	The	truth	is,	bin	Laden	was	in	something	of	a	bind:
if	he	admitted	to	his	role	in	the	attacks,	the	Taliban	defense	that	there	was	no
evidence	that	he	was	involved	would	be	rendered	moot,	and	Mullah	Omar



wouldn’t	have	much	choice	but	to	hand	him	over	to	the	United	States.	Still,	bin
Laden’s	ego	demanded	that	he	take	some	credit	for	what	he	believed	to	be	his
greatest	accomplishment,	and	once	the	United	States	started	to	bomb	Taliban
targets	in	Afghanistan,	he	began	asserting	more	ownership	of	the	9/11	attacks.
Tayseer	Allouni	of	Al	Jazeera	television	was	one	of	the	only	international

correspondents	the	Taliban	had	permitted	to	work	in	Afghanistan	in	the	years
before	9/11.	Bin	Laden	sat	down	with	Allouni	for	a	lengthy	interview	on	October
21.	For	reasons	that	Al	Jazeera	never	convincingly	elucidated,	the	network	did
not	air	this	interview	for	a	year.	At	one	point	Al	Jazeera	explained	that	the
decision	not	to	broadcast	the	interview	was	because	it	wasn’t	“newsworthy,”	an
explanation	that	was	risible.	As	this	was	his	only	post-9/11	television	interview,
it	would	have	been	news	if	bin	Laden	had	simply	read	from	the	phone	book.	It
seems	likely	that	the	Qatari	royal	family,	which	owns	Al	Jazeera,	caved	to	Bush
administration	pressure	not	to	air	the	interview,	at	a	time	when	Bush	officials
were	also	putting	pressure	on	American	broadcasters	not	to	air	“propaganda”
from	bin	Laden.
In	fact,	the	Al	Jazeera	interview	was	both	wide-ranging	and	newsworthy,	as

became	apparent	three	months	later,	when	CNN	obtained	and	broadcast	it
without	Al	Jazeera’s	permission.	During	the	interview,	bin	Laden	appeared
relaxed,	and	for	the	first	time	publicly,	he	explicitly	linked	himself	to	the	9/11
attacks.	Allouni	asked	him,	“America	claims	that	it	has	proof	that	you	are	behind
what	happened	in	New	York	and	Washington.	What’s	your	answer?”	Bin	Laden
replied,	“If	inciting	people	to	do	that	is	terrorism,	and	if	killing	those	who	are
killing	our	sons	is	terrorism,	then	let	history	be	our	judge	that	we	are	terrorists.…
We	practice	the	good	terrorism.”
Allouni	followed	up	with	a	key	question:	“How	about	the	killing	of	innocent

civilians?”	Bin	Laden	countered:	“The	men	that	God	helped	[on	September	11]
did	not	intend	to	kill	babies;	they	intended	to	destroy	the	strongest	military
power	in	the	world,	to	attack	the	Pentagon.…	[The	World	Trade	Center	is]	not	a
children’s	school.”	Bin	Laden	gloated	as	he	recounted	to	the	Al	Jazeera
correspondent	the	large	economic	consequences	of	the	attacks:	Wall	Street
stocks	lost	16	percent	of	their	value,	airlines	and	air	freight	companies	laid	off
170,000	employees,	and	the	hotel	chain	Intercontinental	fired	20,000	workers.
In	a	meeting	with	a	toadying	Saudi	supporter	a	few	weeks	after	9/11	that	was

filmed	by	al-Qaeda’s	media	arm,	bin	Laden	showed	that	he	well	understood	the
propaganda	value	of	the	attacks	when	he	explained	that	the	hijackers	“said	in
deeds,	in	New	York	and	Washington,	speeches	that	overshadowed	all	other



speeches	made	everywhere	else	in	the	world.	The	speeches	are	understood	by
both	Arabs	and	non-Arabs—even	by	Chinese.”	He	added	that	9/11	had	even
resulted	in	unprecedented	conversions	to	Islam	in	countries	such	as	Holland.
By	now	bin	Laden	was	entering	the	realm	of	myth.	For	his	supporters	he	was

the	noble	“Emir	of	Jihad,”	or	Prince	of	Holy	War—veneration	he	did	not
discourage.	Self-consciously	mimicking	the	Prophet	Mohammed,	who	first
received	the	revelations	of	the	Koran	in	a	cave,	bin	Laden	made	some	of	his
early	videotaped	statements	from	the	caves	and	mountains	of	Afghanistan.	Pro–
bin	Laden	rallies	drew	tens	of	thousands	in	Pakistan,	and	a	beatific	image	of	his
face	could	be	found	on	T-shirts	throughout	the	Muslim	world.	To	his	detractors
—and	there	were	many,	including	Muslims—bin	Laden	was	an	evil	man	who
had	ordered	the	wanton	murder	of	thousands	of	civilians	in	the	city	many	see	as
the	capital	of	the	world.	But	whether	you	admired	or	loathed	him,	there	was	little
debate	that	he	had	become	one	of	the	few	individuals	in	modern	times	who	had
unequivocally	changed	the	direction	of	history.

HAMID	MIR,	the	editor	of	the	pro-Taliban	Urdu	newspaper	Ausaf,	was	a	natural
choice	to	conduct	bin	Laden’s	only	print	interview	following	9/11.	On	November
6,	Mir	was	taken	from	his	Islamabad	office	to	meet	with	bin	Laden	in	Kabul.	On
the	way,	he	was	blindfolded	and	bundled	up	in	a	carpet	in	a	van,	arriving	at	an
al-Qaeda	safe	house	the	morning	of	November	8.	Mir,	who	had	previously	been
skeptical	that	bin	Laden	was	behind	9/11,	started	to	change	his	mind	when	he
saw	pictures	of	Mohammed	Atta,	the	lead	hijacker,	in	the	house	where	the
interview	took	place.
Seemingly	unaware	that	the	fall	of	Kabul	was	only	four	days	away,	bin	Laden

was	in	great	spirits	at	their	meeting,	consuming	a	hearty	breakfast	of	meat	and
olives.	The	Saudi	terrorist	leader	privately	admitted	everything,	reaching	over	to
turn	off	Mir’s	tape	recorder	and	saying,	“Yes,	I	did	it.	Okay.	Now	play	your	tape
recorder.”	Mir	turned	the	tape	recorder	back	on,	and	bin	Laden	said,	“No,	I’m
not	responsible.”	When	Mir	asked	him	how	he	could	justify	the	killing	of	so
many	civilians,	bin	Laden	replied,	“America	and	its	allies	are	massacring	us	in
Palestine,	Chechnya,	Kashmir,	and	Iraq.	The	Muslims	have	the	right	to	attack
America	in	reprisal.”
Mir	asked	bin	Laden	to	comment	on	reports	that	he	had	tried	to	acquire

nuclear	and	chemical	weapons.	Al-Qaeda’s	leader	replied,	“I	wish	to	declare	that
if	America	used	chemical	or	nuclear	weapons	against	us,	then	we	may	respond
with	chemical	and	nuclear	weapons.	We	have	the	weapons	as	a	deterrent.”	Mir



followed	up:	“Where	did	you	get	these	weapons	from?”	Bin	Laden	responded
coyly,	“Go	to	the	next	question.”
After	the	interview	was	finished,	Mir	had	tea	with	bin	Laden’s	deputy,	Dr.

Ayman	al-Zawahiri.	“It	is	difficult	to	believe	that	you	have	nuclear	weapons,”
Mir	told	Zawahiri.
“Mister	Hamid	Mir,	it	is	not	difficult,”	Zawahiri	replied.	“If	you	have	thirty

million	dollars,	you	can	have	these	kind	of	nuclear	suitcase	bombs	from	the
black	market	of	Central	Asia	[in	the	former	Soviet	Union].”
This	claim	was	entirely	nonsensical.	Al-Qaeda	never	possessed	anything

remotely	close	to	a	nuclear	weapon,	and	the	supposed	black	market	in	Soviet
“nuclear	suitcase	bombs”	exists	in	Hollywood,	not	in	reality.	So	what	was	the
point	of	the	claim?	It	seems	to	have	been	a	clumsy	attempt	at	psychological
warfare—an	attempt	to	dissuade	the	Bush	administration	from	its	attacks	on
Afghanistan.	Zawahiri,	in	particular,	was	well	aware	that	the	American	national
security	establishment	was	anxious	about	terrorists	acquiring	weapons	of	mass
destruction.	Indeed,	two	years	earlier,	Zawahiri	had	sanctioned	the	establishment
of	al-Qaeda’s	amateur	and	poorly	funded	chemical	and	biological	weapons
program	precisely	because	the	United	States	seemed	to	be	so	worried	about
those	weapons.
Around	the	same	time	that	Mir	was	interviewing	al-Qaeda’s	leaders,	another

outsider	was	admitted	to	meet	with	members	of	al-Qaeda’s	inner	circle:	Dr.
Amer	Aziz,	a	prominent	Pakistani	surgeon.	Dr.	Aziz,	a	Taliban	sympathizer	who
had	treated	bin	Laden	in	1999	for	a	back	injury,	was	summoned	to	Kabul	in	early
November	2001	to	treat	Mohammed	Atef,	a	former	Egyptian	policeman	who
served	as	the	military	commander	of	al-Qaeda.	While	examining	Atef,	Dr.	Aziz
again	met	with	bin	Laden.	For	years	there	had	been	reports	that	the	al-Qaeda
leader	suffered	from	kidney	disease,	but	Dr.	Aziz	said	those	reports	were	false:
“He	was	in	excellent	health.	He	was	walking.	He	was	healthy.	I	didn’t	see	any
evidence	of	kidney	disease.	I	didn’t	see	any	evidence	of	dialysis.”

AS	THE	AMERICAN	BOMBING	campaign	intensified	and	U.S.	Special	Forces	began
arriving	in	small	numbers	in	northern	Afghanistan,	bin	Laden	had	to	start
making	serious	contingency	plans	for	the	possibility	that	the	Taliban	and	his	al-
Qaeda	foot	soldiers	would	soon	be	on	the	run.	It	was	a	kind	of	planning	that	he
had	neglected	to	do	when	he	authorized	the	9/11	attacks.	In	mid-October	he	met
with	Jalaluddin	Haqqani,	arguably	the	most	effective	military	commander	of	the
Taliban,	whom	bin	Laden	had	known	since	the	early	days	of	the	jihad	against	the



Soviets.	Together	they	discussed	the	possibility	of	waging	a	long	guerrilla	war
against	the	infidel	Americans,	as	they	had	with	the	Soviets.	Haqqani	was	sure
that	the	Americans	were	“creatures	of	comfort”	who	would	be	defeated	in	the
long	term.	Around	the	same	time,	another	warlord	from	the	anti-Soviet	war,
Yunis	Khalis,	invited	bin	Laden	to	move	into	his	territory	surrounding	Jalalabad
in	eastern	Afghanistan,	the	region	where	bin	Laden	had	long	maintained	his	Tora
Bora	country	retreat.
On	the	same	day	as	the	Mir	interview,	bin	Laden	attended	a	memorial

ceremony	for	an	Uzbek	militant	leader	who	had	just	been	killed	in	a	U.S.	air
strike.	The	next	day,	the	Uzbek	city	of	Mazar-e-Sharif,	the	largest	city	in
northern	Afghanistan,	fell	to	the	Northern	Alliance	and	a	small	team	of	U.S.
Special	Forces.	Twenty-four	hours	later,	a	bin	Laden	security	advisor,	Dr.	Amin
ul-Haq,	met	with	tribal	elders	in	the	area	around	Jalalabad	and	gave	them	each
$10,000	and	a	horse,	in	exchange	for	which	the	elders	agreed	to	provide	refuge
to	the	members	of	al-Qaeda	who	soon	would	be	streaming	toward	Jalalabad,
close	to	the	border	with	Pakistan.
On	November	12,	Kabul	also	fell	to	the	Northern	Alliance	forces.	Just	ahead

of	them,	bin	Laden	and	his	followers	hastened	from	Kabul	down	the	steep,
narrow,	and	winding	road	to	Jalalabad.
A	few	days	later,	Mohammed	Atef	was	killed	in	a	U.S.	Predator	drone	air

strike.	Atef	had	been	not	only	al-Qaeda’s	military	commander	but	also	bin
Laden’s	chief	executive	officer,	working	around	the	clock	to	manage	al-Qaeda’s
personnel	and	operations.	He	had	been	bin	Laden’s	closest	collaborator	in	al-
Qaeda	since	the	group	was	founded	in	1988.	A	Saudi	member	of	al-Qaeda
recalls	that	Atef’s	death	“shocked	us	deeply,	because	this	was	the	candidate	to
succeed	bin	Laden.”
Fearing	for	their	safety,	bin	Laden’s	son-in-law	Muataz	made	arrangements

for	three	of	bin	Laden’s	wives	and	a	number	of	their	younger	children	to	leave
Kandahar	and	cross	over	the	border	into	Pakistan.
Two	months	after	9/11,	bin	Laden	had	lost	his	longtime	military	commander,

much	of	his	family	was	fleeing	into	exile,	and	the	regime	that	had	provided	him
his	sanctuary	was	on	life	support.	Instead	of	goading	the	United	States	into
departing	the	Arab	world,	he	was	now	facing	a	massive	and	relentless	American
bombing	campaign	and	a	reinvigorated	Northern	Alliance,	allied	to	small	groups
of	highly	effective	U.S.	Special	Forces	and	CIA	officers.	It	was	a	disaster	the
scale	of	which	bin	Laden	was	only	beginning	to	grasp.	He	had	only	one	plan
now,	to	flee	to	Tora	Bora,	a	place	he	had	known	intimately	since	the	mid-1980s,



and	mount	there	some	kind	of	final	stand	before	slipping	away	to	fight	another
day.



2	TORA	BORA

	

DESPITE	HIS	RETREAT,	bin	Laden	seemed	undaunted.	In	the	small	city	of
Jalalabad,	al-Qaeda’s	leaders	and	foot	soldiers	regrouped,	and	bin	Laden	gave
rousing	pep	talks	to	his	men	and	to	local	supporters.	Around	the	beginning	of	the
holy	month	of	Ramadan,	on	November	17,	he	and	Ayman	al-Zawahiri	and	a
contingent	of	bodyguards	set	off	on	the	bumpy	three-hour	ride	over	a	narrow
mud-and-stone	track	to	the	mountains	of	Tora	Bora,	where	they	planned	to	dig	in
and	face	the	coming	American	onslaught.
Tora	Bora	was	an	ideal	base	for	guerrilla	warfare.	The	Afghan	mujahideen	had

routinely	mounted	hit-and-run	operations	against	the	Soviets	from	there	during
the	1980s	because	it	had	easy	escape	routes	by	foot	to	Parachinar,	a	region	of
Pakistan	that	juts	like	a	parrot’s	beak	into	Afghanistan.	And	bin	Laden	had
fought	his	first	major	battle	against	the	Soviets	in	1987	at	Jaji,	a	valley	some
twenty	miles	west	of	Tora	Bora.	Although	Tora	Bora	had	been	the	object	of
several	offensives	by	the	Russians,	one	of	them	involving	thousands	of	soldiers,
dozens	of	helicopter	gunships,	and	several	MiG	fighter	jets,	so	solid	are	the
caves	that	riddle	the	Spin	Ghar	Mountains	surrounding	Tora	Bora	that	the	Soviet
offensives	were	held	off	by	a	force	of	not	much	more	than	a	hundred	Afghans.
In	1987,	bin	Laden	started	opening	a	crude	road	from	Jaji	to	Jalalabad,	which

was	then	occupied	by	the	Soviets;	it	went	directly	through	the	mountains	of	Tora
Bora.	It	was	a	challenging	task,	for	which	he	used	bulldozers	provided	by	his
family’s	construction	company.	It	took	more	than	six	months	to	build	the	road,
which	only	four-wheel-drive	vehicles	could	navigate.
When	bin	Laden	was	exiled	from	Sudan	in	1996,	he	chose	to	live	in	the	Tora

Bora	settlement	of	Milawa,	high	up	in	the	mountains,	in	an	Afghan-style	mud
house	encircled	by	lookout	posts.	He	told	visitors	to	his	Tora	Bora	retreat,	“I
really	feel	secure	in	the	mountains.	I	really	enjoy	my	life	when	I’m	here.”	It	was
in	Milawa	that	bin	Laden	took	his	older	sons	on	all-day	hiking	expeditions,
admonishing	them,	“We	never	know	when	war	will	strike.	We	must	know	our
way	out	of	the	mountains.”
His	three	wives	and	more	than	a	dozen	children	did	not	share	bin	Laden’s	joy



in	living	the	life	of	medieval	peasants	in	a	place	where	the	only	light	at	night	was
from	gas	lanterns	and	the	moon,	and	the	only	heat—in	a	place	where	fierce
blizzards	were	common—was	from	a	wood-burning	metal	stove.	Hunger	was	a
frequent	companion	to	the	bin	Laden	children,	who	lived	on	a	subsistence	diet	of
eggs,	salty	cheese,	rice,	and	bread.	Even	honored	guests,	such	as	leading
Palestinian	journalist	Abdel	Bari	Atwan,	were	fed	a	diet	of	salty	cheese,	fried
eggs,	and	bread	invariably	caked	with	sand.
Almost	a	decade	and	a	half	after	the	Battle	of	Jaji,	bin	Laden	would	put	his

intimate	knowledge	of	Tora	Bora	and	its	mountain	passes	to	good	use.	Once	it
was	obvious	that	the	United	States	was	planning	a	serious	attack	on	Afghanistan,
he	envisioned	Tora	Bora	as	the	place	where	he	could	reenact	his	heroic	stand
against	the	Soviets.	During	the	1987	Jaji	engagement,	which	had	also	taken
place	during	the	holy	month	of	Ramadan,	bin	Laden	and	some	fifty	Arab	fighters
had	held	off	a	much	larger	group	of	Soviet	soldiers,	including	Soviet	Special
Forces,	in	a	battle	that	lasted	about	a	week	before	bin	Laden	and	his	colleagues
were	forced	to	retreat.	Bin	Laden’s	stand	at	the	Battle	of	Jaji	received
considerable	attention	in	the	Arab	world,	marking	his	ascension	from	mere
financier	of	jihad	to	military	commander	and	becoming	a	central	part	of	his
heroic	self-image.
Before	traveling	to	Tora	Bora,	bin	Laden	had	dispatched	Walid	bin	Attash,	one

of	the	planners	of	the	bombing	of	the	USS	Cole	in	Yemen,	to	prepare	for	his
arrival.	Around	the	beginning	of	November	a	number	of	bin	Laden’s	bodyguards
started	stockpiling	food	and	digging	trenches	and	tunnels	between	some	of	the
small	caves	that	dot	the	mountains	of	Tora	Bora.
At	the	same	time,	the	CIA	was	closely	monitoring	bin	Laden’s	whereabouts.

The	Agency’s	top	official	on	the	ground	at	that	time	was	Gary	Berntsen,	a	CIA
operations	officer	who	spoke	Dari,	one	of	the	local	languages.	Shortly	after	the
fall	of	Kabul,	Berntsen	received	a	stream	of	intelligence	reports	indicating	that
bin	Laden	and	a	group	of	his	followers	had	retreated	from	Kabul	to	the	Jalalabad
area.	A	few	days	later	Berntsen	got	“multiple	hits”	from	sources	on	the	ground
that	bin	Laden	had	moved	on	to	the	cave	complexes	of	Tora	Bora.
The	information	that	a	large	contingent	of	al-Qaeda	fighters	had	moved	to

Tora	Bora	was	relayed	back	to	the	Counterterrorist	Center	at	CIA	headquarters	in
Virginia,	where	it	was	fed	into	an	electronic	map	that	overlaid	data	of	the	Taliban
and	al-Qaeda	positions	and	the	locations	of	American	Special	Forces	soldiers
and	CIA	officers	on	the	ground,	and	of	allied	Afghan	forces.	That	map	was	then
duplicated	at	Central	Command	(CENTCOM),	the	U.S.	military	headquarters	in



Tampa,	Florida,	which	was	coordinating	the	war	effort.	The	CIA	now	predicted
that	“bin	Laden	would	make	a	stand	along	the	northern	peaks	of	the	Spin	Ghar
Mountains”	at	a	place	called	Tora	Bora.
In	the	last	week	of	November,	bin	Laden	gave	a	speech	to	his	men	holed	up	at

Tora	Bora,	telling	them	it	would	be	a	“grave	mistake	and	taboo	to	leave	before
the	fight	was	over.”	Al-Qaeda’s	leader	again	gave	a	speech	along	similar	lines	to
his	followers	in	Tora	Bora	in	early	December.	As	his	Tora	Bora	battlefield
commander,	bin	Laden	appointed	Ibn	al-Sheikh	al-Libi,	a	tall,	thin	Libyan	with	a
regal	manner	who	had	fought	against	the	Soviets	in	Afghanistan	and	later
commanded	the	Khaldan	training	camp,	where	Islamist	militants	from	around
the	world	had	trained	in	the	years	before	9/11.	Bin	Laden	was	convinced	that
U.S.	soldiers	would	soon	land	in	the	Spin	Ghar	Mountains	by	helicopter	and	that
his	men	would	inflict	heavy	losses	on	them.	This	never	happened.	Beyond	this
vague	hope,	bin	Laden	didn’t	seem	to	have	much	of	a	battle	plan,	other	than
somehow	to	duplicate	the	mujahideen’s	successes	against	the	Soviets.
Unlike	bin	Laden’s	vision	of	things,	the	battle—which	took	place	over	an	area

of	some	thirty	square	miles—turned	out	to	be	more	a	series	of	skirmishes
between	al-Qaeda’s	foot	soldiers	and	the	ground	forces	of	three	fractious	local
Afghan	warlords	on	the	American	payroll,	punctuated	by	intense	U.S.	bombing.
During	this	time,	snow	was	falling	steadily	in	the	mountains,	and	the

temperature	at	night	often	dipped	below	zero.	Ayman	Saeed	Abdullah	Batarfi,	an
articulate	Yemeni	orthopedic	surgeon	in	his	thirties,	was	asked	by	bin	Laden	to
treat	the	injured.	Around	December	1,	Batarfi	told	bin	Laden	he	would	have	to
send	someone	back	to	Jalalabad	to	get	supplies,	since	he	was	out	of	medicine.	As
the	casualties	mounted,	Batarfi	resorted	to	doing	amputations	with	knives	and
scissors.	He	told	bin	Laden	that	if	they	did	not	leave	Tora	Bora	soon,	“no	one
would	stay	alive”	under	the	American	bombardment.	He	noted	that	bin	Laden
had	made	few	preparations	for	the	Tora	Bora	battle	and	seemed	preoccupied
mostly	with	making	his	own	escape	from	the	battlefield.
One	obstacle	to	his	escape	was	that	he	was	strapped	for	cash,	money	that

would	be	vital	if	he	and	his	men	were	to	bribe	their	way	out	of	Tora	Bora	and
pay	for	shelter	and	travel	expenses.	A	Yemeni	al-Qaeda	member	traveled	into
Tora	Bora	to	deliver	$3,000	to	the	al-Qaeda	leader.	Bin	Laden	also	borrowed
$7,000	from	a	local	cleric.
Back	in	Washington	and	at	CENTCOM	in	Tampa,	there	was	growing	certainty

that	bin	Laden	was	now	trapped	at	Tora	Bora.	Lieutenant	General	Michael
DeLong,	the	deputy	commander	of	CENTCOM,	remembers,	“We	were	hot	on



Osama	bin	Laden’s	trail.	He	was	definitely	there	when	we	hit	[the	Tora	Bora]
caves.	Every	day	during	the	bombing,	[Secretary	of	Defense	Donald]	Rumsfeld
asked	me,	‘Did	we	get	him?	Did	we	get	him?’	”	On	November	20,	Vice
President	Dick	Cheney	told	ABC	News	that	bin	Laden	“was	equipped	to	go	to
ground	there.	He’s	got	what	he	believes	to	be	secure	facilities,	caves
underground.	It’s	an	area	he’s	familiar	with.	He	operated	there	during	the	war
against	the	Soviets	in	the	eighties.”
Dalton	Fury	(a	pseudonym),	a	thirty-seven-year-old	major	in	the	elite	and

secretive	Delta	Force	commandos,	led	the	small	Western	forces	hunting	bin
Laden	at	Tora	Bora,	which	comprised	about	seventy	American	and	British
Special	Operations	soldiers	and	CIA	officers.	From	the	beginning	of	the
operation,	Fury	had	identified	the	central	weakness	in	the	American	plan	at	Tora
Bora:	there	was	no	one	to	guard	the	escape	routes	into	Pakistan.	Fury
recommended	in	late	November	that	his	own	Delta	team	be	dropped	into	Tora
Bora	at	eight	thousand	feet	or	so.	Equipped	with	oxygen,	his	team	would	then
climb	to	fourteen	thousand	feet	to	reach	the	tallest	peaks	in	the	area—a	trek	that
would	take	a	few	days—and	from	there	descend	to	attack	al-Qaeda’s	positions
from	above,	the	direction	from	which	bin	Laden’s	followers	would	least	expect
them.	Somewhere	in	the	chain	of	command,	that	request	was	turned	down.
Despite	the	casualties	they	were	taking	and	the	extreme	weather	conditions,

al-Qaeda	fighters	were	still	able	to	lay	down	somewhat	effective	mortar	barrages
and	small-arms	fire.	Mohammed	Zahir,	who	commanded	a	group	of	thirty
Afghan	militiamen	on	the	front	lines	throughout	the	Battle	of	Tora	Bora,
skirmished	with	Arab	and	Pakistani	militants	fighting	with	rockets	and	machine
guns,	a	formidable	force	that	could	be	taken	on	only	with	the	help	of	the
American	bombing	raids	on	al-Qaeda’s	positions.	Muhammad	Musa,	a
commander	who	led	hundreds	of	Afghan	soldiers	on	the	Tora	Bora	front	lines,
recalled	the	fanatical	bravery	of	bin	Laden’s	fighters:	“They	fought	very	hard
with	us.	When	we	captured	them,	they	committed	suicide	with	grenades.	I	saw
three	of	them	do	that	myself.”	Al-Qaeda	fighters	were	no	doubt	buoyed	by	the
fact	that	they	were	fighting	during	the	holy	month	of	Ramadan,	as	it	was	at	the
Battle	of	Badr	during	Ramadan	that	the	Prophet	Mohammed	had	led	a	small
group	of	Muslims	to	victory	fourteen	centuries	earlier,	against	a	much	larger
army	of	infidels.
On	the	morning	of	December	3,	heavy	American	bombing	began,	and

continued	around	the	clock.	It	was	the	beginning	of	a	four-day	period	during
which	seven	hundred	thousand	pounds	of	American	bombs	rained	down	on	Tora



Bora.	During	this	period,	bin	Laden	was	videotaped	by	an	al-Qaeda	member
instructing	his	followers	how	best	to	dig	trenches	in	which	to	shelter.	On	the	tape
a	bomb	explodes	in	the	distance.	Bin	Laden	comments	without	evident	concern
in	his	voice,	“We	were	there	last	night.”
As	the	American	bombing	increased	in	intensity,	bin	Laden	reminisced	fondly

with	his	deputy,	Ayman	al-Zawahiri,	about	the	nineteen	9/11	hijackers,	talking
about	each	one	with	emotion.	Fearing	that	he	would	be	killed	by	the	American
bombardment	and	wanting	to	be	sure	that	he	had	properly	memorialized	these
heroic	“martyrs,”	he	wrote	out	nineteen	death	certificates	for	the	hijackers.
The	Afghan	warlords	on	the	ground	who	were	working	with	the	Americans

were	at	odds	with	one	another,	and	every	evening	during	the	battle,	they	and
their	foot	soldiers	retreated	to	their	homes	as	dusk	fell	to	observe	the	Ramadan
breaking	of	the	fast.	On	the	evening	of	December	3,	realizing	that	the	Afghan
ground	forces	were	not	up	to	the	job	of	encircling	al-Qaeda’s	hard	core,	CIA
officer	Gary	Berntsen	sent	out	a	lengthy	message	to	headquarters	asking	for	up
to	eight	hundred	elite	Army	Rangers	to	assault	the	complex	of	caves	where	bin
Laden	and	his	lieutenants	were	believed	to	be	hiding	and	to	block	their	escape
routes.	Berntsen’s	boss,	Henry	A.	Crumpton,	who	was	by	that	time	“100
percent”	certain	that	bin	Laden	was	bottled	up	in	the	Tora	Bora	mountains,
called	the	CENTCOM	commander	General	Tommy	Franks,	who	had	overall
control	of	the	Tora	Bora	operation,	to	request	the	additional	soldiers.	Franks
pushed	back,	pointing	out	that	the	American	“small	footprint”	approach	had
worked	well	during	the	overthrow	of	the	Taliban,	and	also	that	it	would	take
weeks	to	get	more	U.S.	soldiers	on	the	ground.	Franks	never	asked	Secretary	of
Defense	Donald	Rumsfeld	for	more	troops	at	Tora	Bora,	and	Rumsfeld	didn’t
ask	Franks	if	he	needed	them.
General	Franks	also	believed	the	United	States	could	rely	on	the	Pakistanis	to

cut	off	fleeing	members	of	al-Qaeda.	“I	think	it	was	a	pretty	good	determination,
to	provide	support	to	that	operation,	and	to	work	with	the	Pakistanis	along	the
Pakistani	border	to	bring	it	to	conclusion,”	he	said	in	a	2002	interview.	The
assumption	that	the	Pakistanis	had	their	side	of	the	border	covered	was,	at	best,
wishful	thinking.	Crumpton	had	repeatedly	warned	the	White	House,	his	own
CIA	leadership,	and	CENTCOM	that	the	Pakistanis	were	not	capable	of	securing
their	border.	President	Bush	even	asked	Crumpton	directly	if	the	Pakistanis
would	seal	the	border,	to	which	he	replied,	“No,	sir.”
Delta	ground	commander	Dalton	Fury	remembers	that,	to	rectify	that	problem,

in	early	December	his	squadron	commander	suggested	dropping	GATOR



antipersonnel	mines	from	the	air	into	the	Tora	Bora	passes	leading	to	Pakistan,
mines	that	disable	themselves	after	a	set	period	of	days.	This	request	also	died
somewhere	farther	up	the	chain	of	command.
The	Delta	team	set	up	camp	near	Tora	Bora	and	tried	to	press	closer	toward	al-

Qaeda’s	positions	to	get	“eyes	on	target.”	They	directed	laser	beams	on	al-Qaeda
targets	so	that	accurate	air	strikes	could	be	called	in.	By	now	the	latest
intelligence	placed	bin	Laden	squarely	in	Tora	Bora.	On	December	9,	a	U.S.
bomber	dropped	a	fifteen-thousand-pound	bomb	known	as	a	“daisy	cutter”	on
al-Qaeda’s	positions.	That	night,	al-Qaeda	member	Abu	Jafar	al-Kuwaiti	was
“awakened	to	the	sound	of	massive	and	terrorizing	explosions	very	near	to	us.”
The	following	day,	members	of	al-Qaeda	received	the	awful	news	that	the	trench
of	“Sheikh	Osama”	had	been	destroyed.	But	bin	Laden	had	survived,	having
moved	his	position	just	before	the	daisy	cutter	strike.
The	day	after	the	daisy	cutter	was	dropped,	the	U.S.	National	Security	Agency

picked	up	an	intercept	from	Tora	Bora:	“Father	[bin	Laden]	is	trying	to	break
through	the	siege	line.”	At	about	4:00	p.m.,	Afghan	soldiers	said	that	they	had
spotted	bin	Laden.	In	Washington,	Paul	Wolfowitz,	the	number	two	official	at
the	Pentagon,	told	reporters	that	bin	Laden	was	likely	at	Tora	Bora,	saying,	“We
don’t	have	any	credible	evidence	of	him	being	in	other	parts	of	Afghanistan	or
outside	of	Afghanistan.”
By	December	11,	bin	Laden	realized	that	his	only	hope	was	escape.	He	told

his	men	he	was	leaving	them,	and	just	after	nightfall	he	prayed	with	his	most
loyal	bodyguards.	That	same	day,	al-Qaeda	leaders	suggested	a	cease-fire	to
Hajji	Zaman,	one	of	the	Afghan	warlords	on	the	U.S.	payroll,	saying	that	they
would	surrender	the	following	morning.	Much	to	the	anger	of	his	American
sponsors,	Zaman	agreed	to	the	cease-fire,	and	that	night	some	of	the	militants
holed	up	in	Tora	Bora,	including	bin	Laden,	began	their	retreat	out	of	their
mountain	refuge.
American	signals	operators	on	the	ground	at	Tora	Bora	now	intercepted	radio

transmissions	from	bin	Laden	addressing	his	followers.	“I	am	sorry	for	getting
you	involved	in	this	battle.	If	you	can	no	longer	resist,	you	may	surrender	with
my	blessing,”	he	said	in	one	of	them.	Fury	kept	a	careful	log	of	these	intercepted
communications,	which	he	typed	up	at	the	end	of	each	day	and	passed	on	up	his
chain	of	command.
A	Pentagon	official	back	in	Washington,	who	had	been	tracking	bin	Laden

intensively	since	1997,	was	monitoring	all	this	in	real	time.	“Everyone	in	the
community	who	was	working	on	al-Qaeda	was	absolutely	aware	of	every	radio



message	that	was	coming	in	and	every	sit	rep	that	was	coming	back	from	our
SOF	[Special	Operations	Forces]	guys.	There	was	a	lot	of	attention	being	paid	to
it.”	The	official	remembers	that	he	and	his	colleagues	were	excited	because	it
seemed	to	them	that	now	bin	Laden	would	make	his	final	stand.	They	did	not
think	that	bin	Laden	would	try	to	escape	because	it	would	so	damage	his
credibility	with	al-Qaeda	and	the	wider	jihadist	movement.	“Little	did	we	know
that	this	was	his	farewell	message,”	says	the	official.	It	was	a	miscalculation	the
Pentagon	would	come	to	regret.
The	man	responsible	for	the	deadliest	terrorist	attack	in	U.S.	history,	along

with	many	of	his	top	lieutenants,	was	making	his	escape.	Why	was	there	no
effort	to	put	more	American	boots	on	the	ground,	beyond	the	total	of	several
dozen	Delta	operators,	Green	Berets,	U.S.	Air	Force	tactical	air	controllers,	and
CIA	officers	already	in	Tora	Bora?	Lieutenant	General	DeLong	says	the
Pentagon	did	not	want	to	put	many	American	soldiers	on	the	ground	because	of
a	concern	that	they	would	be	treated	like	enemies	by	the	locals:	“The	mountains
of	Tora	Bora	are	situated	deep	in	territory	controlled	by	tribes	hostile	to	the
United	States	and	any	outsiders.	The	reality	is	if	we	put	our	troops	in	there	we
would	inevitably	end	up	fighting	Afghan	villagers—creating	bad	will	at	a
sensitive	time.”
Contributing	to	the	sense	that	Afghans	were	implacably	opposed	to	foreign

troops	on	their	soil	was	an	article	titled	“Afghanistan:	Graveyard	of	Empires”	in
the	November	2001	issue	of	the	influential	Foreign	Affairs	magazine,	by	veteran
CIA	officer	Milton	Bearden,	who	had	overseen	the	Agency’s	effort	to	arm	the
Afghan	mujahideen	against	the	Soviets.	Bearden	made	the	case	that	large
numbers	of	American	boots	on	the	ground	would	simply	replicate	the	failures	of
the	Soviets	in	Afghanistan	in	the	twentieth	century	and	the	British	in	the
nineteenth	century.
The	Pentagon	was	also	quite	risk-averse	at	the	time,	something	that	is	hard

now	to	recall	following	the	years	of	war	in	Afghanistan	and	Iraq.	At	this	stage	in
the	Afghan	War,	more	journalists	had	died	in	the	conflict	than	U.S.	soldiers,	and
during	the	1999	conflict	in	Kosovo,	not	a	single	American	had	died	in	combat.
The	leaders	of	the	U.S.	military	seemed	to	have	convinced	themselves	that	the
American	public	could	not	tolerate	casualties—even	in	pursuit	of	Osama	bin
Laden.
There	was	also	the	matter	of	Iraq,	which	had	diverted	the	Pentagon’s	attention.

In	late	November,	Secretary	of	Defense	Donald	Rumsfeld	told	General	Franks
that	President	Bush	“wants	us	to	look	for	options	in	Iraq.”	Already	in	the	middle



of	one	war,	in	Afghanistan,	Franks	was	nonplussed,	telling	his	staff,	“Goddam!
What	the	fuck	are	they	talking	about?”	Yet	on	December	4,	he	briefed	Rumsfeld
and	other	top	Pentagon	officials	regarding	war	plans	for	Iraq,	drawing	on	the
existing	contingency	plan,	an	eight-hundred-page	document.	Rumsfeld	did	not
find	the	war	plans	at	all	satisfactory.	“Well,	General,”	he	admonished	Franks,
“you	have	a	lot	of	work	ahead	of	you.”	Franks	then	rebriefed	Rumsfeld	on	the
plan	for	the	invasion	of	Iraq,	on	December	12,	the	very	same	day	that	al-Qaeda’s
leaders	began	their	escape	from	Tora	Bora	under	cover	of	a	cease-fire	agreement.
Years	later,	Franks	explained	why	he	did	not	send	more	U.S.	soldiers	to	take

on	al-Qaeda’s	hard	core	at	Tora	Bora:

My	decision	not	to	add	American	troops	to	the	Tora	Bora	region	was
influenced	[by]	…	the	comparative	light	footprint	of	coalition	troops	in
theater,	and	the	fact	that	these	troops	were	committed	to	operations	ongoing
across	Afghanistan;	the	amount	of	time	it	would	take	to	deploy	additional
troops	would	likely	create	a	“tactical	pause”	which	would	run	the	risk	of
losing	the	momentum	our	forces	were	enjoying	across	Afghanistan;	[and]
uncertainty	as	to	whether	bin	Laden	was	in	fact	in	Tora	Bora.	Intelligence
suggested	that	he	was,	but	conflicting	intelligence	also	reported	that	he	was
in	Kashmir	…	[and]	at	a	stronghold	on	the	Iranian	border.

	
General	Dell	Dailey,	who	headed	Joint	Special	Operations	Command,	shared

some	of	Franks’s	concerns:	“There	was	no	question	it	would	have	taken	a	huge
number	of	folks	to	seal	Tora	Bora.…	We’re	talking	December.	Every	hilltop	is
covered	in	snow	at	this	point,	every	location	needed	logistics	support.”	Dailey’s
ground	commander	dismissed	the	idea	of	introducing	more	troops,	saying	to
Dailey,	“No	fucking	way.	We	have	won	this	war	with	special	operations	and	CIA
without	a	conventional	footprint	and	without	any	of	the	negativeness	that	comes
back	with	a	massive	U.S.	force.	Let’s	not	do	it.”	Brigadier	General	James	N.
Mattis,	the	commander	of	twelve	hundred	marines	then	stationed	near	Kandahar,
traveled	up	to	Bagram	Air	Base,	near	Kabul,	to	discuss	with	Dailey	the	idea	of
putting	a	force	of	marines	into	Tora	Bora.	In	the	end,	no	marines	or	any	other
additional	U.S.	military	forces	were	deployed	to	Tora	Bora.
Susan	Glasser,	who	covered	the	Tora	Bora	battle	for	the	Washington	Post,

recalled	that	initially	there	were	“fifty	to	seventy	journalists;	at	the	height	of	the
battle	a	week	or	so	in,	perhaps	one	hundred.”	That	was	slightly	more	than	the
total	number	of	Western	soldiers	at	Tora	Bora.	Given	that	scores	of	journalists



made	it	to	the	battle,	could	the	Pentagon	have	deployed	additional	soldiers	to
Tora	Bora?	Yes.	There	were	about	two	thousand	American	troops	already	in	the
Afghan	theater.	In	Afghanistan’s	neighbor	to	the	north,	Uzbekistan,	were
stationed	some	one	thousand	soldiers	of	the	Tenth	Mountain	Division.	More	than
one	thousand	marines	were	also	stationed	near	Kandahar.	And	it	would	have
taken	less	than	a	week	to	deploy	an	additional	eight	hundred	soldiers	of	the
Eighty-Second	Airborne	Division	from	their	headquarters	at	Ft.	Bragg,	North
Carolina,	to	Tora	Bora.	Of	course,	such	a	force	would	have	had	to	deal	with	the
treacherous	weather	conditions	and	high	altitudes	of	Tora	Bora	and	with	fierce
resistance	from	al-Qaeda.	There	was	also	a	limited	number	of	helicopters	in
theater,	which	would	have	made	getting	more	troops	into	Tora	Bora	logistically
difficult.	However,	no	effort	was	made	to	see	if	these	obstacles	might	be
overcome.
Condoleezza	Rice,	the	national	security	advisor,	later	said	that	there	were

“conflicting	reports”	about	bin	Laden’s	whereabouts	at	the	time,	and	that
President	Bush	was	never	asked	to	make	a	decision	about	sending	more	soldiers
into	Tora	Bora,	which	Bush	confirms.	Why	this	didn’t	happen	remains	a	mystery
that	may,	in	part,	be	explained	by	the	fact	that	the	Bush	administration	had	just
achieved	one	of	the	signal	military	victories	of	the	modern	era,	overthrowing	the
Taliban	regime	in	just	three	weeks	with	only	some	three	hundred	U.S.	Special
Forces	and	one	hundred	CIA	officers	on	the	ground.	Why	change	an	approach
that	had	worked	so	well	up	to	that	point?
Beginning	December	12,	with	no	blocking	forces	from	the	marines	or	any

other	American	military	unit	to	stop	them,	a	group	of	more	than	two	dozen	of
bin	Laden’s	bodyguards	hiked	out	of	Tora	Bora	and	toward	Pakistan.	They	were
arrested	in	Pakistan	on	December	15	and	handed	over	to	the	Americans.	Bin
Laden	was	not	with	them.	He	and	his	deputy,	Ayman	al-Zawahiri,	had	shrewdly
decided	to	split	up	and	stay	in	Afghanistan.	Zawahiri	left	the	mountainous
redoubt	with	Uthman,	one	of	bin	Laden’s	sons.	Bin	Laden	went	to	say	good-bye
to	Uthman,	not	knowing	when,	or	if,	he	would	see	him	again,	saying,	“My	son,
we	are	keeping	our	oath,	fighting	jihad	in	the	path	of	Allah.”	Accompanied	by
some	of	his	guards,	al-Qaeda’s	leader	fled	with	another	of	his	sons,	seventeen-
year-old	Muhammad.
As	bin	Laden	abandoned	the	battlefield	at	Tora	Bora,	he	wrote	a	final

testament	warning	his	children	away	from	his	path	in	life:	“Forgive	me	because	I
have	given	you	only	a	little	of	my	time	since	I	answered	the	jihad	call.	I	have
chosen	a	road	fraught	with	dangers	and	for	this	sake	suffered	from	hardships,



embitterment,	betrayal,	and	treachery	…	I	advise	you	not	to	work	with	al-
Qaeda.”	To	his	wives,	he	said,	“You	knew	that	the	road	was	full	of	thorns	and
mines.	You	left	the	comfort	of	your	relatives	and	chose	to	share	the	same
hardships	with	me.	You	renounced	worldly	pleasure	with	me;	renounce	them
more	after	me.	Do	not	think	of	remarrying	and	you	need	only	to	look	after	our
children.”
Bin	Laden	went	to	the	house	of	Awad	Gul,	a	trusted	ally	near	Jalalabad,	to

rest.	Before	the	battle,	bin	Laden	had	entrusted	Gul	with	$100,000.	Soon	after,
bin	Laden,	an	accomplished	rider,	went	by	horse	to	the	northeast,	to	Kunar
province,	an	ideal	place	to	disappear.	Its	twelve-thousand-foot	peaks,	dense
trees,	and	evergreen	shrubs	made	detection	of	movement	from	the	air	difficult;	it
had	a	small	population	hostile	to	outsiders;	and	there	was	no	central	government
to	speak	of.
A	couple	of	weeks	after	the	Tora	Bora	battle	had	ended,	a	visibly	aged	bin

Laden	released	a	video	in	which	he	contemplated	his	own	death.	“I	am	just	a
poor	slave	of	God,”	he	said.	“If	I	live	or	die,	the	war	will	continue.”	He	did	not
move	his	left	side	during	the	half-hour	videotape,	which	suggested	that	he	had
sustained	some	kind	of	serious	injury.	A	few	months	later,	on	an	al-Qaeda
website,	the	ten-year-old	Hamza	bin	Laden	posted	a	poem	bemoaning	the	fate
that	had	befallen	him	and	his	family:	“Oh,	Father!	Why	have	they	showered	us
with	bombs	like	rain,	having	no	mercy	for	a	child?”	On	the	same	website,	bin
Laden	replied,	“Pardon	me,	my	son,	but	I	can	only	see	a	very	steep	path	ahead.	A
decade	has	gone	in	vagrancy	and	travel,	and	here	we	are	in	our	tragedy.	Security
is	gone,	but	danger	remains.”
On	January	4,	2002,	at	President	Bush’s	vacation	ranch	in	Texas,	Michael

Morell	had	the	delicate	task	of	informing	Bush	that	it	was	the	CIA’s	assessment
that	bin	Laden	had	fought	at	the	Battle	of	Tora	Bora	and	survived.	Bush	was
incensed	at	this	and	became	hostile,	as	if	Morell	himself	were	the	culprit.
Two	and	a	half	years	later,	during	a	close	election	race,	Democratic	nominee

John	Kerry	made	a	campaign	issue	of	whether	bin	Laden	could	have	been
finished	off	at	Tora	Bora.	The	notion	that	there	had	been	a	real	opportunity	to
kill	bin	Laden	at	that	point	was	a	“wild	claim,”	Bush	said,	and	Vice	President
Dick	Cheney	termed	it	“absolute	garbage.”	Nevertheless,	from	the	totality	of	the
available	accounts,	it	is	clear	that	when	presented	with	an	opportunity	to	kill	or
capture	al-Qaeda’s	top	leadership	just	three	months	after	September	11,	the
United	States	was	instead	outmaneuvered	by	bin	Laden,	who	slipped	away,
disappeared	from	the	American	radar,	and	slowly	began	rebuilding	his



organization.



3	AL-QAEDA	IN	THE	WILDERNESS

	

BIN	LADEN	RETREATED	into	the	mountains	of	Kunar	with	his	organization	on	life
support.	Al-Qaeda,	“the	base”	in	Arabic,	had	just	lost	the	best	base	it	ever	had.
In	Afghanistan,	al-Qaeda	had	run	something	of	a	parallel	state	to	that	of	the
Taliban,	conducting	its	own	independent	foreign	policy	by	attacking	American
embassies,	warships,	and	the	centers	of	U.S.	military	and	economic	power,	as
well	as	churning	out	thousands	of	militant	foot	soldiers	in	its	training	camps.
This	pre-9/11	al-Qaeda	was	quite	bureaucratic,	with	its	various	committees	for

media	outreach,	military	planning,	business	affairs,	and	even	farming;	its	top-
down	CEO;	the	salaries	it	paid	many	of	its	members;	the	comprehensive	training
it	provided	its	recruits;	and	the	detailed	application	forms	that	were	required	to
attend	its	training	camps.	The	group’s	bylaws,	which	ran	to	thirty-two	pages	in
an	English	translation,	covered	annual	budgets,	salaries,	medical	benefits,
policies	for	al-Qaeda	members	with	disabilities,	grounds	for	dismissal	from	the
group,	and	vacation	allowances.
Al-Qaeda’s	leaders	were	the	type	of	micromanagers	familiar	to	anyone	who

has	toiled	in	the	office	of	a	large	organization.	Mohammed	Atef,	the	group’s
military	commander,	once	fired	off	a	memo	to	a	subordinate,	complaining,	“I
was	very	upset	with	what	you	did.	I	obtained	75,000	rupees	for	your	family’s	trip
to	Egypt.	I	learned	that	you	did	not	submit	the	voucher	to	the	accountant,	and
that	you	made	reservations	for	40,000	rupees	and	kept	the	remainder.”	In	a
similar	vein,	Ayman	al-Zawahiri	chastised	members	of	al-Qaeda	in	Yemen	who
had	splurged	on	an	expensive	fax	machine.	For	an	organization	devoted	to
revolutionary	holy	war,	the	pre-9/11	al-Qaeda	sometimes	had	the	feel	of	an
insurance	company,	albeit	a	heavily	armed	one.
This	bureaucratic	structure	was	demolished	by	bin	Laden’s	foolhardy	decision

to	attack	the	United	States.	In	June	2002	an	al-Qaeda	member	wrote	a	letter	to
Khalid	Sheikh	Mohammed	(KSM),	the	operational	commander	of	9/11,
admonishing	him,	“Stop	rushing	into	action	and	consider	all	the	fatal	and
successive	disasters	that	have	afflicted	us	during	a	period	of	no	more	than	six
months.”	The	writer	complained	that	bin	Laden	ignored	any	advice	that	didn’t	fit



with	his	view	that	attacking	the	United	States	had	been	a	master	stroke:	“If
someone	opposes	him,	he	immediately	puts	forward	another	person	to	render	an
opinion	in	his	support.”	Bin	Laden,	the	writer	continued,	didn’t	understand	what
had	befallen	al-Qaeda	since	the	9/11	attacks,	and	kept	pushing	for	action	by
KSM;	meanwhile,	jihadist	groups	in	Asia,	the	Middle	East,	Africa,	and	Europe
had	all	suffered	tremendous	losses.	The	writer	urged	KSM	to	halt	completely
any	further	terrorist	attacks	“until	we	sit	down	and	consider	the	disaster	we
caused.”
This	internal	critique	of	bin	Laden	was	substantially	amplified	in	public	two

years	later,	when	Abu	Musab	al-Suri	published	on	the	Internet	a	fifteen-hundred-
page	history	of	the	jihadist	movement.	Suri	was	a	deeply	serious	Syrian
intellectual	who	had	known	bin	Laden	since	the	1980s—perhaps	the	most
thoughtful	strategist	of	bin	Laden’s	inner	circle.	He	had	spent	much	of	the	1990s
living	in	Spain	and	later	in	London,	where	he	wrote	for	obscure	militant	jihadist
publications.	In	the	year	before	9/11	Suri	had	run	his	own	training	camp	in
Afghanistan,	where	he	advocated	a	flatter,	more	networked	structure	for	al-
Qaeda,	rather	than	the	hierarchical	structure	then	in	force.
In	hiding	after	the	fall	of	the	Taliban,	and	knowing	that	he	was	likely	to	be

arrested	at	some	point	(as	he	eventually	was,	in	Pakistan	in	2005),	Suri	spent
much	of	his	time	on	the	run,	writing	his	massive	history	of	the	jihadist
movement.	It	recounts	the	devastation	that	al-Qaeda	and	allied	groups	suffered
following	9/11:	“We	are	passing	through	the	most	difficult	of	circumstances	and
are	living	the	climax	of	affliction.…	The	Americans	have	eliminated	the
majority	of	the	armed	jihadist	movement’s	leadership,	infrastructure,	supporters,
and	friends.”	Suri	wrote	that	common	estimates	that	three	thousand	to	four
thousand	militant	jihadists	had	been	killed	or	captured	since	9/11	were	actually
on	the	low	side.
He	concluded:	“America	destroyed	the	Islamic	Emirate	[of	the	Taliban]	in

Afghanistan,	which	had	become	the	refuge	for	the	mujahideen.	They	killed
hundreds	of	mujahideen	who	defended	the	Emirate.	Then	America	captured
more	than	six	hundred	Jihadists	from	different	Arab	countries	and	Pakistan	and
jailed	them.	The	Jihad	movement	rose	to	glory	in	the	1960s,	and	continued
through	the	’70s	and	’80s,	and	resulted	in	the	rise	of	the	Islamic	Emirate	of
Afghanistan,	but	it	was	destroyed	after	9/11.”	For	a	longtime	intimate	of	bin
Laden	and	a	major	jihadist	strategist	to	say	publicly	that	the	attacks	on
Manhattan	and	Washington	had	resulted	in	the	wholesale	destruction	of	much	of
al-Qaeda,	the	Taliban,	and	allied	militant	groups	was	quite	significant.



Some	in	al-Qaeda	continued	to	push	the	idea	that	9/11	and	its	aftermath	had
been	a	great	success	for	the	movement.	In	an	internal	“after-action”	report	about
the	attacks	on	the	World	Trade	Center	and	the	Pentagon,	an	anonymous	al-Qaeda
writer	applauded	the	strategic	wisdom	of	the	attacks:	“Targeting	America	was	a
very	smart	choice	strategically	because	the	conflict	with	America’s	followers	in
the	Islamic	world	showed	that	these	followers	cannot	stay	on	top	of	their	tyrant
regimes	without	America’s	support.	So	why	keep	fighting	the	body	when	you
can	kill	the	head.”	The	after-action	report	also	celebrated	the	media	attention	that
the	9/11	attacks	had	generated:	“The	giant	American	media	machine	was
defeated	in	a	judo-like	strike	from	Sheikh	bin	Laden.	CNN	cameras	and	other
media	dinosaurs	took	part	in	framing	the	attacks	and	spreading	the	fear,	without
costing	al-Qaeda	a	dime.”
Similarly,	Saif	al-Adel,	one	of	the	group’s	military	commanders,	explained	in

an	interview	published	four	years	after	the	fall	of	the	Taliban	that	the	attacks	on
New	York	and	Washington	were	part	of	a	diabolically	clever	plan	to	get	the
United	States	to	overreact	and	attack	Afghanistan:	“Our	ultimate	objective	of
these	painful	strikes	against	the	head	of	the	serpent	was	to	prompt	it	to	come	out
of	its	hole.…	Such	strikes	will	force	the	person	to	carry	out	random	acts	and
provoke	him	to	make	serious	and	sometimes	fatal	mistakes.…	The	first	reaction
was	the	invasion	of	Afghanistan.”
This	was	a	post	facto	rationalization	of	al-Qaeda’s	strategic	failure.	The	whole

point	of	the	9/11	attacks	had	been	to	get	the	United	States	out	of	the	Muslim
world,	not	to	provoke	it	into	invading	and	occupying	Afghanistan	and
overthrowing	al-Qaeda’s	closest	ideological	ally,	the	Taliban.	September	11,	in
fact,	resembled	Pearl	Harbor.	Just	as	the	Japanese	scored	a	tremendous	tactical
victory	on	December	7,	1941,	they	also	set	in	motion	a	chain	of	events	that	led	to
the	eventual	collapse	of	Imperial	Japan.	So,	too,	the	9/11	attacks	set	in	motion	a
chain	of	events	that	would	lead	to	the	destruction	of	much	of	al-Qaeda	and,
eventually,	the	death	of	its	leader.

IT	WAS	CODE-NAMED	GREYSTONE,	and	was	arguably	the	most	expansive	covert
action	program	in	the	history	of	the	CIA.	Authorized	by	President	Bush	in	the
wake	of	9/11,	the	program	encompassed	the	aggressive	pursuit	of	al-Qaeda
suspects	around	the	globe,	dozens	of	whom	were	snatched	from	wherever	they
were	living	and	then	“rendered”	in	CIA-leased	planes	to	countries	such	as	Egypt
and	Syria,	where	they	were	tortured	by	the	local	security	services.	The	program
introduced	the	use	of	what	the	CIA	called	“enhanced	interrogation	techniques,”



including	waterboarding,	and	led	to	the	establishment	of	a	secret	CIA	prison
system	in	eastern	Europe	for	“high-value”	prisoners.	Top	CIA	lawyer	John	Rizzo
says,	“The	consensus	of	the	experts,	the	counterterrorism	analysts,	and	our
psychologists,	was	that	for	any	interrogation	program	of	high	value,	senior	al-
Qaeda	officials—and	we’re	talking	here	about	the	worst	of	the	worst,	the	most
psychopathic	but	knowledgeable	of	the	entire	al-Qaeda	system—that	for	any
interrogation	to	have	any	effect,	it	was	essential	that	these	people	be	held	in
absolute	isolation,	with	access	to	the	fewest	number	of	people.”	The	presidential
authorization	also	allowed	the	CIA	to	kill	the	leaders	of	al-Qaeda	and	allied
groups	using	drones.
The	urgency	of	finding	bin	Laden	was	underlined	when	the	CIA	discovered

that	he	had	met	with	retired	Pakistani	nuclear	scientists	during	the	summer	of
2001	to	discuss	the	possibility	of	al-Qaeda	developing	a	nuclear	device.	General
Richard	Myers,	the	chairman	of	the	Joint	Chiefs,	says	that	six	weeks	after	9/11,
Bush	told	a	meeting	of	his	National	Security	Council	that	bin	Laden	“may	have	a
nuclear	device”	big	enough	to	destroy	half	of	Washington.	In	fact,	al-Qaeda	had
nothing	of	the	sort,	but	in	the	panicked	aftermath	of	9/11,	such	a	threat	could	not
be	easily	discounted.
Famously,	President	Bush	kept	a	list	in	a	drawer	of	his	desk	of	the	most-

wanted	al-Qaeda	leaders.	The	list	was	in	the	form	of	a	pyramid,	with	bin	Laden
at	the	top.	As	al-Qaeda	leaders	were	captured	or	killed,	Bush	would	cross	them
off	the	list.	For	about	a	year	after	the	fall	of	the	Taliban	regime,	Bush	believed
that	the	leader	of	al-Qaeda	might	already	be	dead.	After	all,	throughout	much	of
2002	nothing	was	heard	from	bin	Laden	that	established	“proof	of	life.”	“The
president	thought	maybe	we	got	him	already.	He’s	dead,	and	we	don’t	know	it.
[Killed	at]	Tora	Bora	or	somewhere	else,”	recalls	Bush’s	press	secretary,	Ari
Fleischer.
The	uncertainty	about	bin	Laden’s	status	would	begin	to	change	at	10:00	p.m.

on	November	12,	2002,	when	Ahmad	Zaidan,	the	Al	Jazeera	bureau	chief	in
Pakistan,	received	a	call	on	his	cell	phone	from	a	strange	number.	A	man	with	a
Pakistani	accent	said	in	English,	“I	have	something	interesting	and	a	scoop	for
you.	Meet	me	at	Melody	Market,	behind	the	Islamabad	hotel.”	Zaidan	drove
through	a	heavy	rainstorm	and	parked	his	car	at	the	market,	usually	crowded
with	hawkers	and	shoppers,	but	now	deserted	because	of	the	bad	weather	and
late	hour.	As	soon	as	he	got	out	of	the	car,	a	man	with	his	face	wrapped	in	a	scarf
approached	him	and	handed	him	an	audiotape,	saying,	“This	is	from	Osama	bin
Laden.”



Zaidan	demanded	“Hold	on,”	but	bin	Laden’s	messenger	vanished	as	quickly
as	he	had	materialized.	Zaidan	shoved	the	audiocassette	in	the	tape	player	of	his
car	and	recognized	immediately	that	it	was	bin	Laden’s	voice,	and	that	what	al-
Qaeda’s	leader	was	saying	on	the	tape	was	definitive	proof	that	he	had	survived
the	Tora	Bora	battle.	It	was	quite	a	scoop	for	Al	Jazeera.
Back	at	his	office,	Zaidan	started	feeding	the	bin	Laden	audiotape	to	Al

Jazeera’s	headquarters	in	Qatar.	The	news	soon	flashed	around	the	world:	“Bin
Laden	Alive.”	On	the	tape	bin	Laden	celebrated	a	string	of	recent	terrorist
attacks	perpetrated	by	his	followers:	the	bombing	of	a	synagogue	in	Tunisia,	the
attack	on	a	French	oil	tanker	off	the	coast	of	Yemen,	and	the	suicide	bombings	at
two	nightclubs	on	the	Indonesian	island	of	Bali	that	killed	two	hundred	mostly
young	Western	tourists.	This	was	a	comprehensive	“proof	of	life,”	and	any	faint
hopes	that	bin	Laden	might	have	succumbed	to	the	wounds	he	sustained	at	Tora
Bora	had	been	dashed.	The	night	the	tape	surfaced,	National	Security	Advisor
Condoleezza	Rice	called	President	Bush	in	his	residential	quarters	at	the	White
House	to	tell	him	the	bad	news	that	bin	Laden	was	alive	and	well.
Bin	Laden	was	alive,	but	where	was	he?	The	consensus	in	the	U.S.

government	for	the	first	few	years	after	9/11	was	that	he	was	hiding	in	or	around
Pakistan’s	tribal	areas,	where	al-Qaeda	had	started	to	rebuild	itself	after	the
Battle	of	Tora	Bora.	Some	intelligence	officials	also	thought	he	might	be	living
in	the	far	north	of	Pakistan,	in	the	sparsely	populated	mountains	of	Chitral.	This
analysis	was	based	in	part	on	trees	native	to	the	region	that	could	be	seen	in	a
2003	video	of	bin	Laden,	and	on	the	length	of	time	it	seemed	to	take	for
audiotapes	from	bin	Laden	to	make	their	way	to	outlets	such	as	Al	Jazeera.
When	bin	Laden	commented	on	important	news	events,	it	usually	took	about
three	weeks	for	the	tapes	to	make	their	way	to	the	public.	But	even	that	pattern
was	sometimes	upended.	After	al-Qaeda’s	Saudi	wing	attacked	the	U.S.
consulate	in	Jeddah	in	early	December	2004,	killing	five	employees,	bin	Laden
released	an	audiotape	crowing	over	this	victory	that	was	made	public	in	just	over
a	week.	Maybe	he	wasn’t	in	remote	Chitral	after	all?

——

AFTER	THE	FALL	OF	THE	TALIBAN,	many	of	the	leaders	of	al-Qaeda	did	not,	in	fact,
go	to	ground	in	Pakistan’s	tribal	areas.	Some	slipped	into	Iran,	but	most
preferred	to	hide	in	the	anonymity	of	Karachi,	one	of	the	largest	cities	in	the
world.	One	of	bin	Laden’s	oldest	sons,	Saad	bin	Laden,	who	had	recently	taken
on	something	of	a	leadership	role	in	al-Qaeda,	spent	the	first	six	months	of	2002



living	in	Karachi.	He	helped	one	of	his	aunts	and	several	of	his	father’s	children
move	from	Pakistan	to	Iran,	where	they	subsequently	lived	under	house	arrest
for	years.	Saad	joined	them	in	Iran	along	with	a	number	of	other	prominent
leaders	of	al-Qaeda,	such	as	Saif	al-Adel,	a	former	Egyptian	Special	Forces
officer	who	had	fought	against	the	Soviets	in	Afghanistan.	From	Iran,	Adel
authorized	al-Qaeda’s	branch	in	Saudi	Arabia	to	begin	a	series	of	terrorist	attacks
in	the	Saudi	kingdom	that	began	in	Riyadh	in	May	2003,	a	campaign	that	killed
scores.
From	one	of	their	safe	houses	in	Karachi,	two	of	the	key	planners	of	9/11,

KSM	and	Ramzi	bin	al-Shibh,	gave	an	extensive	interview	to	an	Al	Jazeera
reporter	in	the	spring	of	2002	that	laid	out	in	detail	how	they	had	planned	the
attacks	on	New	York	and	Washington.	Several	months	later,	on	the	first
anniversary	of	9/11,	bin	al-Shibh	was	arrested	in	Karachi	along	with	other
members	of	al-Qaeda.	Recovered	in	their	safe	house	were	twenty	packages	of
passports	and	documents	belonging	to	bin	Laden’s	wives	and	children,
underlining	the	key	role	that	Karachi	played	for	bin	Laden’s	family	and	inner
circle	after	the	fall	of	the	Taliban.
Karachi,	the	business	capital	of	Pakistan,	was	also	where	al-Qaeda	did	its

banking.	While	bin	Laden	was	strapped	for	cash	in	Tora	Bora	during	the	winter
of	2001,	in	Karachi	the	following	year,	KSM	was	routinely	handling	hundreds	of
thousands	of	dollars.	KSM	gave	$130,000,	for	instance,	to	the	Southeast	Asian
terrorist	group	Jemaah	Islamiya,	after	its	successful	terrorist	attacks	in	Bali	in
October	2002.
In	Karachi,	KSM	planned	a	second	wave	of	attacks	on	the	West,	dreaming	up

a	plan	to	crash	planes	into	Heathrow	airport	and	scheming	about	how	to	use
remote-controlled	explosive	devices	hidden	inside	Sega	game	cartridges,	which
al-Qaeda	was	then	developing.	He	also	hoped	to	relaunch	al-Qaeda’s	fledgling
anthrax	research	program,	discussing	the	possibility	with	Yazid	Sufaat,	a
Malaysian	who	had	studied	biochemistry	at	California	Polytechnic	State
University	and	had	previously	tried,	unsuccessfully,	to	develop	“weaponized”
anthrax	for	al-Qaeda.	Sufaat	confided	to	KSM	that	he	had	gotten	himself
vaccinated	against	anthrax	so	that	he	wouldn’t	be	affected	by	his	research	for	al-
Qaeda,	but	the	program	never	got	off	the	ground.
KSM’s	plotting	came	to	an	abrupt	end	when	he	was	captured	in	Rawalpindi

on	March	1,	2003,	in	a	3:00	a.m.	raid	in	the	city	that	is	home	to	the	headquarters
of	Pakistan’s	army.	He	was	caught	with	the	help	of	an	informant	who	slipped
into	the	bathroom	of	a	house	where	the	terrorist	was	staying,	then	text-messaged



his	American	controllers,	“I	am	with	KSM.”	Later	that	night	al-Qaeda’s	“chief	of
external	operations”	was	arrested.

THE	ARREST	OF	KSM	brought	the	CIA	a	trove	of	intelligence.	Not	only	was	he
carrying	three	letters	from	bin	Laden,	one	of	them	addressed	to	family	members
in	Iran,	but	the	CIA	also	gained	hold	of	his	computer.	On	the	20-gigabyte	hard
drive,	in	a	document	titled	“Merchant’s	Schedule,”	intelligence	officers	found	a
list	of	the	names	of	129	al-Qaeda	operatives	and	an	accounting	of	their	monthly
allowances.	Spreadsheets	on	the	computer	listed	families	who	had	received
financial	assistance	from	the	terrorist	group;	there	was	also	a	list	of	wounded	and
killed	“martyrs”	and	passport	photos	of	operatives.
None	of	this,	however,	led	the	CIA	any	closer	to	bin	Laden.
In	October	2003,	bin	Laden	called	for	attacks	against	Western	countries	whose

troops	were	fighting	in	Iraq;	subsequently,	terrorists	bombed	a	British	consulate
in	Turkey	and	commuters	on	their	way	to	work	in	Madrid.	And	on	the	eve	of	the
2004	U.S.	presidential	election,	bin	Laden	suddenly	appeared	in	a	videotape
mocking	Bush	for	reading	the	story	about	the	pet	goat	at	the	elementary	school
in	Florida	while	the	9/11	attacks	were	in	progress.	On	that	tape,	bin	Laden	also
responded	to	Bush’s	frequent	claim	that	al-Qaeda	was	attacking	the	United
States	because	of	its	freedoms	rather	than	its	foreign	policy,	saying	sardonically,
“Contrary	to	Bush’s	claims	that	we	hate	freedom.	If	that	were	true,	then	let	him
explain	to	us	why	we	do	not	attack	Sweden?”	In	December	2004,	bin	Laden
called	for	attacks	on	Saudi	oil	facilities,	and	a	rash	of	attacks	on	energy
companies	and	refineries	followed.
Despite	the	taunting	videotapes,	a	number	of	key	al-Qaeda	operatives	were

run	to	ground	between	2002	and	2005.	All	of	them	were	captured	in	Pakistan’s
packed	cities.	Members	of	al-Qaeda	faced	a	dilemma:	if	they	stopped	using	their
phones	or	the	Internet,	it	made	them	much	harder	to	find,	but	it	also	made	it
more	difficult	to	plan	terrorist	attacks	and	communicate	with	colleagues.	In	the
end,	few	al-Qaeda	operatives	threw	away	their	cell	phones	or	stopped	using	the
Internet.	The	CIA	used	newly	emerging	geolocation	technologies	to	home	in	on
those	phones	and	the	locations	of	the	IP	addresses	used	by	those	operatives.
KSM	was	tracked	down	in	part	through	his	use	of	Swiss	cell	phone	SIM	cards,
which	were	popular	among	al-Qaeda	operatives	because	they	carried	prepaid
minutes	and	could	be	purchased	without	the	buyer	providing	a	name.
The	CIA	also	used	relatively	new	software	to	map	potential	connections

between	suspected	terrorists	and	suspect	cell	phone	numbers,	such	as	the



program	called	Analyst’s	Notebook.	A	Silicon	Valley	outfit	named	Palantir
became	a	favorite	of	U.S.	intelligence	agencies,	doing	hundreds	of	millions	of
dollars	of	business	every	year	because	of	its	ability	to	collate	information	from
multiple	databases	and	put	together	as	complete	a	picture	as	possible	of	a
suspect.	And	a	whole	new	category	of	job	was	created	at	the	CIA:	that	of	the
“targeter,”	someone	who	helped	the	terrorist	hunters	by	assembling	any	scrap	of
information	from	a	suspect’s	“digital	exhaust,”	that	is,	from	cell	phones,	ATM
transactions,	and	any	other	available	information.	Additional	resources	devoted
to	attacking	al-Qaeda	quickly	flowed	to	the	CIA.	Within	the	first	year	after	9/11,
the	Counterterrorist	Center	at	the	Agency	mushroomed	from	340	to	1,500
operatives	and	analysts.
Relations	between	the	CIA	and	Pakistan’s	military	intelligence	service,	ISI,

were	reasonably	good	during	the	first	years	after	9/11.	After	all,	al-Qaeda	was	a
common	enemy	that	was	also	targeting	Pakistan’s	president,	General	Pervez
Musharraf,	the	subject	of	two	serious	assassination	attempts	by	the	terrorist
group	in	December	2003.	General	Asad	Munir,	who	was	in	charge	of	ISI’s
operations	in	the	North-West	Frontier	Province	in	the	first	years	after	9/11,
recalls	of	the	CIA,	“We	had	so	much	trust	with	all	their	people.	There	was
nothing	hidden.”	Munir	says	that	on	dozens	of	operations	in	2002	he	worked
closely	with	the	CIA,	which	had	few	officers	on	the	ground	and	needed	the
manpower	ISI	could	provide.
The	al-Qaeda	operatives	captured	in	Pakistan’s	cities	in	the	first	years	after

9/11	included	Abu	Zubaydah,	who	provided	logistical	support	for	al-Qaeda;
Walid	bin	Attash,	who	played	a	role	in	the	attack	on	the	USS	Cole	in	Yemen;
Ahmed	Khalfan	Ghailani,	one	of	the	conspirators	in	the	1998	bombings	of	the
U.S.	embassies	in	Africa;	and	Abu	Faraj	al-Libi,	al-Qaeda’s	number	three,	who
was	nabbed	by	police	officers	disguised	in	burqas.	All	told,	Pakistan	handed
over	369	suspected	militants	to	the	United	States	in	the	five	years	after	the
attacks	on	New	York	and	Washington,	for	which	the	Pakistani	government
earned	bounties	of	millions	of	dollars.
The	remaining	leaders	of	al-Qaeda	faced	an	existential	decision:	remain	in

Pakistan’s	cities,	where	they	could	easily	stay	in	touch	with	their	colleagues	in
the	country	and	with	other	militants	around	the	world,	or	retreat	to	the	safe
haven	of	Pakistan’s	tribal	areas,	where	communicating	with	the	outside	world
was	quite	difficult,	but	the	reach	of	the	CIA	and	the	Pakistani	intelligence
services	was	minimal	to	nonexistent.
Al-Qaeda’s	leaders	now	chose	survival	over	effective	communications.



4	THE	RESURGENCE	OF	AL-QAEDA

	

IN	THE	SPRING	OF	2003,	as	the	Iraq	War	was	getting	under	way,	a	group	of	British
citizens	traveled	to	Pakistan	determined	to	train	with	al-Qaeda,	intending	to	fight
U.S.	and	other	NATO	forces	in	Afghanistan.	Omar	Khyam,	the	cricket-mad	son
of	Pakistani	immigrants,	was	the	ringleader.	At	an	al-Qaeda	camp	on	the
Afghanistan-Pakistan	border,	the	men	learned	how	to	build	fertilizer-based
bombs.	During	their	training,	Abdul	Hadi	al-Iraqi,	one	of	bin	Laden’s	top
lieutenants,	sent	word	to	the	group	that	because	al-Qaeda	already	“had	enough
people	…	if	they	really	wanted	to	do	something	they	could	go	back	[to	the
United	Kingdom]	and	do	something	there.”	Toward	the	end	of	Khyam’s	stay	in
Pakistan,	an	al-Qaeda	operative	met	him	and	instructed	him	to	carry	out
“multiple	bombings”	either	“simultaneously”	or	“one	after	the	other	on	the	same
day”	in	the	United	Kingdom.
In	the	fall,	Khyam	and	most	of	his	group	returned	to	the	United	Kingdom,

where	they	purchased	thirteen	hundred	pounds,	more	than	half	a	ton,	of	the
fertilizer	ammonium	nitrate—almost	the	quantity	used	to	demolish	the	Federal
Building	in	Oklahoma	City	in	1995—and	hid	it	in	a	West	London	storage	locker.
The	fertilizer	plotters	considered	blowing	up	a	variety	of	possible	targets,
including	a	shopping	center,	trains,	synagogues,	and	“slags”	(loose	women)
dancing	at	the	well-known	London	nightclub	the	Ministry	of	Sound.	In	February
2004,	Khyam	contacted	an	al-Qaeda	operative	in	Pakistan	to	check	the	precise
bomb-making	instructions	he	had	learned	in	the	camps	the	previous	year.	By
then	a	suspicious	employee	at	the	storage	facility	had	tipped	off	police,	and
British	authorities	had	swapped	out	the	fertilizer	for	a	similar	inert	material.
Khyam	was	arrested	on	March	30,	2004,	as	he	was	enjoying	his	honeymoon	at	a
Holiday	Inn	in	Sussex.
Khyam	was	the	first	example	of	a	worrisome	nexus	that	developed	in	the

years	after	9/11	between	British	militants	and	al-Qaeda’s	leaders	based	in
Pakistan’s	tribal	regions.	Al-Qaeda	had	greater	success	with	the	next	group	of
British	plotters	it	trained	in	bomb	making	in	Pakistan.	They	were	four	men,	all
British	citizens,	three	of	them	of	Pakistani	descent.	Mohamed	Khan,	the



ringleader,	linked	up	with	al-Qaeda	when	he	took	time	off	from	his	teaching	job
for	a	three-month	visit	to	Pakistan	in	November	2004.	While	the	soft-spoken
British	schoolteacher	was	there,	al-Qaeda	leader	Abdul	Hadi	al-Iraqi	tasked	him
with	launching	an	attack	in	the	United	Kingdom.	On	July	7,	2005,	the	four	men
detonated	bombs	on	the	London	Underground	and	on	a	bus,	killing	fifty-two
commuters	and	themselves.	It	was	the	deadliest	terrorist	attack	in	British	history.
Two	months	after	the	London	bombings,	a	videotape	of	Khan	appeared	on	Al

Jazeera,	branded	with	the	Arabic	logo	of	al-Qaeda’s	Pakistan-based	media	arm,
As	Sahab	(“the	Clouds”).	On	the	tape,	Khan	described	Osama	bin	Laden	and	his
deputy,	Ayman	al-Zawahiri,	as	“today’s	heroes,”	and	Zawahiri	himself	then
made	an	appearance,	explaining	that	the	London	bombings	were	revenge	for
Britain’s	participation	in	the	war	in	Iraq,	and	came	as	a	result	of	its	ignoring	bin
Laden’s	earlier	offer	of	a	“truce.”	Zawahiri	asked,	“Didn’t	the	lion	of	Islam	the
Mujahid,	the	sheikh	Osama	bin	Laden,	offer	you	a	truce?…	Look	what	your
arrogance	has	produced.”
The	London	attacks	underlined	the	fact	that	in	Pakistan’s	tribal	areas,	al-

Qaeda	had	begun	remaking	the	kind	of	base	it	had	once	enjoyed	in	Afghanistan
under	the	Taliban,	albeit	on	a	much	smaller	scale.	From	this	new	base,	al-Qaeda
began	training	Westerners,	in	particular	second-generation	British	Pakistanis,	for
attacks	in	the	West.	While	the	London	bombings	were	not	remotely	on	the	scale
of	the	9/11	attacks,	they	showed	the	kind	of	planning,	and	the	ability	to	hit
targets	far	from	its	home	base,	seen	in	pre-9/11	al-Qaeda	attacks,	such	as	the	one
mounted	on	the	USS	Cole	in	Yemen	in	2000.
Morale	among	al-Qaeda	militants	must	also	have	been	buoyed	by	the	CIA’s

failed	drone	strike	targeting	Zawahiri.	On	January	13,	2006,	six	months	after	the
London	attacks,	believing	it	had	Zawahiri	in	its	sights,	the	CIA	launched	a	drone
strike	aimed	at	a	group	of	men	sitting	down	to	dinner	in	the	village	of	Damadola,
near	the	Afghanistan-Pakistan	border.	The	strike	killed	only	local	villagers,	and
two	weeks	later	Zawahiri	released	a	videotape	celebrating	the	fact	that	he	was
alive	and	making	disparaging	comments	about	President	Bush.
In	the	summer	of	2006	al-Qaeda	directed	an	effort	to	blow	up	several

passenger	jets	flying	to	the	United	States	and	Canada	from	the	United	Kingdom,
recruiting	half	a	dozen	British	citizens	for	the	job.	The	ringleader	of	the	plot,
twenty-five-year-old	Londoner	Ahmed	Abdullah	Ali,	made	a	“martyrdom”	video
in	which	he	said,	“Sheikh	Osama	warned	you	many	times	to	leave	our	lands	or
you	will	be	destroyed.	Now	the	time	has	come	for	you	to	be	destroyed.”	Luckily,
the	plot	was	discovered	by	British	police,	and	the	conspirators	were	arrested.



Michael	Chertoff,	the	cabinet	official	in	charge	of	the	recently	created	U.S.
Department	of	Homeland	Security,	said	that	if	the	“planes	plot”	had	succeeded,
it	“would	have	rivaled	9/11	in	terms	of	the	number	of	deaths	and	impact	on	the
international	economy.”
The	regrouping	of	al-Qaeda	in	Pakistan’s	tribal	areas	was	the	cause	of

increasing	alarm	at	the	CIA	and	in	the	Bush	administration.	This	alarm	was
compounded	by	the	public	release	of	an	increased	number	of	tapes	featuring	bin
Laden,	beginning	in	early	2006.	Through	them,	“the	Sheikh”	was	asserting
greater	strategic	control	over	jihadist	militants	around	the	world.	In	2007	he
called	for	attacks	on	the	Pakistani	state;	Pakistan	had	more	than	fifty	suicide
attacks	that	year.	And	when	the	Saudi	government	surveyed	about	seven	hundred
extremists	in	its	custody—men	who	had	been	arrested	in	the	half	decade	after
9/11—participants	cited	al-Qaeda’s	leader	as	their	most	important	role	model.
As	al-Qaeda	resurged,	the	CIA	was	no	longer	capturing	al-Qaeda	operatives	in

Pakistani	cities	and	was	also	having	little	success	in	picking	off	al-Qaeda’s
leaders	with	drone	strikes	in	Pakistan’s	tribal	areas.	In	2005	the	CIA	had	given
President	Bush	a	secret	PowerPoint	briefing	on	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden.	Bush	was
surprised	by	the	small	number	of	CIA	case	officers	posted	to	the	Afghanistan-
Pakistan	region.	“Is	that	all	there	are?”	he	asked.	In	June	2005,	CIA	director
Porter	Goss	said	publicly	that	he	had	an	“excellent	idea”	where	bin	Laden	was.
In	fact,	no	one	at	the	Agency	had	a	clue	where	he	was,	though	most	assumed	that
he	was	in	the	Pakistani	tribal	region.	Art	Keller	was	one	of	a	handful	of	CIA
officers	posted	in	early	2006	in	the	seven	Pakistani	tribal	areas	where	al-Qaeda
was	concentrated.	“A	great	deal	of	the	resources	has	gone	to	Iraq.	I	don’t	think
it’s	appreciated	that	the	CIA	is	not	really	a	very	large	organization	in	terms	of
field	personnel,”	Keller	said.
The	intense	focus	on	Iraq	at	the	CIA	had	begun	in	the	summer	of	2002,	when

Robert	Grenier,	the	station	chief	in	Islamabad	who	had	tried	to	negotiate	the
handover	of	bin	Laden	by	the	Taliban,	was	summoned	back	to	Washington	to
begin	work	at	a	newly	created	job	at	the	Agency,	that	of	“Iraq	mission	manager.”
Grenier	says	the	resources	devoted	to	Iraq	were	a	“big	surge,”	draining	away
from	Pakistan	and	Afghanistan	the	best	Agency	counterterrorism	specialists,
case	officers,	and	targeting	personnel.	For	years	Iraq	also	consumed	the	bulk	of
President	Bush	and	his	national	security	team’s	focus	and	effort.	Australian
counterinsurgency	guru	David	Kilcullen—who	served	in	Iraq	as	General	David
Petraeus’s	advisor	and	then	worked	at	the	State	Department	advising	Secretary
of	State	Condoleezza	Rice—says	that,	until	mid-2007,	“they	were	just	all	Iraq,



all	the	time.”
Keller	says	that	the	few	CIA	officers	like	him	who	were	working	in	the	tribal

areas	were	constrained	by	the	fact	that	they	lived	on	a	Pakistani	military	base
and	had	little	freedom	of	movement.	“I	couldn’t	go	out	myself—blond-haired,
blue-eyed	me.	I	could	do	it	in	Austria,	but	not	in	Pakistan.”	As	a	result	of	the
mostly	indifferent	intelligence	gathered	on	the	ground	in	Pakistan’s	tribal	areas
during	2006	and	2007,	there	were	a	total	of	six	CIA	drone	strikes	there,	none	of
which	killed	anyone	significant	in	al-Qaeda.	CIA	director	Michael	Hayden
complained	to	the	White	House,	“We	are	zero	for	’07,”	and	asked	for	permission
to	conduct	a	more	aggressive	drone	program.
Steve	Kappes,	the	deputy	director	of	the	CIA,	and	Michael	Leiter,	the	head	of

the	National	Counterterrorism	Center,	formed	a	task	force	in	the	summer	of	2008
that	brought	together	a	small,	“compartmented,”	or	highly	secret,	group	of	key
intelligence	officials	and	experts	from	outside	the	intelligence	community	to
think	of	innovative	ways	to	find	“Number	One”	and	“Number	Two.”	The	plan
involved	greatly	increasing	the	number	of	drones	flying	over	the	tribal	areas,
putting	more	CIA	case	officers	on	the	ground	there,	and	ramping	up	cross-border
raids	by	Special	Operations	Forces.
Bush	ordered	the	CIA	to	expand	its	attacks	with	Predator	and	Reaper	drones,

and	the	U.S.	government	stopped	seeking	Pakistani	officials’	“concurrence”	or
alerting	them	when	strikes	were	imminent.	As	a	result,	the	time	taken	to	identify
and	shoot	at	a	target	dropped	from	many	hours	to	forty-five	minutes.	The
Predator	and	Reaper	drones	were	controlled	by	the	CIA	and	flown	out	of	bases
in	Afghanistan	and	Pakistan,	but	were	operated	by	“pilots”	stationed	at	Creech
Air	Force	Base	in	Nevada.	After	a	day’s	work	shooting	at	targets	on	the	other
side	of	the	world,	the	pilots	went	home	to	their	families.	More	than	two	dozen
feet	in	length,	the	drones	lingered	over	the	tribal	areas	looking	for	targets	and
were	equipped	to	drop	Hellfire	missiles	or	JDAM	(joint	direct	attack	munition)
bombs.
In	the	Pakistani	tribal	region	of	South	Waziristan	on	July	28,	2008,	a	U.S.

drone	killed	Abu	Khabab	al-Masri,	who	ran	al-Qaeda’s	crude	chemical	weapons
program,	along	with	two	other	militants.	The	assassination	of	Abu	Khabab
marked	the	beginning	of	a	vastly	ramped-up	program	to	take	out	al-Qaeda’s
leaders	using	drones	in	the	waning	months	of	the	Bush	administration,	likely	a
legacy-building	effort	to	dismantle	the	entire	al-Qaeda	leadership.	Between	July
2008	and	the	time	he	left	office,	President	Bush	authorized	thirty	Predator	and
Reaper	strikes	on	Pakistani	territory,	compared	with	the	six	strikes	the	CIA



launched	during	the	first	half	of	the	year,	a	fivefold	increase.
Other	leading	figures	in	al-Qaeda	killed	in	the	drone	strikes	in	the	final	six

months	of	Bush’s	second	term	included	Abu	Haris,	al-Qaeda’s	chief	in	Pakistan;
Khalid	Habib,	Abu	Zubair	al-Masri,	Abu	Wafa	al-Saudi,	and	Abdullah	Azzam
al-Saudi,	all	senior	members	of	the	group;	Abu	Jihad	al-Masri,	al-Qaeda’s
propaganda	chief;	and	Usama	al-Kini	and	Sheikh	Ahmed	Salim	Swedan,	who
had	played	key	roles	in	planning	the	1998	bombings	of	the	two	American
embassies	in	Africa.	In	half	a	year	the	drone	attacks	had	killed	half	of	the
leadership	of	al-Qaeda	in	the	tribal	areas	and	had	made	the	“number	three”	job	in
al-Qaeda	one	of	the	most	dangerous	in	the	world.	But	none	of	these	drone	strikes
targeted	bin	Laden,	who	had	simply	vanished.	“The	whole	time	along,	President
Bush	would	ideally	have	loved	to	have	been	able	to	have	gotten	bin	Laden,”	says
Ari	Fleischer,	Bush’s	press	secretary.
At	the	same	time	that	he	gave	the	green	light	to	the	accelerated	drone	attacks,

Bush	also	authorized	Special	Operations	Forces	to	carry	out	ground	assaults	in
the	tribal	regions	without	the	advance	permission	of	the	Pakistani	government.
On	September	3,	2008,	a	team	of	Navy	SEALs	based	in	Afghanistan	crossed	the
Pakistani	border	into	South	Waziristan	to	attack	a	compound	housing	militants	in
the	village	of	Angoor	Adda.	Twenty	of	the	occupants	were	killed,	but	many	of
them	turned	out	to	be	women	and	children.	The	Pakistani	press	picked	up	on	the
attack,	which	then	sparked	vehement	objections	from	Pakistani	officials,	who
protested	that	it	violated	their	national	sovereignty.	Pakistan’s	chief	of	army
staff,	General	Ashfaq	Parvez	Kayani,	bluntly	said	that	Pakistan’s	“territorial
integrity	…	will	be	defended	at	all	costs,”	suggesting	that	any	future	insertion	of
American	soldiers	into	Pakistan	would	be	met	by	force.	The	cross-border
missions	by	Special	Operations	ceased,	but	the	drone	attacks	increased	in
intensity.



5	A	WORKING	THEORY	OF	THE	CASE

	

CIA	HEADQUARTERS	in	Langley,	Virginia,	is	a	grouping	of	modern	buildings	with
the	air	of	an	upscale	office	park	sprawling	over	acres	of	quiet	woodland,	twenty
minutes’	drive	from	downtown	Washington,	D.C.	Casual	visits	are	not
encouraged.	To	reach	the	main	building,	you	negotiate	first	the	visitors’	center—
where	machines	constantly	sniff	the	air	for	chemical	and	biological	toxins	and
guards	bristling	with	automatic	weapons	direct	traffic—then	walk	for	fifteen
minutes	down	a	narrow	road	screened	off	from	the	surrounding	woods	by	high
fencing	topped	with	barbed	wire,	then	pass	the	CIA’s	own	dedicated	water	tower
and	electrical	plant.	At	the	end	of	the	road	is	a	seven-story	modernist	glass-and-
concrete	building,	the	main	headquarters,	erected	in	the	1950s,	its	lobby	paved
with	slabs	of	white	marble.	Emblazoned	in	the	marble	floor	is	the	great	seal	of
the	Central	Intelligence	Agency,	and	engraved	on	a	wall	are	words	from	the
Gospel	According	to	John:	“And	ye	shall	know	the	truth	and	the	truth	shall	make
you	free.”
On	one	wall	of	the	lobby	are	dozens	of	gold	stars	that	represent	CIA	officers

killed	on	the	job	since	the	Agency	was	founded	in	1947.	Beneath	the	gold	stars,
the	names	of	the	fallen	are	inscribed	in	black	ink	in	a	glass-encased	book.	In
some	cases	there	is	only	a	star	and	no	name	in	the	book,	as	the	officer	remains,
even	in	death,	undercover.	In	the	decade	after	9/11,	the	names	of	two	dozen	CIA
officers	and	contractors	who	died	in	the	line	of	duty	were	added	to	the	honor
roll,	a	reminder	that	the	Agency	is	much	more	than	just	another	office	complex
in	the	Virginia	suburbs.
On	the	ground	floor	of	the	main	building	is	the	Counterterrorism	Center,

which	long	oversaw	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden.	During	the	several	years	after	he
disappeared	at	the	Battle	of	Tora	Bora,	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden	sputtered,
encountering	dry	hole	after	dry	hole.	Any	news	that	came	into	the
Counterterrorism	Center	about	al-Qaeda’s	leader	was	only	in	the	form	of	“Elvis
sightings,”	recall	the	officials	who	were	tracking	him.	But	all	the	Elvis	sightings
still	had	to	be	run	down,	says	the	founder	of	the	bin	Laden	unit,	Michael
Scheuer,	“because	after	9/11	the	senior	officers	in	the	Agency	and	everywhere	in



the	intelligence	community	were	covering	their	asses.	If	you	got	a	report	that
Osama	was	in	Brazil,	sunning	himself	in	Rio,	you	had	to	at	least	respond	to	the
cable.	And	so	we	were	chasing	enormous	numbers	of	sightings.	And	because
everybody	was	afraid	something	else	was	coming,	we	were	tracking	things	down
that	a	normal	adult	would	have	never	done.”
In	April	2002,	Barbara	Sude,	a	senior	Agency	analyst	who	had	done	her

doctorate	at	Princeton	in	medieval	Arabic	thought	and	had	been	working	full-
time	on	al-Qaeda	for	years,	joined	a	task	force	of	analysts	from	various
intelligence	agencies	who	would	meet	regularly	over	the	course	of	several	weeks
to	brainstorm	ideas	about	how	to	track	down	bin	Laden.	Sude	had	near-iconic
status	among	the	tight-knit	group	of	veteran	al-Qaeda	analysts	in	the	intelligence
community,	as	she	had	been	the	principal	author	of	the	highly	classified
President’s	Daily	Brief	delivered	to	President	Bush	on	August	6,	2001,	entitled
“Bin	Ladin	Determined	to	Strike	in	the	U.S.,”	which	made	the	case	in	some
detail	that	al-Qaeda	was	planning	an	attack	on	the	homeland.	It	would	be	another
two	years	before	the	9/11	Commission	made	that	document	public	and	many
more	years	until	Sude	was	first	identified	as	its	author.	Sude	had	the	reputation
of	being	an	“analyst’s	analyst,”	with	a	dispassionate	interest	in	the	facts,	and	of
having	a	near-photographic	memory	of	the	many	hundreds	of	reports	produced
by	the	intelligence	community	on	al-Qaeda.
Sude	remembers	that,	by	early	2002,	it	was	obvious	to	her	and	her	colleagues

that	bin	Laden’s	trail	had	gone	cold,	so	the	best	hope	to	find	him	was	to	try	to
map	out	the	relationships	of	those	who	knew	him	best:	What	were	his	family
connections?	What	were	his	links	to	the	Afghan	mujahideen	groups	that	had
fought	the	Soviets?	Whom	else	did	he	trust?	The	analysts	created	a	baseline
assessment	of	bin	Laden’s	family	and	associates	and	a	time	line	of	all	his
activities.	They	circulated	photos	of	what	bin	Laden	might	look	like	if	he	shaved
off	his	beard	and	wore	a	Western-style	pinstriped	suit.	“He	was	so	weird
looking,”	Sude	remembers.	They	also	discussed	the	reward	for	bin	Laden,	which
at	the	time	stood	at	$25	million.	Some	analysts	felt	that	many	in	Afghanistan
couldn’t	conceive	of	that	kind	of	money	in	a	country	that	was	one	of	the	poorest
on	the	planet.	Might	it	make	sense	actually	to	lower	the	reward?	The	reward
remained	where	it	was.
The	analysts	also	produced	papers	examining	whether	it	would	be	better	to

kill	bin	Laden	or	to	capture	him.	Bin	Laden	would	likely	become	a	martyr	in
death,	which	could	well	provoke	retaliatory	attacks,	but	he	would,	after	all,	be
dead.	A	captured	bin	Laden	would	try	to	turn	his	trial	into	a	soapbox	for	his



poisonous	views.	There	was	also	the	possibility	that	bin	Laden’s	followers	would
try	to	kidnap	Americans	around	the	world	as	bargaining	chips	for	springing	their
leader	from	captivity.	And	what	if	he	died	of	some	disease	while	in	an	American
prison?	Or	was	somehow	killed	by	a	fellow	prisoner?	Robert	Dannenberg,	the
head	of	CIA	counterterrorism	operations,	says	that	capturing	bin	Laden	was
never	really	on	the	table	because	of	those	concerns:	“We	wanted	to	make	sure
that	we	didn’t	find	ourselves	in	a	situation	where	we	were	obliged	to	capture,	not
kill	bin	Laden.…	We	would	much	rather	give	him	the	five-hundred-pound	bomb
on	his	complex	and	pick	up	his	DNA	someplace	than	put	him	on	trial.”
From	the	founding	of	the	bin	Laden	unit	in	December	1995—the	first	time

that	the	CIA	had	established	a	“station”	targeting	a	specific	individual—female
analysts	such	as	Barbara	Sude	played	a	key	role	in	the	hunt	for	al-Qaeda.	The
founder	of	the	unit,	Michael	Scheuer,	explains,	“They	seem	to	have	an
exceptional	knack	for	detail,	for	seeing	patterns	and	understanding	relationships,
and	they	also,	quite	frankly,	spend	a	great	deal	less	time	telling	war	stories,
chatting,	and	going	outside	for	cigarettes	than	the	boys.	If	I	could	have	put	up	a
sign	saying,	‘No	boys	need	apply,’	I	would’ve	done	it.”
Jennifer	Matthews,	one	of	Scheuer’s	top	deputies,	focused	on	the	all-

important	Afghanistan-Pakistan	border	region.	Her	work	was	critical	to	the
spring	2002	arrest	of	Abu	Zubaydah,	a	key	al-Qaeda	logistician,	who	provided
the	first	information	that	it	was	KSM	who	had	masterminded	the	9/11	attacks.
This	came	as	a	complete	surprise	to	the	CIA,	where	KSM	had	been	largely	seen
as	a	peripheral	figure	in	al-Qaeda.	Matthews	knew	Islamic	history	cold,	and	how
al-Qaeda	believed	it	fit	into	that	history,	which	made	her	a	formidable
interrogator	of	al-Qaeda	detainees,	some	of	whom	found	the	fact	that	she	was	a
well-informed	female	particularly	disconcerting.	After	9/11,	in	addition	to	her
busy	job	at	the	CIA,	she	was	also	raising	three	young	children.
Frederica	(a	pseudonym)	was	another	smart,	tough	CIA	officer	who	was

indefatigable	in	chasing	after	al-Qaeda.	Scheuer	says	of	her,	“If	she	bites	your
ankle,	if	she	gets	her	teeth	into	your	foot,	you’re	done	like	dinner.	You	may	as
well	give	up.	It	may	take	two	years,	but	she’s	going	to	get	you.”
And	there	was	Gina	Bennett,	who	in	August	1993,	while	working	at	the

Bureau	of	Intelligence	and	Research,	inside	the	State	Department,	had	authored
a	paper	that	was	the	first	strategic	warning	about	a	man	named	“Usama	Bin
Ladin.”	When	bin	Laden	was	expelled	to	Afghanistan	in	May	1996	from	the
Sudanese	capital	of	Khartoum,	Bennett	also	wrote	a	prescient	analysis,	warning,
“His	prolonged	stay	in	Afghanistan—where	hundreds	of	‘Arab	Mujahidin’



receive	terrorist	training	and	key	extremist	leaders	often	congregate—could
prove	more	dangerous	to	US	interests	in	the	long	run	than	his	three-year	liaison
with	Khartoum.”
In	the	years	after	the	attacks	on	New	York	and	Washington,	Bennett	helped

draft	the	key	National	Intelligence	Estimates	on	the	state	of	al-Qaeda	while	at	the
same	time	balancing	the	demands	of	her	five	children.	She	reported	to	David
Low,	who	recalls	how	quick	she	was	to	absorb	complicated	information:	“I	could
walk	into	her	office	at	noon	and	say,	‘I	need	fifteen	pages	on	X,’	and	it’s	there
three	hours	later.	She	is	really	fast.”
The	prominent	role	that	women	played	in	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden	was

reflective	of	the	largest	cultural	shift	at	the	CIA	in	the	past	two	decades.	Veteran
CIA	operative	Glenn	Carle	recalls,	“When	I	started,	there	were	to	my	knowledge
four	senior	operation	officers	who	were	females,	and	they	had	to	be	the	toughest
SOBs	in	the	universe	to	survive.	And	the	rest	of	the	women	were	treated	as
sexual	toys.”	When	Scheuer	set	up	the	bin	Laden	unit,	Carle	remembers	the
reaction	among	his	fellow	operations	officers:	“What’s	his	staff?	It’s	all	female.
It	was	just	widely	discussed	at	the	time	that	it’s	a	bunch	of	chicks.	So,	the
perspective	was	frankly	condescending	and	dismissive.	And	Scheuer	[and	his
staff]	essentially	were	saying,	‘You	guys	need	to	listen	to	us;	this	is	really
serious.	This	is	a	big	deal,	and	people	are	going	to	die.’	And	of	course	they	were
right.”
Scheuer’s	team	had	mounted	aggressive	efforts	in	the	years	before	9/11	to	take

out	bin	Laden,	but	they	were	often	beset	by	a	certain	amount	of	confusion.
Senior	national	security	officials	under	President	Bill	Clinton	believed	that	he
had	authorized	bin	Laden’s	assassination,	while	the	Agency	officers
implementing	the	program	believed	it	was	a	capture	bin	Laden	program	in	which
he	might	only	be	killed	inadvertently.	When	the	Afghan	militia	leader	Ahmad
Shah	Massoud	was	told	in	1999—at	the	same	time	that	he	was	waging	a	battle	to
the	death	with	the	Taliban—that	the	CIA	was	hoping	to	partner	with	him	in
capturing	but	not	killing	bin	Laden,	he	responded,	“You	guys	are	crazy.	You
haven’t	changed	a	bit.”
CIA	operatives	in	Afghanistan	had	bin	Laden	in	their	sights	a	number	of	times

before	9/11.	The	exact	number	is	in	dispute.	Clinton’s	counterterrorism
coordinator	Richard	Clarke	says	three	times,	while	Scheuer	says	there	were	as
many	as	ten	opportunities.	But	there	is	little	disagreement	that	the	best	chance	to
capture	or	kill	bin	Laden	came	in	early	February	1999	when	he	was	spotted	by
CIA	assets	on	the	ground	in	Afghanistan	as	part	of	a	hunting	party	outside	of



Kandahar.	The	group	was	hunting	desert	bustards	with	falcons	in	a	remote	area,
so	there	was	little	risk	of	causing	civilian	casualties	during	a	strike—a
consideration	that	had	hampered	previous	operations	to	target	bin	Laden.
On	February	9,	1999,	satellite	imagery	confirmed	the	existence	of	the	hunting

camp.	Clinton’s	national	security	staff	started	planning	to	launch	cruise	missiles
at	the	camp	from	submarines	standing	by	in	the	Arabian	Sea,	or	tasking	the
CIA’s	Afghan	allies	to	snatch	al-Qaeda’s	leader.	This	became	a	much	more
complicated	call	when	the	imagery	also	revealed	the	presence	of	officials	of	the
United	Arab	Emirates	at	the	camp.	A	strike	at	the	camp	might	end	up	missing
bin	Laden	and	instead	kill	a	group	of	bustard-hunting	Emirati	princes,	who	also
happened	to	be	allies	of	the	United	States.	By	February	11,	the	military	was
ready	to	launch	a	strike,	but	the	operation	was	called	off	by	both	Clarke	and	CIA
director	George	Tenet	because	of	the	concerns	about	the	Emiratis.	A	day	later
new	intelligence	indicated	the	al-Qaeda	leader	was	no	longer	in	the	camp.
Bin	Laden	was	also	a	hard	target.	His	obsession	with	security	had	begun	in

earnest	in	1994	when	he	was	living	in	Sudan,	where	he	was	the	target	of	a
serious	assassination	attempt,	in	which	gunmen	raked	his	Khartoum	residence
with	machine-gun	fire.	After	that	attack,	bin	Laden	took	much	greater	care	of	his
security,	changing	locations	often	and	without	warning,	always	surrounded	by
his	cadre	of	ultra-loyal	bodyguards.	To	kill	bin	Laden	with	cruise	missiles	in	the
years	before	9/11	was	additionally	complicated	because	intelligence	about	bin
Laden’s	location	had	to	be	predictive.	Once	a	decision	to	launch	a	strike	had
been	made	in	Washington,	it	took	time	for	the	cruise	missiles	to	spin	up	in	their
submarine	tubes	in	the	Arabian	Sea	and	then	fly	the	several	hours	to	their	targets
in	Afghanistan,	so	officials	had	to	know	not	only	where	bin	Laden	was	when
they	made	the	decision	but	where	he	would	be	twelve	hours	later.	That	kind	of
perfect	intelligence	was,	of	course,	rarely	if	ever	available	in	the	years	before	the
9/11	attacks.
In	1997,	when	I	was	a	producer	for	CNN,	I	was	one	of	a	team	of	three	that

met	with	bin	Laden	in	eastern	Afghanistan	to	tape	his	first	television	interview.
We	witnessed	the	Herculean	efforts	that	al-Qaeda	members	made	to	protect	their
leader.	My	colleagues	and	I	were	taken	to	bin	Laden’s	hideout	as	night	fell;	we
were	made	to	change	vehicles	while	blindfolded;	and	we	had	to	pass	through
three	successive	groups	of	guards	armed	with	submachine	guns	and	rocket-
propelled	grenades.	We	were	thoroughly	searched	and	the	guards	then	ran	some
kind	of	electronic	scanner	over	us	to	see	if	we	were	concealing	weapons	or
tracking	devices.	(In	fact,	the	scanner	wasn’t	working,	but	bin	Laden’s	advisors



thought	it	was	important	to	fool	the	CNN	team—something	they	later	had	a
good	laugh	about.)

DESPITE	THE	ABSENCE	of	any	good	leads	in	the	years	after	the	attacks	on	New
York	and	Washington,	the	bin	Laden	hunters	at	the	CIA	continued	to	think	that
finding	him	was	a	“solvable	puzzle”	because	they	had	gradually	built	up	a
“working	theory	of	the	case”:	what	kind	of	circumstances	he	might	be	living	in,
who	might	be	protecting	him,	and	generally	where	he	might	be.	Some	of	this
was	done	through	a	process	of	elimination.	Early	on,	analysts	concluded	that	it
was	quite	unlikely	that	bin	Laden	had	left	his	old	stomping	grounds	in
Afghanistan	and	Pakistan	for	a	country	such	as	Yemen,	the	bin	Laden	family’s
country	of	origin.	Bin	Laden	was	so	recognizable	that	the	trip	would	have	been
too	dangerous,	and	his	most	dependable	support	networks	were	in	South	Asia.
Over	the	years,	the	CIA	also	began	eliminating	some	of	bin	Laden’s	old

buddies	from	the	Afghan	war	against	the	Soviets	as	his	possible	protectors.	The
Haqqanis	were	a	Taliban	militia	who	controlled	a	chunk	of	eastern	Afghanistan
and	North	Waziristan,	in	the	tribal	regions	of	Pakistan.	Bin	Laden	had	known	the
patriarch	of	the	family,	Jalaluddin	Haqqani,	since	the	mid-1980s.	But
counterterrorism	officials	began	to	think	it	was	less	and	less	likely	that	bin	Laden
was	living	in	the	vicinity	of	the	Haqqanis’	base	in	Waziristan.	Communications
from	bin	Laden	seemed	to	be	going	to	al-Qaeda	members	living	in	Waziristan,
but	not	emanating	from	there.	Similarly,	Gulbuddin	Hekmatyar,	a	leader	of
another	militant	Afghan	group	that	straddled	both	sides	of	the	Afghanistan-
Pakistan	border,	had	been	an	al-Qaeda	ally	since	the	late	1980s.	But	he	had
changed	sides	so	often	during	the	series	of	wars	that	wracked	Afghanistan	over
the	past	decades	that	counterterrorism	officials	tracking	bin	Laden	assessed
Hekmatyar	as	“untrustworthy”	and	not	someone	whom	the	cagey	bin	Laden
would	want	to	stake	his	life	on.
When	he	fled	Sudan	in	1996,	bin	Laden	had	been	welcomed	back	to

Afghanistan	by	some	old	contacts	from	the	Soviet	war	era,	the	Khalis	family
militia	in	eastern	Afghanistan,	but	there	didn’t	appear	to	be	any	evidence	that	he
had	kept	up	those	connections	in	the	years	after	9/11.	The	CIA	also	ruled	out	the
idea	that	he	might	be	with	the	Taliban	leader	Mullah	Omar,	who	himself	was	a
fugitive	and	was	believed	to	be	living	in	or	around	the	Pakistani	city	of	Quetta.
Bin	Laden’s	trackers	minutely	examined	the	audio-	and	videotapes	bin	Laden

occasionally	released,	for	clues	to	his	health,	state	of	mind,	and	possible
location.	On	October	29,	2004,	bin	Laden	appeared	in	his	first	videotaped



address	in	three	years.	On	the	tape,	he	looked	like	he	had	recovered	completely
from	his	near-death	experience	at	the	Battle	of	Tora	Bora,	delivering	his
“Message	to	the	American	People”	while	dressed	in	beige	and	gold	robes.	He
even	appeared	to	be	reading	from	some	kind	of	teleprompter.	Addressing	himself
to	American	voters	five	days	before	they	went	to	the	polls	in	the	close	race
between	President	Bush	and	Democratic	challenger	John	Kerry,	bin	Laden	said
that	it	didn’t	matter	whom	Americans	voted	for—that	they	had	to	change	U.S.
foreign	policy	in	the	Muslim	world	if	they	wanted	to	avoid	further	attacks	by	al-
Qaeda.
This	elder-statesman-of-jihad	pose	was	quite	aggravating	for	President	Bush

and	his	national	security	team,	recalls	Bush’s	top	counterterrorism	advisor,	Fran
Townsend,	a	feisty	former	federal	prosecutor	from	New	York	whose	bold
designer	clothes	and	Christian	Louboutin	shoes	stood	out	in	the	sea	of	gray
flannel	at	the	White	House.	Townsend	remembers,	“I	can	still	see	the	picture	of
bin	Laden	on	the	screen	looking	for	all	the	world	like	a	statesman.	He	was
standing	at	a	podium.	It	was	maddening	to	see	him	present	himself	as	though	he
was	some	head	of	state	and	legitimate	representative	of	an	ideology.”
Frustratingly,	such	tapes	never	gave	away	much	of	anything	about	bin	Laden’s

location.	On	the	more	than	thirty	tapes	that	bin	Laden	released	after	9/11,	no	one
was	ever	heard	whispering	in	the	background	something	helpful	like	“Sure	is	hot
here	in	Waziristan.”	Speaking	of	the	bin	Laden	trackers,	Scheuer	recalls,	“When
there	were	videos,	the	highest	priority	was	the	background.	They	didn’t	give	a
shit	about	what	he	was	talking	about.	If	he	was	walking	around,	they	would	get
geologists	in	and	see	if	those	rocks	were	particular	to	one	place	in	Afghanistan.”
When	a	bird	could	be	heard	chirping	on	one	tape,	a	German	ornithologist	was
called	in	to	analyze	the	chirps.	If	plants	were	visible,	they,	too,	were	analyzed	to
see	if	they	were	unique	to	a	particular	place.	None	of	this	forensic	work	on	the
tapes	ever	yielded	a	useful	lead.
At	the	Pentagon,	officials	were	similarly	frustrated.	On	the	second	anniversary

of	9/11,	al-Qaeda	released	a	statement	celebrating	the	attacks,	along	with	footage
of	a	gaunt	bin	Laden	walking	with	the	help	of	a	wooden	staff	through	a	steep
mountainous	region.	Analysts	thought	that	the	area	looked	similar	to	the
province	of	Kunar	in	the	northeast	of	Afghanistan,	but	analysis	of	the	vegetation
visible	on	the	tape	was	inconclusive.
As	at	the	CIA,	Pentagon	intelligence	officials	also	had	to	chase	down	every

bin	Laden	lead	no	matter	how	implausible.	One	recalls,	“Every	time	a	news
report	said	he’s	in	Thailand,	or	he’s	in	this	location,	we	literally	had	to	set	up	a



little	special	project	we	called	‘Where’s	Waldo?’	and	we	did	a	comprehensive
study	around	the	globe	of	all	of	the	funky,	insane	mentions	of	where	we	saw	a
tall	Arab-looking	guy	with	a	beard.”
The	statements	on	the	various	tapes	made	by	bin	Laden	while	he	was	on	the

run	did	yield	some	clues	about	his	possible	living	conditions.	In	2004	he	referred
to	a	sequence	in	Fahrenheit	9/11,	a	film	by	the	American	documentarian
Michael	Moore,	and	three	years	later	he	recommended	the	works	of	Noam
Chomsky,	the	leftist	author.	The	fact	that	bin	Laden	was	watching	DVDs	and
reading	books	tended	to	rule	out	the	notion	that	he	was	stuck	in	a	remote	cave.
Also,	in	his	appearances	on	videotape	his	clothes	were	well	pressed	and	the
productions	were	well	lit.	Sude,	who	was	often	tasked	to	write	analyses	of	these
tapes,	remembers	the	debates	they	would	spark	at	the	Agency:	“We	didn’t
necessarily	think	anybody	would	be	in	a	cave.	But	we	went	back	and	forth:	‘Did
they	have	a	curtain	up?	Are	they	covering	up	a	cave	wall?’	”
Officials	turned	to	the	study	of	a	number	of	successful	manhunts	to	see	if

there	were	any	lessons	to	be	learned.	They	examined	how	the	Israelis	had
managed	after	many	years	to	track	down	Adolf	Eichmann,	who	had	helped	send
millions	of	Jews	to	their	deaths	in	the	concentration	camps	during	World	War	II.
After	the	war,	Eichmann	escaped	Germany	for	Argentina,	where	he	lived	with
his	family	in	some	comfort	in	Buenos	Aires,	under	an	alias,	for	a	decade	and	a
half.	It	was	Eichmann’s	son	who	gave	the	game	away	when	he	bragged	to	his
girlfriend’s	father	about	his	father’s	Nazi	past.	The	girlfriend’s	father,	who	was
half-Jewish,	contacted	a	judge	in	Germany	who	had	prosecuted	former	Nazis.
Mossad,	the	Israeli	intelligence	service,	somehow	got	wind	of	this	and	sent
operatives	to	Buenos	Aires,	where	they	kidnapped	Eichmann	and	bundled	him
onto	a	flight	for	Israel,	where	he	would	stand	trial.	The	lesson	for	the	manhunters
at	the	CIA	was	that	family	members	could	provide	inadvertent	and	important
clues	to	the	location	of	a	target.
Another	manhunt	the	CIA	examined	was	the	operation	to	find	Pablo	Escobar,

the	brutal	Colombian	drug	lord	who	dominated	the	lucrative	cocaine	trade	in	the
United	States	during	the	1980s,	murdering	and	kidnapping	many	of	Colombia’s
top	politicians	and	journalists.	Unlike	bin	Laden,	Escobar	was	known	to	live	in
one	particular	place:	his	hometown	of	Medellin,	in	whose	sprawling	slums	the
tubby	drug	lord	with	penchants	for	having	sex	with	teenage	girls	and	torturing
his	enemies	to	death	was	something	of	a	folk	hero.	Yet	even	though	elite
Colombian	police	units	working	with	CIA	officials	and	American	Special
Operations	Forces	knew	that	Escobar	was	hiding	somewhere	in	Medellin,	it	still



took	two	years	to	track	him	down,	and	that	was	with	plenty	of	help	from
Escobar’s	rivals,	the	Cali	cartel.	Escobar	moved	around	town	in	nondescript
taxis,	and	when	he	talked	to	his	associates	on	a	radio-phone,	he	constantly
changed	frequencies,	which	made	his	location	hard	to	pinpoint.
What	finally	gave	him	away	was	his	love	for	his	son.	Escobar	was	careful	to

speak	only	briefly	on	his	phone,	knowing	the	prowess	of	the	Americans	in
signals	intelligence,	but	one	day	he	spoke	for	several	minutes	to	his	sixteen-year-
old	son,	Juan	Pablo,	and	that	was	long	enough	for	direction-finding	technology
provided	by	the	CIA	to	Colombian	police	units	to	zero	in	on	the	street	where	he
was.	The	police	swarmed	Escobar’s	hiding	place	and	shot	him	dead.
The	two	lessons	of	the	Escobar	takedown	were	that	love	of	family	can	get	you

caught	and	that	you	should	never	talk	on	the	phone.	But	as	General	Mike
Hayden,	the	head	of	the	CIA	during	much	of	George	W.	Bush’s	second	term,
observed,	“You	can	throw	all	your	phones	away,	but	you	pay	a	price	in	speed,
you	pay	a	price	in	agility.	So,	we	find,	they	don’t	throw	their	phones	away.	They
try	to	be	careful,	but	they	don’t	throw	them	away.”	The	problem	was	that	bin
Laden	hadn’t	talked	on	a	phone	since	even	before	9/11.	According	to	his
London-based	Saudi	media	advisor,	Khaled	al-Fawwaz,	bin	Laden	started
avoiding	any	electronic	communications	as	early	as	1997,	understanding	that
they	could	be	intercepted.	Also,	al-Qaeda’s	leaders	had	closely	followed	the
April	1996	assassination	of	Dzhokhar	Dudayev,	the	Chechen	prime	minister,
who	was	killed	by	a	Russian	missile	that	homed	in	on	the	signal	emitted	by	his
cell	phone.	At	the	time,	Chechnya	was	a	major	focus	of	al-Qaeda’s	efforts	to
foment	global	jihad.
Closer	to	home,	counterterrorism	officials	looked	at	the	case	of	Eric	Rudolph,

who	had	bombed	a	park	in	downtown	Atlanta	thick	with	tourists	in	town	for	the
1996	Olympics.	The	nail	bomb	killed	a	woman,	and	Rudolph	later	went	on	to
firebomb	abortion	clinics	and	gay	nightclubs.	He	was	soon	the	subject	of	one	of
the	most	intensive	manhunts	in	FBI	history,	but	for	years	he	gave	his	pursuers
the	slip,	hiding	in	the	backwoods	and	mountains	of	North	Carolina,	near	where
he	had	grown	up.	Five	years	passed,	and	Rudolph’s	trail	went	very	cold.	The
fugitive	began	taking	more	chances,	descending	from	his	hiding	places	in	the
Appalachians	to	score	fast	food	at	outlets	such	as	Taco	Bell.	One	day	a	rookie
cop	saw	a	vagrant	Dumpster-diving	behind	a	Piggly	Wiggly	grocery	store	and
arrested	him.	A	fellow	deputy	thought	the	suspect	looked	like	Rudolph,	so	they
ran	the	suspect’s	prints	and	realized	they	had	their	man.	The	lesson	here	was	that
as	fugitives	get	comfortable	over	time,	some	start	taking	more	risks,	and	then



pursuers	might	just	catch	a	lucky	break.	But	relying	on	a	lucky	break	wasn’t
much	of	a	strategy	in	bin	Laden’s	case.
The	manhunt	whose	features	most	resembled	the	hunt	for	“UBL,”	as	bin

Laden	was	universally	known	in	the	U.S.	government,	was	the	one	that	struck
closest	to	home	for	the	CIA.	It	began	with	the	murder	of	two	Agency	employees
driving	into	the	main	entrance	of	the	CIA’s	Virginia	headquarters	on	the	morning
of	January	25,	1993.	Mir	Aimal	Kansi,	a	Pakistani	from	a	prominent	family	in
Quetta,	a	city	near	the	Afghan	border,	calmly	shot	Lansing	Bennett,	sixty-six,
and	Frank	Darling,	twenty-eight,	with	an	AK-47	as	he	strolled	through	rush-hour
traffic	that	was	backed	up	waiting	to	get	into	the	CIA	main	gate.	No	one	gave
chase,	and	the	next	day	the	shooter	was	on	a	flight	back	home	to	Pakistan.
It	took	more	than	four	years	to	find	Kansi,	who,	after	the	CIA	murders,	was

lionized	in	the	border	regions	of	Afghanistan	and	Pakistan,	where	he	hid	out
before	being	captured.	The	man	who	tracked	him	was	FBI	special	agent	Brad
Garrett,	a	former	marine	who	habitually	dressed	from	head	to	toe	entirely	in
black,	accessorized	with	black	shades.	The	soft-spoken	agent,	a	workaholic	who
typically	got	home	to	his	crash	pad	in	Washington	at	11:00	p.m.	and	was	back	in
the	gym	by	6:00	a.m.,	had	a	long	string	of	fugitive	scalps	under	his	belt	and	a
PhD	in	criminology.	He	was	exactly	the	sort	of	person	you	wouldn’t	want	on
your	tail.
Garrett	spent	four	years	chasing	the	elusive	Kansi	around	the	Afghan-

Pakistani	border	region	before	Kansi	made	a	serious	mistake,	which	was	to	leave
the	relative	safety	of	Taliban-controlled	Afghanistan	and	travel	to	central
Pakistan.	From	a	country	where	there	was	no	American	presence	to	speak	of	at
the	time,	he	entered	one	where	Garrett	had	developed	a	good	network	of	sources
over	the	years,	many	of	them	informants	for	the	U.S.	Drug	Enforcement
Administration,	which	was	active	in	Pakistan	because	of	the	large	role	the
country	played	in	the	heroin	trade.	Eventually	Garrett	found	some	tribal	sources
who	were	meeting	with	Kansi.	Motivated	at	least	in	part	by	the	sizable	reward
($2	million)	for	anyone	willing	to	give	up	Kansi,	the	sources	supplied	Garrett
with	a	glass	Kansi	had	drunk	from,	and	FBI	technicians	were	able	to	lift	a
fingerprint	from	the	glass	and	got	a	match	with	Kansi’s	prints.	Bingo!	Garrett
finally	tracked	Kansi	down	to	the	city	of	Dera	Ghazi	Khan,	in	central	Pakistan,
where	he	was	staying	in	a	two-dollar-a-night	hotel,	and	arrested	him	there	in	the
middle	of	a	sweltering	night	in	mid-June	1997.
For	two	years	after	9/11	no	one	bothered	to	talk	to	Garrett	about	his	role	in	the

Kansi	takedown.	Finally,	in	2003,	he	got	a	call	from	the	CIA	asking	him	to	come



out	to	Langley	to	brief	officials	on	the	Kansi	hunt.	Garrett’s	central	advice	was
blunt:	You	can’t	trust	the	Pakistanis.	“Every	time	we	had	a	conversation	with	the
Pakistanis	the	information	just	immediately	leaked,”	he	told	them.	“I	remember
we	had	a	conversation	with	them	one	day	and	the	next	day	in	the	Dawn
newspaper	it	talked	about	the	agents	that	had	talked	to	this	particular	guy	and
what	flight	they	were	going	to	fly	to	Lahore	the	next	day	to	go	interview
somebody	else.”	Garrett	said	it	was	fine	to	work	with	the	Pakistanis	if	they
simply	provided	the	muscle	for	the	arrest,	but	otherwise	going	after	al-Qaeda’s
leaders	had	to	be	a	unilateral	American	operation.	And	he	emphasized	that	the
sizable	cash	reward	had	really	helped	in	the	Kansi	case.
The	bottom	line	for	those	tracking	bin	Laden,	after	they	had	“scrubbed”	all	the

intelligence	they	had	on	him	and	had	examined	the	lessons	of	other	manhunts:
there	wasn’t	much	to	go	on.	Working	with	Pakistani	officials	on	a	bin	Laden
takedown	could	blow	the	whole	operation,	so	that	eliminated	a	large	potential
source	of	help.	There	was	no	signals	intelligence,	or	SIGINT,	from	bin	Laden’s
phones,	so	that	eliminated	the	vast	resources	of	America’s	technical	spying
capabilities.	And	there	was	no	human	intelligence,	or	HU-MINT,	from	sources
in	and	around	al-Qaeda.	Finally,	there	had	been	large	cash	rewards	advertised	for
information	leading	to	bin	Laden	for	years	before	9/11,	but	there	had	never	been
any	takers,	because	members	of	al-Qaeda	believed	bin	Laden	to	be	the	savior	of
true	Islam	and	wouldn’t	rat	him	out	for	a	cash	reward,	no	matter	how	large.
By	2005	there	was	a	dawning	realization	at	the	CIA	that	there	would	be	no

one	magic	piece	of	intelligence	that	took	them	straight	to	bin	Laden.	Nor	would
there	be	a	“magic	detainee”—one	al-Qaeda	prisoner	who	would	supply	the
decisive	lead.	Meanwhile,	al-Qaeda	was	operating	with	impunity	in	Pakistan’s
tribal	regions	and	was	training	significant	numbers	of	Westerners	for	mass
casualty	attacks	in	the	West.	It	was	also	developing	“nodes”	in	Iraq,	Yemen,
Somalia,	North	Africa,	and	Lebanon	that	were	capable	of	acting	autonomously.
And	the	Agency	concluded	that	although	it	could	capture	or	kill	any	number	of
“midlevel	managers”	in	al-Qaeda,	the	linchpins	of	the	operation	remained	bin
Laden	and,	to	some	degree,	his	deputy,	Ayman	al-Zawahiri.
With	bin	Laden	having	vanished	and	al-Qaeda	resurgent,	morale	at	the	CIA’s

Counterterrorist	Center	was	poor.	Also,	a	new	congressionally	mandated
National	Counterterrorism	Center	was	being	“stood	up”	to	provide	strategic
analysis	of	the	threat	from	terrorism,	and	it	was	draining	away	many	talented
analysts	from	the	CIA.	In	2005	the	dedicated	bin	Laden	unit	at	the	CIA	was
closed,	and	its	analysts	and	operatives	were	reassigned.	This	did	not	mean	that



the	CIA	had	suddenly	decided	that	bin	Laden	was	no	longer	important,	but	it	did
mean	that	a	single	focus	on	one	man	wasn’t	reflecting	how	al-Qaeda	had
changed	since	the	bin	Laden	unit	was	founded	in	December	1995.	Philip	Mudd,
then	a	senior	CIA	counterterrorism	official,	recalls,	“It	was	a	reflection	of	what
was	happening	in	the	war,	which	was	a	globalization	of	‘al-Qaedaism.’	I	do
remember	the	sense	that	we	were	facing	not	just	bin	Laden	and	core	al-Qaeda,
but	we	were	facing	a	bigger	global	jihad	problem.”	Around	this	time	Mudd
authored	an	influential	memo	outlining	how	al-Qaeda	the	centralized
organization	was	morphing	into	al-Qaeda	the	movement,	which	was	spreading
into	countries	such	as	Iraq	and	penetrating	North	Africa.
Mudd,	an	English	literature	major	in	college	with	the	lean	physique	of	an	avid

runner,	had	been	the	number	two	at	the	CIA’s	Counterterrorist	Center	between
2003	and	2005.	He	recalls	that	bin	Laden	and	Zawahiri	were	not	central	to	the
conversations	he	was	then	having:	“If	you	sat	around	the	table,	both	in	the
Center	but	also	in	the	conversations	we	had	with	Director	Tenet,	you	wouldn’t
have	heard	bin	Laden	or	Zawahiri’s	name	very	often.	You	would	have	heard
about	operational	guys.	And	there	was	a	strategic	reason	for	that.	People	in	al-
Qaeda	didn’t	talk	about	plots	and	bin	Laden.	They	talked	about	KSM	or	they
talked	about	Abu	Faraj	al-Libi.”	Mudd	and	his	team	were	trying	to	stop	the	next
attack	on	the	States,	and	to	do	that	they	focused	particularly	on	whoever	was	“al-
Qaeda’s	number	three”	at	the	time,	because	he	was	the	person	who	was	trying	to
put	together	the	next	attack	on	the	homeland,	not	bin	Laden,	who	was	believed
to	be	more	the	big-picture	guy.
In	2005	an	analyst	named	Rebecca	(a	pseudonym),	who	had	worked	on	the

bin	Laden	case	for	years,	wrote	an	important	paper	titled	“Inroads”	that	would
help	guide	the	hunt	in	the	years	to	come.	Given	the	absence	of	any	real	leads	on
bin	Laden,	how	could	you	plausibly	find	him?	she	asked.	Rebecca	then	came	up
with	four	“pillars”	upon	which	the	search	had	to	be	built.	The	first	pillar	was
locating	al-Qaeda’s	leader	through	his	courier	network.	The	second	was	locating
him	through	his	family	members,	either	those	who	might	be	with	him	or	anyone
in	his	family	who	might	try	to	get	in	touch	with	him.	The	third	was
communications	that	he	might	have	with	what	the	Agency	termed	AQSL	(Al-
Qaeda	Senior	Leadership).	The	final	pillar	was	tracking	bin	Laden’s	occasional
outreach	to	the	media.	These	four	pillars	became	the	“grid”	through	which	CIA
analysts	would	from	now	on	sift	all	the	intelligence	that	had	been	gathered	on	al-
Qaeda	that	might	be	relevant	to	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden,	and	also	helped	to	inform
the	collection	of	new	intelligence.



The	most	obvious	way	to	find	bin	Laden	was	via	the	delivery	of	his	statements
to	the	media,	which	often	first	went	to	Al	Jazeera.	The	problem	with	this
approach,	according	to	a	senior	U.S.	intelligence	official,	was	that	al-Qaeda
“didn’t	use	Zawahiri’s	kid”	to	deliver	these	tapes,	but	rather	used	a	series	of
“cutouts,”	that	is,	several	couriers	in	a	chain,	each	aware	only	of	the	courier	he
received	the	tape	from	and	the	one	he	delivered	it	to.	And	some	tapes	to	Al
Jazeera	were	simply	mailed	to	the	station’s	headquarters	in	Qatar’s	capital,
Doha.
Over	the	years,	counterterrorism	officials	developed	a	better	understanding	of

how	bin	Laden	might	be	living,	reaching	some	“solid	conclusions”	by	2006
about	his	domestic	arrangements.	By	then	they	had	rejected	the	popular	notion
that	he	was	living	in	a	cave.	They	also	concluded	that	he	was	not	moving	much,
or	even	at	all,	and	that	he	wasn’t	meeting	anyone	face-to-face	in	the	years	after
9/11,	because	none	of	the	al-Qaeda	detainees	in	custody	seemed	to	have	met	bin
Laden,	nor	did	they	describe	others	as	having	met	him—though,	crucially,	some
of	the	detainees	did	describe	receiving	communications	from	their	leader
through	couriers.	So	when	there	were	periodic	Elvis	sightings	of	bin	Laden—
say,	that	he	had	given	a	speech	to	hundreds	of	cheering	supporters	along	the
Afghan-Pakistani	border—those	sightings	became	increasingly	easy	for	the	CIA
to	dismiss.
Officials	also	concluded	that	bin	Laden	“was	not	making	any	new	friends”

while	on	the	run,	and	that	anyone	protecting	him	was	likely	to	have	been	in	his
inner	circle	since	well	before	9/11.	Many	of	his	most	loyal	bodyguards—a	group
of	thirty	guards	known	to	their	American	interrogators	as	“the	dirty	thirty”—had
been	captured	in	Pakistan	immediately	after	the	Battle	of	Tora	Bora,	so	bin
Laden’s	trusted	circle	had	gotten	smaller	from	that	point	on.	Analysts	also
concluded	that	while	he	was	on	the	lam,	bin	Laden	wouldn’t	have	many	guards,
to	ensure	he	didn’t	have	“too	big	a	footprint.”
To	develop	a	fuller	picture	of	the	man	and	his	habits,	CIA	analysts	mined

books	about	al-Qaeda’s	leader,	such	as	the	2006	history	The	Osama	bin	Laden	I
Know:	An	Oral	History,	by	this	author;	the	authoritative	2008	biography	of	his
family,	The	Bin	Ladens,	by	Steve	Coll;	and	the	2009	memoir	Growing	Up	bin
Laden,	by	his	first	wife,	Najwa,	and	her	son	Omar.	The	analysts	noticed	how
devoted	the	terrorist	leader	was	to	his	wives	and	children	and	concluded	that
they	might	well	be	living	with	him,	in	which	case	he	would	likely	be	settled	in	a
sizable	compound	suitable	for	the	separate	living	quarters	for	each	of	his	wives
and	her	children	that	mimicked	his	domestic	arrangements	in	Sudan	and



Afghanistan.
Over	time,	counterterrorism	officials	came	to	think	it	less	and	less	plausible

that	bin	Laden	was	hiding	out	in	the	tribal	regions	of	Pakistan,	where	the	CIA
had	stationed	more	case	officers	from	the	summer	of	2006	forward.	They	had	in
turn	recruited	a	considerable	number	of	local	agents.	Those	agents	never
developed	any	intelligence	that	indicated	that	bin	Laden	was	living	in	the	tribal
areas.
In	Growing	Up	bin	Laden,	Omar	bin	Laden	recounts	that	after	al-Qaeda

bombed	U.S.	embassies	in	Kenya	and	Tanzania	in	1998,	his	father	traveled	to
Kabul	to	hide	from	American	retaliation,	and	he	notes	that	bin	Laden	had	safe
houses	in	all	the	major	cities	in	Afghanistan.	This	helped	to	confirm	the	evolving
view	at	the	CIA	that	bin	Laden	was	likely	hiding	in	a	city.	Then,	too,	there	was
the	fact	that	between	2002	and	2005,	all	the	key	al-Qaeda	leaders	and	associates
who	were	captured	had	been	found	in	Pakistani	cities.
By	2009	those	tracking	bin	Laden	had	become	even	more	certain	that	he	was

living	in	some	kind	of	urban	setting.	On	a	flight	from	Islamabad	to	Washington
in	May	2010,	the	CIA	station	chief	in	Pakistan	was	chatting	with	a	group	of
Obama’s	national	security	officials.	One	of	them	asked,	“Where’s	Osama	bin
Laden?	Everybody	thinks	he’s	hiding	out	in	Karachi	in	the	middle	of	the	slum
somewhere.”	The	station	chief	replied,	“No,	he’s	probably	in	the	outskirts	of
Islamabad	in	one	of	those	suburbs.	Less	than	sixty	miles	outside.”	This	was	an
inspired	hunch,	as	it	would	be	another	three	months	before	the	CIA	tracked	bin
Laden’s	courier	to	Abbottabad,	thirty-five	miles	north	of	Islamabad.
There	was,	of	course,	always	a	faint	hope	at	the	CIA	that	they	might	just	catch

a	lucky	break.	“We	always	hoped	for	a	person	who	said,	‘I	walked	past	the	same
compound	every	day	for	seven	years	and	today	a	door	was	open	and	I	spotted
Osama	bin	Laden,’	”	recalls	one	counterterrorism	official.	That	lucky	break
never	came.	Also	the	CIA	was	never	able	to	place	a	spy	in	al-Qaeda	who	could
tell	them	where	bin	Laden	was.	At	the	top	level	of	the	terrorist	group,
information	was	highly	compartmented,	and	the	leaders	practiced	good
operational	security,	so	placing	a	spy	in	the	leadership	ranks	was	just	not
feasible.	Robert	Dannenberg,	a	CIA	veteran	of	the	Cold	War	who	ran
counterterrorism	operations	at	the	Agency	after	9/11,	explains	that	the	religious
fanaticism	of	members	of	al-Qaeda	made	them	hard	to	recruit	as	spies:	“It	was
much	easier	to	convince	a	Soviet	that	your	way	of	life	was	better.	You	could	take
them	to	Kmart	in	the	United	States,	or	to	Wal-Mart,	because	they	were	driven	by
many	of	the	same	things	that	we’re	driven	by:	success	and	taking	care	of	our



families.	When	you’re	dealing	with	a	man	who	has	religious	or	extremist	views,
it’s	completely	different.”
Instead,	it	was	the	painstaking	and	cumulative	assemblage	of	information

from	multiple	detainee	interviews,	from	thousands	of	al-Qaeda	documents
recovered	on	the	battlefield	or	following	an	arrest,	and	the	scouring	of	open-
source	reporting	about	bin	Laden	that	helped	build	a	picture	of	who	his
associates	were	and	the	circumstances	in	which	he	might	be	living,	and	with
whom.
In	the	end	the	Agency	returned	to	the	four	“pillars”	of	the	hunt:	bin	Laden’s

courier	network,	his	family,	his	communications	with	other	leaders	in	his
organization,	and	his	media	statements.	Three	of	the	pillars	yielded	nothing.	His
family	wasn’t	communicating	with	him;	what	communications	he	had	with	other
leaders	were	extraordinarily	“compartmented,”	making	it	impossible	to	follow
them	back	to	bin	Laden;	and	his	media	statements	over	time	didn’t	yield	any
useful	clues.	That	left	the	CIA	with	his	courier	network.
Intelligence	analysts	created	a	composite	of	the	ideal	courier:	he	would	have

to	be	able	to	travel	in	Pakistan	without	sticking	out,	he	would	have	to	speak
Arabic	to	communicate	effectively	with	al-Qaeda’s	Arab	leadership,	and	he
would	have	to	have	been	trusted	by	bin	Laden	before	the	9/11	attacks.	Abu
Ahmed	al-Kuwaiti,	the	man	known	as	“the	Kuwaiti,”	certainly	ticked	all	those
boxes:	his	family	was	originally	from	northern	Pakistan,	he	had	grown	up	in
Kuwait,	and	the	Agency	believed	he	had	joined	al-Qaeda	around	1999.	But
although	the	Kuwaiti	was	seen	as	a	player	in	al-Qaeda,	a	counterterrorism
official	who	spent	years	tracking	bin	Laden	recalls	that,	for	a	long	time,	“there
was	never	a	sense:	‘This	was	the	guy.’	”



6	CLOSING	IN	ON	THE	COURIER

	

THE	LONG	ROAD	TO	BIN	LADEN’S	COURIER	began	with	Mohammed	al-Qahtani,	the
man	al-Qaeda	was	grooming	to	be	the	twentieth	hijacker	in	the	months	before
the	9/11	attacks.	Qahtani	was	a	poorly	educated	drifter	from	Kharj,	a	rural
backwater	in	the	deeply	conservative	heartland	of	Saudi	Arabia,	whose
schooling	consisted	largely	of	Koranic	studies,	so	even	as	an	adult	he	believed
that	the	sun	revolved	around	the	Earth.	In	the	late	1990s,	Qahtani	dropped	out	of
agricultural	college	and	moved	to	the	United	Arab	Emirates,	where	he	held
down	a	series	of	menial	jobs	for	a	couple	of	years.	Returning	home,	he	drove	an
ambulance	for	a	while	and	later	took	a	job	as	a	laborer	at	a	power	company.
In	2000	the	twenty-five-year-old	Saudi	underwent	an	intense	religious

awakening,	which	gave	him	a	new	purpose	in	life.	He	quit	his	dead-end	job	at
the	power	company	to	travel	to	Afghanistan	for	the	more	glamorous	life	of
fighting	alongside	the	Taliban	against	their	Northern	Alliance	enemies—the	last
force	standing	between	the	Taliban	and	their	total	victory	in	Afghanistan.
In	Afghanistan	in	early	2001,	Qahtani	trained	on	the	usual	panoply	of

weapons	at	an	al-Qaeda	camp	and	soon	met	bin	Laden,	who	was	by	then	deep
into	the	planning	of	the	attacks	on	Washington	and	New	York.	Bin	Laden	told
the	young	Saudi	that	if	he	wanted	to	be	of	service	to	Islam	he	should	consult
with	Khalid	Sheikh	Mohammed	(KSM),	the	operational	commander	of	the
coming	attacks	on	America.	In	late	June	2001,	Qahtani	met	again	with	bin	Laden
and	told	him	he	was	“ready	for	a	mission	in	the	United	States.”	KSM	then
instructed	Qahtani	to	return	to	Saudi	Arabia	to	get	a	new,	“clean”	passport
without	any	telltale	entry	stamps	for	Afghanistan	and	Pakistan,	and	also	to
obtain	a	visa	for	the	United	States,	which,	as	a	Saudi	citizen,	Qahtani	could	do
without	the	kind	of	difficulties	the	citizens	of	other,	poorer	Arab	countries,	such
as	Yemen,	routinely	encountered.	KSM	gave	Qahtani	about	$5,000,	and	Qahtani
flew	to	Saudi	Arabia,	where	he	picked	up	his	new	passport	and	visa	for	the
States	and	from	there	traveled	on	to	Orlando,	Florida,	arriving	on	August	4,
2001.
Mohammed	Atta,	the	lead	9/11	hijacker,	was	waiting	for	him	in	the	parking	lot



at	Orlando	airport.	Atta	planned	to	induct	Qahtani	into	the	9/11	plot	as	one	of	the
“muscle”	hijackers	who	would	help	restrain	the	passengers	and	crews.	But	a
sharp	U.S.	immigration	official	was	suspicious	of	the	fact	that	Qahtani	spoke	no
English	and	was	traveling	on	a	one-way	ticket.	Through	an	interpreter,	the
immigration	official	asked	Qahtani	for	details	about	his	stay	in	the	United	States,
at	which	point	the	al-Qaeda	recruit	became	increasingly	evasive	and	angry.	After
he	was	told	that	he	was	being	denied	entry	to	the	States,	Qahtani	threatened,	“I’ll
be	back.”
Qahtani	returned	to	Afghanistan	and,	after	9/11,	was	caught	up	in	al-Qaeda’s

hasty	retreat	to	Tora	Bora	during	the	late	fall	of	2001.	Shortly	after	bin	Laden
disappeared	from	Tora	Bora,	Qahtani	and	a	group	of	the	al-Qaeda	leader’s
bodyguards	retreated	over	the	border	to	Pakistan,	where	they	were	arrested	on
December	15	and	handed	over	to	American	custody.
Qahtani	was	sent	to	Guantánamo,	where	at	first	he	told	his	captors	that	he	had

gone	to	Afghanistan	because	of	his	love	of	falconry,	a	not-uncommon	al-Qaeda
cover	story.	But	by	July	2002,	investigators	had	matched	Qahtani’s	fingerprints
to	those	of	the	angry	young	Saudi	man	who	had	been	deported	from	Orlando	a
year	earlier.	This	prompted	a	much	more	intensive	interrogation	regime	for
Qahtani,	who	had	become	increasingly	uncooperative,	at	one	point	head-butting
one	of	his	interrogators.
Between	November	23,	2002,	and	January	11,	2003,	Qahtani	was	interrogated

for	forty-eight	days,	more	or	less	continuously,	rousted	from	bed	at	4:00	a.m.	for
interrogation	sessions	that	went	on	until	midnight.	If	he	dozed	off,	he	was
doused	with	water	or	given	a	sharp	blast	of	some	especially	annoying	music	by
Christina	Aguilera.	He	was	forced	to	perform	dog	tricks,	often	exposed	to	low
temperatures,	made	to	stand	in	the	nude,	and	whenever	he	seemed	to	be	flagging,
he	was	given	drugs	and	enemas	so	that	the	interrogations	could	continue.
This	abusive	treatment	caused	marked	changes	in	Qahtani’s	behavior.	An	FBI

official	later	noted	that	he	began	“evidencing	behavior	consistent	with	extreme
psychological	trauma	(talking	to	non-existent	people,	reporting	hearing	voices,
crouching	in	a	cell	covered	with	a	sheet	for	hours	on	end).”	And	Qahtani’s
treatment	amounted	to	torture,	according	to	Susan	Crawford,	a	former	federal
judge	who	was	appointed	to	oversee	the	Guantánamo	military	commissions	by
the	Bush	administration.	Crawford	determined	that	the	cumulative	effects	on
Qahtani	of	sustained	isolation,	sleep	deprivation,	nudity,	and	prolonged	exposure
to	cold	met	the	legal	definition	of	torture.	As	a	result,	Crawford	ruled	that
Qahtani	could	never	be	prosecuted	for	anything.



From	the	secret	summaries	of	Qahtani’s	Guantánamo	interrogations	made
public	by	WikiLeaks,	it	appears	that	it	was	only	after	the	weeks	of	abuse	that	he
told	interrogators	that	KSM	had	introduced	him	to	a	man	known	as	Abu	Ahmed
al-Kuwaiti,	who	had	instructed	him	how	best	to	communicate	covertly	with	al-
Qaeda	members	once	he	was	in	the	States.	In	July	2001	the	Kuwaiti	had	taken
him	to	an	Internet	café	in	the	buzzing	Pakistani	city	of	Karachi	and	given	him
some	tuition	in	secret	communications,	likely	instructing	him	in	the	“dead	drop”
method	of	secure	e-mail	communication	that	was	then	prevalent	in	al-Qaeda,	in
which	two	of	the	group’s	members	would	open	a	commonly	shared	password-
protected	e-mail	account	and	write	drafts	of	e-mails	to	each	other	that	they	never
actually	sent	over	the	Internet,	but	that	they	both	could	still	access	in	draft	form.
The	admission	from	Qahtani	that	the	Kuwaiti	had	given	him	training	in

operational	security	seems	to	have	been	the	first	time	that	U.S.	officials	realized
that	the	Kuwaiti	was	a	player	in	al-Qaeda	and	a	confidant	of	KSM’s.	It’s	not
clear	whether	Qahtani	gave	that	information	up	because	he	had	been	coercively
interrogated	or	because	interrogators	had	told	him	that	KSM,	who	had	been
captured	in	Pakistan	on	March	1,	2003,	was	in	American	custody	and	Qahtani
thought	it	was	therefore	permissible	to	divulge	information	relating	to	KSM’s
trusted	circle.	Either	way,	Qahtani	identified	the	Kuwaiti	only	after	he	was
subjected	to	a	considerable	amount	of	abuse	at	the	hands	of	his	captors.
American	interrogators	now	knew	that	the	Kuwaiti	had	helped	train	potential

hijackers	for	the	9/11	mission,	but	as	yet	there	was	no	sense	that	he	might	be	bin
Laden’s	key	courier.	And	Abu	Ahmed	al-Kuwaiti	was	just	one	of	many	hundreds
of	names	and	aliases	of	al-Qaeda	members	and	associates	that	interrogators	were
learning	in	2002	and	2003	from	detainees	housed	at	Guantánamo,	from	captives
in	CIA	secret	prisons	in	eastern	Europe,	and	from	documents	recovered	in
Afghanistan	after	the	fall	of	the	Taliban.
When	KSM	was	first	arrested,	there	was	a	sense	at	the	CIA	that	his	capture

might	soon	lead	to	bin	Laden	himself.	Michael	Scheuer,	who	had	led	the
dedicated	bin	Laden	unit	at	the	CIA	when	it	was	founded	in	December	1995,
was	less	sanguine	than	most.	He	knew	that	bin	Laden	had	a	far	better	sense	of
security	than	KSM	and	some	of	the	other	al-Qaeda	leaders	who	had	been
captured	in	the	years	immediately	after	9/11.	“Those	guys	were	swashbucklers,
they	were	the	first	generation,	they	didn’t	think	there	was	a	bullet	made	for
them,”	says	Scheuer.	In	fact,	the	letters	and	photos	found	on	KSM	did	not
provide	any	real	leads	to	bin	Laden’s	whereabouts.
Initially	KSM	was	held	by	the	Pakistanis,	and	he	gave	them	some	useful



information	that	the	CIA	appears	to	have	overlooked,	or	perhaps	wasn’t	briefed
about.	A	day	after	he	was	captured,	he	told	his	interrogators	that	bin	Laden	might
be	in	Kunar	province	in	Afghanistan.	He	also	told	them	that	the	last	letter	he	had
received	from	bin	Laden	came	through	a	courier,	and	that	his	leader	had	been
helped	out	of	Tora	Bora	by	Ahmed	al-Kuwaiti	and	a	man	named	Amin	ul-Haq.
This	was	all	accurate	information.	It’s	not	clear	how	the	information	was
extracted	from	KSM,	but	Pakistani	interrogators	are	known	to	use	harsh	methods
on	occasion.
KSM	was	then	transferred	to	U.S.	custody.	Despite	being	waterboarded	183

times	and	at	one	point	kept	up	for	seven	and	a	half	days	straight	while	diapered
and	shackled	at	a	CIA	secret	prison	in	northern	Poland,	KSM	did	not	confess	to
the	Kuwaiti’s	key	role	in	al-Qaeda,	instead	telling	his	interrogators	in	late	2003
only	that	the	Kuwaiti	was	now	“retired.”	But	hopes	ran	so	high	that	KSM	might
provide	the	Rosetta	Stone	to	al-Qaeda	that	senior	CIA	analyst	Frederica	traveled
from	the	Agency’s	headquarters	in	Virginia	to	Poland	to	watch	KSM	being
waterboarded.
KSM’s	assertion	that	the	Kuwaiti	was	retired	was	curious,	as	not	too	many

members	of	al-Qaeda	were	known	to	have	retired.	Indeed,	information	that	KSM
had	given	his	U.S.	interrogators	a	few	months	earlier	led	to	the	arrest	in	Thailand
of	a	man	known	as	Hambali,	who	was	a	leader	of	al-Qaeda’s	virulent	Southeast
Asian	affiliate,	Jemaah	Islamiya.	When	CIA	officials	interrogated	Hambali,	he
said	that	when	he	fled	Afghanistan	after	the	fall	of	the	Taliban	he	stayed	in	an	al-
Qaeda	safe	house	in	Karachi,	which	was	managed	by	…	the	Kuwaiti.
And	shortly	after	KSM	told	his	interrogators	that	the	Kuwaiti	was	retired,	an

al-Qaeda	courier	by	the	name	of	Hassan	Ghul	told	CIA	interrogators	a	quite
different	story.	Ghul,	a	Pakistani,	was	arrested	in	mid-January	2004	in	northern
Iraq	carrying	a	letter	addressed	to	bin	Laden	from	al-Qaeda’s	leader	in	Iraq
urging	that	he	be	allowed	to	embark	on	a	full-scale	war	against	Iraq’s	Shia
population.	Ghul	obviously	had	access	to	al-Qaeda’s	inner	circle	in	Pakistan	and
so	was	taken	to	a	secret	CIA	prison	in	eastern	Europe,	where	he	was	subjected	to
a	variety	of	coercive	interrogation	techniques,	including	being	slapped,	slammed
against	a	wall,	forced	to	maintain	stress	positions,	and	deprived	of	sleep.	Ghul’s
interrogators	also	requested	permission	to	use	nudity,	water	dousing,	and	dietary
manipulation,	but	it’s	not	clear	if	these	techniques	were	actually	employed	on
Ghul.	At	some	point,	Ghul	told	interrogators	that	the	Kuwaiti	was	bin	Laden’s
courier	and	frequently	traveled	with	al-Qaeda’s	leader.	He	also	said	that	the
Kuwaiti	was	trusted	by	KSM	and	by	Abu	Faraj	al-Libi,	KSM’s	successor	as	the



operational	commander	of	al-Qaeda.
Libi	had	masterminded	two	serious	but	ultimately	unsuccessful	attempts	to

assassinate	Pakistani	president	Pervez	Musharraf	in	December	2003,	and	so	he
became	the	subject	of	intense	interest	from	Pakistani	security	services.	Libi	was
quite	recognizable	because	of	a	skin	disease	that	disfigured	his	face	with	blotchy
white	patches	where	he	lacked	melanin.	As	a	result,	Libi	held	the	number-three
spot	in	al-Qaeda	for	only	a	couple	of	years	before	he	was	arrested	in	Pakistan	on
May	2,	2005,	in	the	city	of	Mardan,	one	hundred	miles	from	Abbottabad,	where
bin	Laden	himself	would	soon	arrive	to	live	for	the	next	six	years.
A	month	after	his	arrest,	Libi	was	handed	over	to	the	CIA.	Coercive

interrogation	techniques	(though	not	waterboarding)	were	used	on	him,	and	he
told	his	American	interrogators	that	after	KSM	was	captured	he,	Libi,	had
received	notice	from	bin	Laden	through	a	courier	that	he	had	been	promoted	to
KSM’s	spot	as	the	number	three	in	al-Qaeda.	At	the	time	of	his	promotion,	Libi
was	living	in	Abbottabad,	an	early	indicator	that	the	city	was	something	of	a
base	for	al-Qaeda.	It	would	be	another	seven	years	before	the	CIA	would	focus
on	Abbottabad	as	a	likely	hiding	place	for	al-Qaeda’s	leader.	Libi	also	told	his
interrogators	that	the	Kuwaiti	wasn’t	an	important	player	in	al-Qaeda	and	that	it
was	in	fact	“Maulawi	Abd	al-Khaliq	Jan”	who	was	the	courier	who	had
informed	him	of	his	promotion	by	bin	Laden.	Counterterrorism	officials	later
concluded	that	Maulawi	Abd	al-Khaliq	Jan	was	a	made-up	name.
Did	coercive	interrogations	lead	to	bin	Laden?	Such	techniques	were	used	on

Qahtani,	the	twentieth	hijacker,	and	on	Ghul,	the	Pakistani	al-Qaeda	courier	who
was	captured	in	Iraq.	Both	of	them	subsequently	gave	interrogators	information
that	led	the	CIA	to	focus	on	the	Kuwaiti	as	a	possible	avenue	to	finding	bin
Laden,	which	to	defenders	of	these	interrogation	techniques	would	seem	to
prove	that	they	are	effective.	Critics	of	the	techniques,	however,	can	point	out
that	harsh	methods	were	also	used	by	the	CIA	to	get	KSM	and	Libi	to	talk,	and
both	those	men	gave	their	interrogators	disinformation	about	the	Kuwaiti.	Since
we	can’t	run	history	backward,	we	will	never	know	what	conventional
interrogation	techniques	alone	might	have	elicited	from	these	four	prisoners.
And	as	we	shall	see,	there	were	other	steps	along	the	way	to	finding	bin	Laden
that	had	little	to	do	with	the	information	derived	from	al-Qaeda	detainees.
Robert	Richer,	a	veteran	covert	operations	officer	who	ran	the	CIA’s	Near	East

Division	after	9/11,	says	that,	despite	the	frequent	claims	of	Bush	administration
officials,	information	from	detainees	was	not	particularly	helpful	in	averting
possible	terrorist	attacks:	“If	you	were	to	ask	me	what	operations	were	actually



defeated	based	on	the	information	provided	by	the	detainees,	I’d	be	hard-pressed
to	give	you	an	operation.	I’d	say	we	got	some	names;	we	could	track	some
people.”	Where	the	detainee	interrogations	were	useful,	Richer	said,	was	to	fill
in	what	he	compares	to	the	largely	blank	Scrabble	board	that	was	the	structure	of
al-Qaeda	known	to	the	CIA	in	the	immediate	aftermath	of	9/11.	In	combination
with	other	information	the	CIA	derived	from	documents	and	phone	intercepts,
detainee	interrogations	“could	put	that	last	thing	in	that	got	us	a	triple	score.”
Robert	Dannenberg,	who	ran	CIA	counterterrorism	operations	from	2003	to

2004,	agrees	with	this	assessment:	“Those	guys	gave	a	wealth	of	invaluable
information	about	al-Qaeda.	I	wouldn’t	say	so	much	about	specific	plots—you
know,	Abu	is	going	to	take	a	bomb	and	go	blow	up	a	train	station	in	New	York,
no—but	who	the	players	are	and	what	their	relationships	are,	what	their	modus
operandi	is.…	It	gave	us	a	cartography	of	al-Qaeda	that	would	have	taken	us
years	to	assemble	had	we	not	had	this	program	in	place.	And	it	was	an	ongoing
value.	We	would	run	pictures	past	these	guys	all	the	time	and	they	said,	‘This	is
so-and-so	and	this	is	so-and-so.’	”
Neither	KSM	nor	Libi	ever	produced	any	information	that	could	help	in	the

hunt	for	bin	Laden.	Counterterrorism	officials	gradually	realized	that	for	the
senior	al-Qaeda	members	they	had	in	their	custody,	any	items	of	knowledge	they
possessed	that	might	lead	to	bin	Laden	were	the	“crown	jewels”	that	would	be
protected	by	the	detainees	at	all	costs.
Because	both	KSM	and	Libi	had	downplayed	the	Kuwaiti’s	importance	to	al-

Qaeda,	he	began	to	be	a	subject	of	real	interest	at	the	CIA.	But	the	Kuwaiti	was
not	going	to	be	easy	to	find,	not	least	because	he	went	by	a	blizzard	of	aliases,
including	“Mohamed	Khan”	(a	name	in	Pakistan	roughly	equivalent	to	John
Smith	in	America),	“Arshad	Khan,”	and	“Sheik	Abu	Ahmed,”	while	his	real
name,	Ibrahim	Saeed	Ahmed,	was	known	to	almost	no	one	but	his	immediate
family.
Adding	to	the	confusion,	the	Kuwaiti	came	from	a	large	family	of	brothers,	at

least	one	of	whom	had	died	in	Afghanistan	after	9/11.	In	2006,	interrogators
were	told	by	a	Mauritanian	detainee	who	had	joined	al-Qaeda	in	the	first	year	or
so	of	its	existence	that	the	Kuwaiti	had	died	in	the	arms	of	another	al-Qaeda
recruit	during	the	Battle	of	Tora	Bora.	This	suggested	to	the	CIA	that	the	Kuwaiti
might	well	be	a	member	of	al-Qaeda.	But	was	he	now	dead?
As	the	years	passed	after	9/11,	President	Bush	abandoned	his	early	“dead	or

alive”	rhetoric	about	finding	bin	Laden	and	rarely	mentioned	him	in	public.	If	he
did,	it	was	to	say,	as	he	did	in	March	2002,	that	bin	Laden	had	been



“marginalized.”	After	all,	there	was	no	need	to	add	to	the	al-Qaeda	leader’s
already-mythic	profile	by	reminding	the	world	that	he	continued	to	elude
America’s	grasp.
In	private,	though,	Bush	never	let	the	subject	go.	Michael	Hayden,	the	CIA

director	during	much	of	Bush’s	second	term,	recalls,	“As	I	would	walk	into	the
Oval	Office	about	8	o’clock	on	a	Thursday	morning,	the	President	would	kind	of
look	up	from	the	desk	and	say,	‘Well,	Mike,	how’re	we	doing?’	And	there	was
no	doubt	in	anyone’s	mind	that	was	in	the	Oval,	what	he	was	talking	about.	He
was	talking	about	the	pursuit	of	Osama	bin	Laden.”	One	of	the	officials	leading
the	hunt	for	bin	Laden	recalls	drily,	“The	president’s	questions	were	passed
down	to	us.”
Hayden	has	the	affability	and	twinkle	of	a	favorite	uncle,	but	his	easy	charm

masks	the	steely	edge	of	someone	who	grew	up	in	a	working-class	family	in
Pittsburgh	and	rose	to	become	a	four-star	air	force	general.	Before	he	headed	the
CIA,	Hayden	spent	years	presiding	over	the	ultra-secretive	National	Security
Agency	(NSA),	which	sucks	up	terabytes	of	data	from	phone	calls	and	e-mails
around	the	world.	The	NSA	during	Hayden’s	tenure	also	controversially,	without
first	obtaining	a	warrant	from	a	judge,	listened	in	on	phone	conversations	taking
place	in	the	United	States	by	those	who	were	suspected	to	have	ties	to	al-Qaeda.
Hayden	recalls	that	sometime	in	2007	counterterrorism	officials	at	the	CIA

began	to	brief	him	on	a	new	approach:	pursuing	bin	Laden	through	his	courier
network.	“Now,	keep	in	mind,	if	you’re	doing	this,	you’re	not	chasing	bin
Laden,”	Hayden	says.	“This	is	at	best	a	bank	shot.	You’re	putting	your	energy
into	identifying	and	deconstructing	the	courier	network	in	the	belief	that	it	would
lead	you	to	bin	Laden.”	Hayden	in	turn	briefed	Bush,	explaining	that	the	CIA
had	yet	to	find	bin	Laden’s	key	courier	but	had	zeroed	in	on	the	Kuwaiti	as	a
possible	candidate.	“There	was	still	no	bated-breath	moment	about	Abu	Ahmed
al-Kuwaiti,”	recalls	one	of	the	officials	hunting	bin	Laden,	but	the	fact	that	no	al-
Qaeda	detainee	had	seen	the	Kuwaiti	for	a	while	made	him	intriguing.
The	group	at	the	CIA	whose	day-to-day	task	was	to	find	bin	Laden	was	never

larger	than	two	dozen	men	and	women;	all	of	them	could	fit	comfortably	into	a
medium-size	conference	room.	Members	of	the	group	would	come	and	go	over
the	decade	of	the	hunt,	but	many	stayed	on	the	bin	Laden	“account”	during	the
long,	lean	years	when	there	were	no	promising	leads	of	any	kind.	John	(a
pseudonym),	an	analyst	with	the	tall,	lanky	physique	of	the	avid	basketball
player	he	had	been	in	both	high	school	and	college,	was	highly	regarded	by
senior	officials	at	the	Agency.	John	joined	the	Counterterrorism	Center	in	2003



and	stayed	there—even	though	he	could	have	taken	promotions	to	go	elsewhere
—because	he	was	fixated	on	finding	bin	Laden.	He	had	pushed	for	more	drone
strikes	in	the	tribal	regions	of	Pakistan	in	2007,	when	he	noticed	that	more
Westerners	were	showing	up	there	for	terrorist	training.	Chuck	(a	pseudonym)
was	a	careful	analyst	who	had	been	on	the	al-Qaeda	account	since	the	terrorist
group	had	bombed	the	two	U.S.	embassies	in	Africa	in	1998,	killing	more	than
two	hundred.	As	the	years	went	by	during	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden,	Chuck’s	hair
had	gradually	turned	gray.
Hanging	over	the	veteran	members	of	the	team	was	the	knowledge	that	some

of	their	number	could	have	done	more	to	avert	the	9/11	attacks.	Certainly	the
general	perception	among	the	public	was	that	there	had	been	some	kind	of
intelligence	failure	at	the	CIA.	In	fact,	the	intelligence	community	had	done	a
thorough	job	of	warning	the	Bush	administration	of	the	likelihood	of	some	sort
of	large-scale	anti-American	attack	during	the	spring	and	summer	of	2001,	as
demonstrated	by	the	titles	and	dates	of	reports	the	Agency	generated	for
policymakers:	“Bin	Ladin	Planning	Multiple	Operations,”	April	20;	“Bin	Ladin
Public	Profile	May	Presage	Attack,”	May	3;	“Bin	Ladin	Network’s	Plans
Advancing,”	May	26;	“Bin	Ladin	Attacks	May	Be	Imminent,”	June	23;	“Bin
Ladin	Threats	Are	Real,”	June	30;	“Planning	for	Bin	Ladin	Attacks	Continues,
Despite	Delays,”	July	2;	“Bin	Ladin	Plans	Delayed	but	Not	Abandoned,”	July
13;	and	“Threat	of	Impending	al-Qaeda	Attack	to	Continue	Indefinitely,”	on
August	3.	Of	course,	the	CIA	did	not	predict	the	time	and	place	of	al-Qaeda’s
looming	attack,	but	that	kind	of	precise	warning	information	happens	more	often
in	movies	than	in	real	life.	If	there	was	a	fault,	it	was	the	failure	among	key
national	security	officials	in	the	Bush	administration	to	take	the	CIA’s	warnings
seriously	enough.
But	if	there	had	not	been	an	intelligence	failure	at	the	CIA,	there	had	been	a

major	bureaucratic	failure,	though	it	became	clear	only	in	the	years	after	9/11.
Members	of	the	Agency	had	failed	to	“watch-list”	two	suspected	al-Qaeda
terrorists,	Nawaf	al-Hazmi	and	Khalid	al-Mihdhar,	whom	the	CIA	had	been
tracking	since	they	attended	a	terrorist	summit	meeting	in	Malaysia	on	January
5,	2000.	The	failure	to	watch-list	the	two	al-Qaeda	suspects	with	the	Department
of	State	meant	that	they	were	able	to	enter	the	United	States	under	their	real
names	with	ease.	Ten	days	after	the	Malaysian	terror	summit,	on	January	15,
2000,	Hazmi	and	Mihdhar	flew	into	Los	Angeles.	The	Agency	also	did	not	alert
the	FBI	about	the	identities	of	the	suspected	terrorists,	so	that	the	Bureau	could
look	for	them	once	they	were	inside	the	United	States.	An	investigation	by	the



CIA	inspector	general—published	in	unclassified	form	in	2007—found	that	this
was	not	the	oversight	of	a	couple	of	Agency	employees,	but	that	a	large	number
of	CIA	officers	and	analysts	had	dropped	the	ball.	“Some	fifty	to	sixty”	Agency
employees	read	cables	about	the	two	al-Qaeda	suspects	without	taking	any
action.	Some	of	those	officers	knew	that	one	of	the	al-Qaeda	suspects	had	a	visa
for	the	United	States,	and	by	March	2001	some	knew	that	the	other	suspect	had
flown	to	Los	Angeles.
The	soon-to-be	hijackers	would	not	have	been	difficult	to	find	in	California	if

their	names	had	been	known	to	law	enforcement.	Under	their	real	names	they
rented	an	apartment,	obtained	driver’s	licenses,	opened	bank	accounts,
purchased	a	car,	and	took	flight	lessons	at	a	local	school.	Mihdhar	even	listed	his
name	in	the	local	phone	directory.	It	was	only	on	August	24,	2001,	as	a	result	of
questions	raised	by	a	CIA	officer	on	assignment	at	the	FBI,	that	the	two	al-Qaeda
suspects	were	watch-listed	and	their	names	communicated	to	the	Bureau.	Even
then	the	FBI	sent	out	only	a	“routine”	notice	requesting	an	investigation	of
Mihdhar.	A	month	later	Hazmi	and	Mihdhar	were	two	of	the	“muscle”	hijackers
on	American	Airlines	Flight	77	that	plunged	into	the	Pentagon,	killing	189
people.
The	CIA	inspector	general’s	report	concluded	that	“informing	the	FBI	and

good	operational	follow-through	by	CIA	and	FBI	might	have	resulted	in
surveillance	of	both	Mihdhar	and	Hazmi.	Surveillance,	in	turn,	would	have	had
the	potential	to	yield	information	on	flight	training,	financing,	and	links	to	others
who	were	complicit	in	the	9/11	attacks.”	The	names	of	the	CIA	officers	who
dropped	the	ball	on	the	al-Qaeda	hijackers	remain	classified,	and	no	disciplinary
action	was	taken	against	them;	however,	most	worked	at	the	Counterterrorist
Center,	and	many	continued	to	work	on	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden	after	9/11.	The
knowledge	that	they	could	have	done	more	to	avert	the	loss	of	nearly	three
thousand	lives	animated	them	to	work	all	the	harder	on	finding	the	man
responsible.



7	OBAMA	AT	WAR

	

ON	THE	MORNING	OF	Tuesday,	September	11,	2001,	Illinois	state	senator	Barack
Obama	was	driving	to	a	legislative	hearing	in	downtown	Chicago	when	he	heard
on	the	radio	that	a	plane	had	hit	the	World	Trade	Center.	By	the	time	he	arrived
at	the	meeting,	a	second	plane	had	flown	into	the	Twin	Towers.	“We	were	told	to
evacuate,”	Obama	recalls.	Out	on	the	streets,	people	looked	nervously	up	at	the
sky,	fearing	that	the	Sears	Tower,	Chicago’s	landmark	skyscraper,	was	also	a
possible	target.	Back	at	his	office,	Obama	watched	the	images	from	New	York:
“a	plane	vanishing	into	glass	and	steel;	men	and	women	clinging	to	windowsills,
then	letting	go;	tall	towers	crumbling	to	dust.”
Six	years	later,	Obama	was	a	U.S.	senator	mounting	what	seemed	a	quixotic

challenge	to	Hillary	Clinton	for	the	Democratic	nomination	for	president.
Clinton	appeared	to	hold	all	the	cards:	name	recognition,	the	Clinton	money
machine,	the	endorsement	of	many	of	the	Democratic	Party’s	heavy	hitters,	top
political	consultants	working	on	her	team,	and	the	hopes	of	many	that	she	would
be	the	first	female	president	of	the	United	States.	But	Obama	thought	she	was
vulnerable,	particularly	because	of	her	support	for	the	Iraq	War,	which	was	by
now	deeply	unpopular,	and	which	he	had	come	out	firmly	against	five	years
earlier.	And	Obama	impressed	a	growing	number	of	supporters	with	his	intellect,
his	cool,	and	his	ability	to	inspire	young	people,	who	flocked	to	his	campaign.
An	Obama	win,	some	hoped,	would	also	help	to	heal	the	American	Original	Sin
of	slavery	and	subsequent	racial	discrimination.
As	Obama’s	long-shot	campaign	gathered	steam,	on	July	17,	2007,	an

unclassified	version	of	a	National	Intelligence	Estimate	(NIE)	on	the	state	of	al-
Qaeda	was	released	to	the	media	with	a	considerable	splash.	The	estimate
concluded	that	al-Qaeda	“has	protected	or	regenerated	key	elements	of	its
homeland	attack	capability,	including:	a	safe	haven	in	the	Pakistan	Federally
Administered	Tribal	Areas	(FATA),	operational	lieutenants,	and	its	top
leadership.”	This	wasn’t	exactly	news.	In	the	summer	of	2005,	al-Qaeda	had
directed	the	deadliest	terrorist	attack	in	British	history,	killing	fifty-two
commuters	on	the	London	transportation	system.	And	the	following	summer,



there	had	been	a	foiled	attempt	to	blow	up	as	many	as	seven	American,
Canadian,	and	British	airliners	with	liquid	explosives	smuggled	onto	planes	at
London’s	Heathrow	airport.	The	public	release	of	the	key	findings	of	the	NIE
was	an	official	recognition	that	al-Qaeda	had	regrouped	and	was	capable	again
of	pulling	off	significant	attacks	in	the	West,	and	that	the	Bush	administration’s
policy	of	giving	the	Pakistani	military	dictator	Pervez	Musharraf	a	free	pass	to
deal	on	his	own	terms	with	the	militant	groups	based	in	Pakistan’s	tribal	regions
was	now	over.
A	couple	of	weeks	after	this	NIE	was	released,	Obama	was	scheduled	to	give

a	keynote	speech	on	national	security	at	the	Woodrow	Wilson	Center	in
Washington.	He	met	with	his	foreign	policy	advisors,	Susan	Rice	and	Denis
McDonough,	and	speechwriter	Ben	Rhodes,	at	the	modest	two-room	offices	on
Massachusetts	Avenue	that	served	as	the	Obama	campaign	headquarters	in
Washington.	Together	they	hashed	out	a	speech	that	encapsulated	the	Obama
campaign’s	foreign	policy	critiques	of	the	Bush	administration:	that	it	had
diverted	too	many	resources	to	Iraq	and	had	taken	its	eyes	off	al-Qaeda,	and	that
it	didn’t	have	a	strategy	for	taking	out	al-Qaeda’s	leaders	in	their	bases	in
Pakistan’s	tribal	regions.	Obama	and	his	advisors	kicked	around	exactly	what
language	he	would	use	in	the	speech.	The	decision	was	made	to	take	a	harsh	line
on	Musharraf,	whom	they	believed	the	Bush	administration	had	coddled	for	too
long.
There	was	a	lot	riding	on	the	speech	at	the	Wilson	Center.	The	fact	was,	most

of	the	D.C.-based	punditocracy	thought	Senator	Obama	was	a	bit	green,
especially	on	national	security	issues	and,	in	particular,	by	comparison	to
Senator	John	McCain,	the	presumptive	Republican	nominee	for	president,	who
had	already	served	two	decades	in	the	Senate	and	was	a	leading	member	of	the
powerful	Senate	Armed	Services	Committee.	Senator	Clinton,	too,	was	regarded
as	someone	with	credibility	on	national	security	issues.	She	also	served	on	the
Armed	Services	Committee	and	had	traveled	to	dozens	of	nations	when	her
husband	was	president,	which	had	put	her	on	a	first-name	basis	with	many	world
leaders.
The	Wilson	Center	speech	did	not	seem	to	allay	doubts	about	Obama’s

experience.	Much	of	the	attention	that	it	garnered	from	the	media	and	other
presidential	candidates	focused	on	a	section	about	al-Qaeda’s	leaders	in
Pakistan,	in	which	Obama	declared,	“If	we	have	actionable	intelligence	about
high-value	terrorist	targets	and	President	Musharraf	won’t	act,	we	will.…	I	will
not	hesitate	to	use	military	force	to	take	out	terrorists	who	pose	a	direct	threat	to



America.”
At	a	debate	for	Democratic	presidential	candidates	in	Chicago	a	week	after	the

Wilson	Center	speech,	Obama	came	under	attack	from	Senator	Christopher
Dodd	of	Connecticut,	who	said	Obama’s	suggestion	of	a	possible	American
unilateral	strike	into	Pakistan	was	“irresponsible.”	Senator	Clinton	piled	on:	“I
think	it	is	a	very	big	mistake	to	telegraph	that.”	To	large	applause,	Obama	struck
back	at	Dodd	and	Clinton,	who	had	both	voted	to	authorize	the	Iraq	War,	saying,
“I	find	it	amusing	that	those	who	helped	to	authorize	and	engineer	the	biggest
foreign	policy	disaster	in	our	generation	are	now	criticizing	me	for	making	sure
that	we	are	on	the	right	battlefield	and	not	the	wrong	battlefield	in	the	war
against	terrorism.”
Obama’s	supposed	weakness	on	national	security	was	the	subject	of	Hillary

Clinton’s	most	famous	campaign	ad,	which	debuted	in	late	February	2008.	Over
pictures	of	children	sleeping	at	night	and	the	sound	of	a	ringing	phone,	a	man’s
voice	intoned	portentously,	“It’s	three	a.m.	and	your	children	are	safe	and	asleep.
But	there’s	a	phone	in	the	White	House	and	it’s	ringing.	Something’s	happening
in	the	world.	Your	vote	will	decide	who	answers	that	call.	Whether	it’s	someone
who	already	knows	the	world’s	leaders,	knows	the	military,	someone	tested	and
ready	to	lead	in	a	dangerous	world.	It’s	three	a.m.	and	your	children	are	safe	and
asleep.	Who	do	you	want	answering	the	phone?”	At	the	end	of	the	ad	the
pictures	of	sleeping	children	dissolved	to	a	shot	of	a	composed	Hillary	Clinton
wearing	glasses	and	answering	the	phone.	Obama	was	never	mentioned,	but	he
was	clearly	the	person	whom	the	Clinton	campaign	was	targeting.
Criticism	of	Obama’s	presumed	bellicosity	toward	Pakistan	was	not	limited	to

the	Democrats.	Republican	presidential	candidate	Mitt	Romney	ridiculed	Obama
as	a	“Dr.	Strangelove”	who	is	“going	to	bomb	our	allies.”	John	McCain	also
weighed	in:	“Will	we	risk	the	confused	leadership	of	an	inexperienced	candidate
who	once	suggested	bombing	our	ally,	Pakistan?”	When	accepting	his	party’s
nomination	for	president	in	Denver	in	late	August	2008,	Obama	took	a	swipe
back	at	McCain,	saying,	“John	McCain	likes	to	say	that	he’ll	follow	bin	Laden	to
the	gates	of	Hell,	but	he	won’t	even	follow	him	to	the	cave	where	he	lives.”
After	Obama	was	inaugurated	as	president	he	faced	a	choice.	Many	of	the

voters	who	had	elected	him	had	done	so	because	he	was	the	“antiwar	candidate”
who	had	spoken	out	early	against	the	Iraq	War.	Once	in	office,	Obama	could
have	recast	Bush’s	“Global	War	on	Terror”	as	a	large-scale	law	enforcement
campaign	against	jihadist	terrorists,	which	many	on	the	left	of	the	Democratic
Party	believed	was	a	more	useful	and	accurate	formulation.	Obama	did	not



choose	that	path.	Instead,	he	publicly	declared	that	the	United	States	was	at	“war
against	al-Qaeda	and	its	allies.”	This	framing	had	a	number	of	advantages:	it
opened	a	way	for	groups	such	as	the	Taliban,	which	might	one	day	choose	to
distance	itself	from	al-Qaeda,	to	enjoy	peaceful	relations	with	the	United	States,
and	it	named	the	enemy	rather	than	continuing	the	Bush	formulation	of	a	vague
and	open-ended	conflict	against	a	tactic	that	had	existed	for	millennia.	For
Obama,	however,	the	conflict	remained	a	war,	and	not	some	kind	of	global
police	action.
Perhaps	his	views	on	national	security	had	to	do	with	when	he	came	of	age.

Obama	was	the	first	major	American	politician	in	decades	whose	views	about
national	security	weren’t	deeply	informed	by	what	he	did	or	didn’t	do	in
Vietnam.	Too	young	to	have	served	in	Vietnam	as	the	senators	John	McCain	and
John	Kerry	did,	he	was	also	too	young	to	have	avoided	service	in	Vietnam	as
Dick	Cheney,	Bill	Clinton,	and	George	W.	Bush	had.	For	Obama,	Vietnam	was	a
nonissue,	and	it	is	possible	this	fact	contributed	to	his	greater	willingness	to	use
military	power	in	comparison	to	an	older	generation	of	Democrats.	It	took
Clinton	two	years	to	intervene	in	Bosnia,	which	was	on	the	verge	of	genocide,
whereas	it	took	Obama	only	a	week	or	so	to	intervene	in	Libya	in	the	spring	of
2011,	when	dictator	Moammar	Gadhafi	was	threatening	large-scale	massacres	of
his	own	population.
Obama	embraced	American	“hard	power”	from	the	moment	he	assumed

office.	Only	three	days	after	his	inauguration,	at	his	first	National	Security
Council	meeting	on	January	23,	2009,	the	head	of	the	CIA’s	National
Clandestine	Service,	Michael	J.	Sulick,	proposed	that	the	United	States	continue
the	aggressive	campaign	of	drone	strikes	in	the	tribal	regions	of	Pakistan.	Obama
approved	the	campaign.	That	same	day,	a	pair	of	CIA	drone	strikes	in	North
Waziristan	and	South	Waziristan	reportedly	killed	ten	militants	and	some	dozen
bystanders.
On	December	9,	2009,	Obama	went	to	Norway	to	accept	the	Nobel	Peace

Prize	for	his	“extraordinary	efforts	to	strengthen	international	diplomacy.”
Seemingly	confounding	the	expectations	of	those	who	awarded	him	the	prize,	a
little	over	a	week	earlier,	troubled	by	the	recent	resurgence	of	the	Taliban,	he	had
substantially	ramped	up	the	Afghan	War,	authorizing	a	“surge”	of	thirty
thousand	troops,	thereby	doubling	the	number	of	American	soldiers	in
Afghanistan.	During	his	brief	time	in	office,	his	administration	had	also
authorized	an	unprecedented	forty-five	drone	strikes	aimed	at	Pakistani	Taliban
and	al-Qaeda	networks,	killing	about	a	half-dozen	leaders	of	militant



organizations—including	two	heads	of	Uzbek	terrorist	groups	allied	with	al-
Qaeda,	and	Baitullah	Mehsud,	the	leader	of	the	Pakistani	Taliban—in	addition	to
hundreds	of	lower-level	militants	and	a	smaller	number	of	civilians	(about	5
percent	of	the	total),	according	to	reliable	press	reports.
This	policy	of	the	targeted	killing	and	execution	without	trial	of	hundreds	of

people	was	greeted	mostly	with	silence	by	the	human	rights	groups	and	those	on
the	Left	who	had	loudly	condemned	the	Bush	administration	for	its	use	of
coercive	interrogations	and	the	lack	of	due	process	at	Guantánamo.
Obama	used	the	occasion	of	his	Nobel	Prize	acceptance	speech	in	Oslo	to

mount	a	nuanced	defense	of	just	wars,	in	particular	the	ground	war	and	drone
campaign	he	was	waging	against	al-Qaeda	and	its	allies	in	Afghanistan	and
Pakistan.	The	president	acknowledged	the	great	legacies	of	nonviolent
approaches	to	social	change	bequeathed	to	the	world	by	Gandhi	and	Martin
Luther	King	Jr.,	but	he	also	made	it	perfectly	clear	that	his	opposition	to	the	Iraq
War	didn’t	mean	that	he	embraced	pacifism—not	at	all.	Obama	declared,	“I	face
the	world	as	it	is,	and	cannot	stand	idle	in	the	face	of	threats	to	the	American
people.	For	make	no	mistake:	evil	does	exist	in	the	world.	A	nonviolent
movement	could	not	have	halted	Hitler’s	armies.	Negotiations	cannot	convince
al-Qaeda’s	leaders	to	lay	down	their	arms.	To	say	that	force	is	sometimes
necessary	is	not	a	call	to	cynicism—it	is	a	recognition	of	history,	the
imperfections	of	man,	and	the	limits	of	reason.”
Obama	understood	that	simply	because	the	Bush	administration	had	tended	to

inflate	the	threat	from	al-Qaeda	into	an	existential	one	similar	to	that	posed	by
the	Nazis	or	the	Soviets,	it	didn’t	mean,	conversely,	that	the	threat	was	merely	a
mirage.	In	the	year	before	his	Nobel	acceptance	speech,	Obama	had	been
reminded	about	the	reality	of	the	threat	from	terrorists	in	many	ways.	Before	he
was	even	sworn	in,	he	received	some	of	his	first	intelligence	briefings	about	the
brutal	three-day	attack	in	Mumbai,	India,	in	late	November	2008,	in	which	ten
gunmen	had	targeted	five-star	hotels,	a	railway	station,	and	an	American-Jewish
community	center,	killing	some	170	people.
On	the	freezing	day	of	January	20,	2009,	when	Obama	took	office	as

president,	the	intelligence	community	was	at	a	high	level	of	alert	because	of	a
serious	threat	to	his	inauguration	by	Al-Shabaab,	an	al-Qaeda-allied	militant
group	based	in	Somalia.	A	group	of	Al-Shabaab	terrorists	was	reported	to	be
arriving	in	the	United	States	from	Canada	to	detonate	a	bomb	on	the	Mall	in
Washington,	D.C.,	where	a	million	people	would	be	gathered	to	watch	Obama
take	the	oath	of	office.	The	top	counterterrorism	aide	to	George	W.	Bush,	Juan



Zarate,	says	that	during	the	four	days	before	the	inauguration,	chasing	down	this
threat	consumed	the	attention	of	top	national	security	officials	on	both	the	Bush
and	Obama	teams:	“Most	of	these	threats,	they	wash	out	fairly	early	on,	because
elements	of	the	story	don’t	pan	out.	I	got	a	call	from	my	deputy,	Nick
Rasmussen,	saying,	‘This	isn’t	washing	out.’	”	In	the	end,	the	inauguration
passed	peacefully,	and	the	threat	from	Al-Shabaab	was	determined	to	be	a
“poison	pen,”	in	which	one	group	of	Somali	militants	sought	to	make	mischief
for	a	rival	group.	But	it	was	a	stark	reminder	to	Obama	and	his	national	security
team	that	terrorism	would	be	a	major	focus	of	their	young	administration.
Obama	was	determined,	as	he	put	it,	to	“destroy,	dismantle,	and	defeat	al-

Qaeda.”	And	what	better	way	to	speed	that	process	than	to	eliminate	bin	Laden?
Shortly	after	Obama	assumed	office,	he	met	with	CIA	director	Leon	Panetta
privately	in	the	Oval	Office	and	asked	him,	“How’s	the	trail?	Has	it	gone
completely	cold?”	Panetta	told	the	president	that	there	weren’t	many	promising
leads.	Obama	said	to	him,	“We	need	to	redouble	our	efforts	in	hunting	bin	Laden
down.”	In	other	meetings,	Rahm	Emanuel,	Obama’s	chief	of	staff,	and	other
senior	members	of	the	administration	asked	CIA	officials	point-blank,	“Where
do	you	think	Osama	bin	Laden	is?”	The	officials	replied	that	they	didn’t	have	a
clue,	except	that	he	was	somewhere	in	Pakistan.
In	late	May	2009,	Obama	received	one	of	his	regularly	scheduled	briefings

from	his	counterterrorism	team	in	the	Situation	Room,	which	included	an	update
on	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden	and	his	deputy	Zawahiri.	After	the	meeting,	the
president	asked	Panetta	and	National	Security	Advisor	Tom	Donilon	to	join	him
privately	in	the	Oval	Office.	The	president	asked	them	both	to	sit	down	and	said,
“We	really	need	to	intensify	this	effort.	Leon,	it	needs	to	be	your	number	one
goal.”	On	June	2,	Obama	signed	a	memo	to	Panetta	that	stated,	“In	order	to
ensure	that	we	have	expended	every	effort,	I	direct	you	to	provide	me	within	30
days	a	detailed	operation	plan	for	locating	and	bringing	to	justice”	bin	Laden.
Five	senior	U.S.	intelligence	officials	who	worked	for	both	Bush	and	Obama

say	that	the	idea	that	the	CIA	needed	to	be	pushed	to	do	more	on	bin	Laden	is
laughable;	the	Agency	was	doing	as	much	as	it	could	already.	Still,	Panetta	made
updates	on	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden	a	required	element	of	the	three-day-a-week
operational	updates	on	counterterrorism	and	Middle	East	issues	he	already
received.	Woven	into	that	was	a	weekly	update	on	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden.	Even
if	they	had	nothing,	Panetta	made	it	clear	to	his	staff	that	they	should	tell	him
what	they	knew.	It	became	embarrassing	to	bring	nothing	new	to	these	briefings.
One	promising	lead	appeared	to	be	Saad	bin	Laden,	one	of	the	al-Qaeda



leader’s	older	sons,	who	had	spent	most	of	the	past	decade	living	under	some
form	of	house	arrest	in	Iran.	Saad	was	in	his	late	twenties	and	had	already	played
a	minor	leadership	role	in	al-Qaeda.	Around	the	time	that	Obama	assumed
office,	Saad	had	been	quietly	released	by	the	Iranians	and	had	made	his	way	to
Pakistan’s	tribal	regions.	CIA	officials	tracking	Saad	hoped	that	he	might	try	to
find	his	father	and	so	lead	them	to	him.	But	itchy	trigger	fingers	at	the	CIA
prevailed,	and	in	late	July	2009	Saad	was	killed	in	an	Agency	drone	strike,
which	took	that	lead	firmly	off	the	table.
Around	the	same	time,	what	appeared	to	be	the	first	real	break	to	penetrate	the

top	leadership	of	al-Qaeda	was	brought	to	Panetta:	a	Jordanian	agent	who	was
willing	to	spy	on	the	inner	circles	of	the	terrorist	group	in	Pakistan.	This	was	of
great	interest	because,	despite	the	hundreds	of	billions	of	dollars	consumed	by
American	intelligence	agencies	since	9/11,	the	United	States	had	never	managed
to	place	a	spy	inside	al-Qaeda.	Humam	al-Balawi	was	a	Jordanian	pediatrician	in
his	early	thirties	who	had	become	radicalized	by	the	Iraq	War	and	had
subsequently	become	an	important	voice	on	militant	jihadist	websites.	Balawi
was	arrested	in	early	2009	by	Jordan’s	General	Intelligence	Department	(GID),
with	which	the	CIA	enjoyed	exceptionally	close	relations.	After	offering	the
doctor	the	possibility	of	earning	substantial	sums	of	money,	GID	officials
believed	they	had	“turned”	Balawi,	who	said	he	was	willing	to	go	to	the	tribal
regions	of	Pakistan	to	spy	on	the	Taliban	and	al-Qaeda.	The	doctor	quickly	came
through.	In	the	early	fall	of	2009,	Balawi	sent	his	handlers	at	Jordanian
intelligence	a	short	video	clip	of	himself	sitting	with	Atiyah	Abdul	Rahman,	one
of	bin	Laden’s	top	aides.	Suddenly	CIA	officials	saw	the	Jordanian	doctor	as	a
“golden	source.”	Balawi	told	his	handlers	that	his	skills	as	a	physician	meant	that
he	was	being	introduced	to	the	leaders	of	al-Qaeda,	including	Ayman	al-
Zawahiri,	to	whom	he	was	providing	medical	treatment.	The	CIA	became	so
hopeful	that	in	November	2009,	Panetta	told	the	president	that	the	Jordanian
doctor	might	soon	lead	the	Agency	to	Zawahiri	himself.
A	jolting	reminder	of	the	importance	of	dismantling	al-Qaeda’s	leadership

structure	in	Pakistan	had	come	just	two	months	earlier.	In	early	September	2009,
Najibullah	Zazi	traveled	from	Denver	to	New	York	“to	conduct	martyrdom
operations”	in	the	Manhattan	subway	system.	Zazi,	an	Afghan	American	who
had	been	trained	by	al-Qaeda	in	Pakistan,	planned	to	launch	what	would	have
been	the	deadliest	terrorist	attack	in	the	United	States	since	9/11,	by	detonating
bombs	made	with	seemingly	innocuous	hair	bleach,	a	signature	of	recent	al-
Qaeda	plots.	Under	heavy	FBI	surveillance,	Zazi	was	spotted	in	downtown



Manhattan	on	September	11,	2009,	the	eighth	anniversary	of	the	attacks	on	the
World	Trade	Center.	From	the	time	of	Zazi’s	arrival	in	New	York,	Obama	had
received	multiple	briefings	about	the	case	from	his	national	security	team.	Eight
days	later,	Zazi	was	arrested.	He	was	the	first	genuine	al-Qaeda	recruit	to	be
discovered	living	in	the	United	States	in	six	years.	On	his	laptop	the	FBI
discovered	pages	of	handwritten	notes	about	the	manufacture	of	explosives,
technical	know-how	he	had	picked	up	at	one	of	al-Qaeda’s	training	facilities	in
Pakistan’s	tribal	regions	in	2008.
On	Christmas	Day	2009,	the	Obama	administration	faced	an	even	larger	threat

when	Umar	Farouk	Abdulmutallab,	a	twenty-three-year-old	from	a	prominent
Nigerian	family,	boarded	Northwest	Airlines	flight	253	in	Amsterdam,	which
was	bound	for	Detroit	with	some	three	hundred	passengers	and	crew.	Hidden	in
his	underwear	was	a	bomb	made	with	a	plastic	explosive	that	went	undetected	at
airport	security.	As	the	plane	neared	Detroit,	the	young	man	tried	to	ignite	the
bomb.	Some	combination	of	his	own	ineptitude,	faulty	bomb	construction,	and
the	quick	actions	of	the	passengers	and	crew,	who	subdued	him,	prevented	an
explosion	that	might	have	brought	down	the	plane.	Immediately	after	he	was
arrested,	Abdulmutallab	told	investigators	that	the	explosive	device	“was
acquired	in	Yemen	along	with	instructions	as	to	when	it	should	be	used.”
If	Abdulmutallab	had	succeeded	in	bringing	down	Northwest	Airlines	flight

253,	the	bombing	would	not	only	have	killed	hundreds	but	also	seriously
damaged	the	U.S.	economy,	already	reeling	from	the	effects	of	the	worst
recession	since	the	Great	Depression.	It	would	also	have	dealt	a	crippling	blow
to	Obama’s	presidency.	According	to	the	White	House’s	own	review	of	the
Christmas	Day	plot,	there	was	sufficient	information	already	known	to	the	U.S.
government	to	determine	that	Abdulmutallab	was	likely	working	for	al-Qaeda’s
affiliate	in	Yemen.	As	Obama	admitted	in	a	meeting	of	his	national	security	team
after	the	Nigerian	was	in	custody,	“We	dodged	a	bullet.”
The	Christmas	Day	plot	made	the	stakes	all	the	higher	for	the	CIA	officials

who	knew	of	the	Jordanian	doctor	and	his	promises	to	execute	the	first	high-
level	penetration	of	al-Qaeda	since	9/11.	However,	no	one	at	the	CIA	had	met
Balawi,	and	pressure	was	mounting	to	get	some	Agency	eyes	on	him.	That	task
fell	to	Jennifer	Matthews,	the	CIA	station	chief	in	Khost,	in	eastern	Afghanistan,
who	had	worked	for	the	bin	Laden	unit	almost	from	its	inception.	Matthews
arranged	for	the	Jordanian	doctor	to	slip	over	the	border	from	Pakistan’s	tribal
areas	to	meet	with	her	and	a	considerable	team	from	the	CIA.	Determined	that
this	first	meeting	with	the	golden	source	be	warm	and	friendly,	Matthews	did	not



have	Balawi	searched	when	he	entered	the	CIA	section	of	Forward	Operating
Base	Chapman	in	Khost	on	December	30,	2009.	She	had	even	arranged	for	a
cake	to	be	made	for	Balawi,	whose	birthday	had	been	only	five	days	earlier.
But	there	was	to	be	no	opportunity	to	celebrate.	As	he	met	with	the	CIA	team,

the	Jordanian	doctor	began	muttering	to	himself	in	Arabic,	reached	inside	his
coat,	and	then	detonated	a	bomb	that	killed	Matthews,	a	forty-five-year-old
mother	of	three,	and	six	other	CIA	officers	and	contractors	who	had	gathered	to
meet	him.	It	was	the	deadliest	single	day	at	the	Agency	since	Hezbollah	blew	up
the	U.S.	embassy	in	Beirut	in	1983,	killing	eight	CIA	employees.	The	doctor
from	Jordan	had	not	been	spying	on	al-Qaeda’s	leaders;	he	had,	in	fact,	been
recruited	by	them.
John	Brennan,	who	had	served	at	the	CIA	for	decades	and	was	now	Obama’s

top	counterterrorism	advisor,	says	the	suicide	bombing	at	Khost	only	deepened
the	Agency’s	determination	to	find	the	men	they	termed	Number	One	and
Number	Two,	making	it	“very	personal	for	a	lot	of	CIA	officers.”	So	personal
that	in	the	three	weeks	after	Balawi’s	suicide	attack,	the	CIA	launched	an
unprecedented	eleven	drone	strikes	aimed	at	al-Qaeda	and	Taliban	targets	in
Pakistan’s	tribal	regions,	killing	more	than	sixty	militants.
Within	the	space	of	a	week,	al-Qaeda’s	Yemen	branch	had	almost	downed	an

American	commercial	jet	flying	over	the	United	States,	and	its	Pakistan-based
core	had	succeeded	in	killing	seven	CIA	employees.	It	was	a	stark	reminder	that
the	Agency	had	to	eliminate	the	leader	of	al-Qaeda.
Under	Panetta,	the	CIA	began	pushing	harder	to	put	more	Agency	officers	on

the	ground	in	Pakistan.	The	war	in	Iraq	was	winding	down,	which	freed	up	more
assets	for	the	Afghanistan-Pakistan	theater,	including	spies,	drones,	and
satellites.	The	November	2008	Mumbai	attacks,	which	were	carried	out	by	the
Pakistan-based	Lashkar-e-Taiba	group,	demonstrated	that	al-Qaeda	was	not	the
only	terrorist	organization	based	in	Pakistan	that	was	intent	on	attacking
American	targets.	The	State	Department’s	Vali	Nasr,	a	top	advisor	on	Pakistan,
explains,	“The	CIA	goes	into	a	completely	different	mode,	almost	like	Pakistan
becomes	your	Berlin	of	the	1960s,	where	you	need	to	have	assets,	eyes,	ears.	Not
for	a	specific	project,	but	broadly,	because	every	threat	coming	at	us	is	probably
going	to	come	from	here.	You	have	to	have	your	own	assets.	You	have	to	have
your	own	operations.”	Shamila	Chaudhary,	the	director	for	Pakistan	at	the
National	Security	Council,	recalls	that	in	the	spring	of	2010	there	was	a	backlog
of	almost	four	hundred	U.S.	officials	who	were	requesting	visas	for	Pakistan.
Clearly,	these	were	not	all	conventional	diplomats.



At	the	same	time,	in	their	public	statements	and	in	private	meetings	with	U.S.
officials,	leading	Pakistani	politicians	maintained	with	great	conviction	that	bin
Laden	wasn’t	in	their	country.	During	an	interview	on	CNN	in	April	2010,	Prime
Minister	Yousuf	Raza	Gilani	said,	“Certainly	he	is	not	in	Pakistan.”	Six	months
earlier	Interior	Minister	Rehman	Malik	had	met	with	a	delegation	of	members	of
Congress	and	assured	them	that	bin	Laden	wasn’t	in	the	area,	although	he	could
be	in	Iran,	Saudi	Arabia,	or	Yemen,	or	even	dead.
Despite	these	denials,	the	necessity	for	the	CIA	to	have	more	of	its	own	assets

in	Pakistan	was	dramatically	confirmed	on	May	1,	2010,	when	Faisal	Shahzad,
an	American	of	Pakistani	descent	trained	by	the	Taliban	in	the	Pakistani	tribal
region	of	Waziristan,	tried	unsuccessfully	to	blow	up	his	SUV	in	New	York
City’s	Times	Square	on	a	busy	Saturday	night.	In	late	May,	Panetta	traveled	to
Pakistan	to	deliver	a	stern	message	to	Pakistan’s	civilian	and	military	leaders,
making	an	open-ended	threat	that	“all	bets	are	off”	should	Pakistan-based
terrorists	successfully	carry	out	an	attack	in	the	United	States.	Pakistani
president	Asif	Ali	Zardari	pushed	back,	saying	of	Shahzad,	“This	guy	is	an
American	citizen.	Why	don’t	you	have	things	more	under	control	on	your	end?”
Not	only	did	Obama	sign	off	on	a	large	increase	in	the	number	of	CIA	assets

on	the	ground	in	Pakistan	and	an	intensified	campaign	of	CIA	drone	warfare
there,	but	he	also	would	come	to	embrace	the	use	of	covert	military	units	in
countries	where	the	United	States	wasn’t	fighting	traditional	land	wars,	such	as
Libya,	Pakistan,	Somalia,	and	Yemen.	By	2011,	to	the	dismay	of	at	least	some	of
those	who	had	voted	for	the	“antiwar”	president,	the	United	States	was	waging
some	kind	of	war	in	six	Muslim	countries	simultaneously.



8	ANATOMY	OF	A	LEAD

	

IT	WAS	NOT	UNTIL	2010	that	the	CIA	had	a	series	of	significant	breakthroughs
regarding	the	Kuwaiti,	the	elusive	courier.	Earlier,	with	the	help	of	a	“third
country”	that	officials	won’t	identify,	the	Agency	had	been	able	to	tie	him	to	his
real	name,	Ibrahim	Saeed	Ahmed.	Still,	his	whereabouts	remained	unknown.
Then,	in	June	2010,	the	Kuwaiti	and	his	brother	both	made	changes	in	the	way

they	communicated	on	cell	phones	that	suddenly	opened	up	the	possibility	of	the
“geolocation”	of	their	phones.	Knowing	this,	the	Agency	painstakingly	reviewed
reams	of	“captured”	phone	conversations	of	the	Kuwaiti’s	family	and	circle	of
associates.	Around	this	time	the	CIA	conducted	a	joint	operation	with	Pakistan’s
military	intelligence	service	on	phone	numbers	associated	with	an	al-Qaeda
“facilitation	network.”	The	Pakistanis	did	not	know	that	some	of	these	numbers
were	linked	to	Abu	Ahmed	al-Kuwaiti,	but	they	could	tell	that	one	of	the
suspects	in	the	network	was	speaking	in	a	mix	of	both	Arabic	and	Pashto,	the
language	of	northwest	Pakistan,	which	was	unusual.	This	suspect’s	phones	were
also	switched	off	most	of	the	time	and	were	turned	back	on	only	in	and	around
the	city	of	Peshawar	in	northern	Pakistan,	not	far	from	the	Afghan	border.
Finally,	in	the	summer,	the	Kuwaiti	received	a	call	from	an	old	friend	in	the

Persian	Gulf,	a	man	being	monitored	by	U.S.	intelligence.
“We’ve	missed	you.	Where	have	you	been?”	asked	the	friend.
“I’m	back	with	the	people	I	was	with	before,”	the	Kuwaiti	responded

elliptically.
There	was	a	tense	pause	in	the	conversation	as	the	friend	mulled	this	over.

“May	God	facilitate,”	the	caller	finally	said,	likely	realizing	that	the	Kuwaiti	was
back	in	bin	Laden’s	inner	circle.
CIA	officials	took	this	call	as	confirmation	that	the	Kuwaiti	was	still	likely

working	with	al-Qaeda,	something	they	had	not	been	entirely	sure	about.	The
National	Security	Agency	was	listening	to	this	exchange	and,	through
geolocation	technologies,	was	able	to	zero	in	on	the	Kuwaiti’s	cell	phone	in
northwestern	Pakistan.	But	to	find	out	where	the	Kuwaiti	lived	by	monitoring	his
cell	phone	would	go	only	so	far.	The	courier	practiced	rigorous	operational



security	and	was	always	careful	to	insert	the	battery	in	his	phone	and	to	turn	it	on
only	when	he	was	at	least	an	hour’s	drive	away	from	the	Abbottabad	compound
where	he	and	bin	Laden	were	living.	And	Pakistan	was	a	country	of	180	million
people.
In	August	2010	a	Pakistani	“asset”	working	for	the	CIA	tracked	the	Kuwaiti	to

Peshawar,	where	bin	Laden	had	founded	al-Qaeda	more	than	two	decades
earlier.	In	the	years	that	bin	Laden	had	been	residing	in	the	Abbottabad
compound,	the	Kuwaiti	regularly	passed	through	Peshawar,	the	gateway	to	the
Pakistani	tribal	regions	where	al-Qaeda	had	regrouped	after	9/11.	Once	the	CIA
asset	had	identified	the	Kuwaiti’s	distinctive	white	Suzuki	Jeep	with	a	spare	tire
on	its	back	in	Peshawar,	he	was	able	to	follow	him	as	he	drove	home	to
Abbottabad,	more	than	two	hours’	drive	to	the	east.	The	large	compound	where
the	Kuwaiti	finally	alighted	immediately	drew	interest	at	the	Agency	because	it
didn’t	have	phone	or	Internet	service,	suggesting	that	its	owners	wanted	to	stay
off	the	grid.
No	one	at	the	Agency	believed	that	the	courier	would	actually	be	living	with

bin	Laden.	CIA	officials	thought	that	they	would	track	the	courier	to	his	home
and	then	there	would	be	another	round	of	surveillance	to	see	if	he	would	then
lead	them	to	bin	Laden’s	hiding	place.	But	there	was	something	about	the
Abbottabad	compound	that	piqued	their	interest.	One	official	remembers	her
reaction	when	she	first	saw	the	compound:	“Holy	Toledo!	Who	in	al-Qaeda
would	the	group	spend	this	kind	of	money	on?”	Officials	calculated	that	the
compound	and	the	land	it	stood	on	were	worth	several	hundred	thousand	dollars
—about	the	cost	of	the	9/11	operation.
In	late	August	2010	the	top	officials	in	the	CIA’s	Counterterrorism	Center

briefed	Panetta	about	the	new	bin	Laden	lead,	telling	him,	“We’ve	been	tracking
suspected	couriers,	people	who’ve	got	historic	ties	to	bin	Laden,	and	we	tracked
them	back	to	a	place	that	looks	like	a	fortress.”	This	got	Panetta’s	attention.	“A
fortress?	Tell	me	about	that	fortress,”	he	said.	The	CIA	officials	described	a
compound	ringed	with	twelve-foot-high	walls,	and	one	section	having	eighteen-
foot-high	walls,	and	a	top-floor	balcony	on	one	of	the	buildings	shielded	by
seven-foot-high	walls.	They	told	Panetta	the	residents	of	the	compound	burned
their	own	trash.
“This	is	very	strange,”	Panetta	said.	“It’s	very	mysterious.	It	requires	deeper

investigation.	I	want	every	possible	operational	avenue	explored	to	get	inside
that	compound.”



PANETTA	BRIEFED	PRESIDENT	OBAMA	and	his	key	national	security	advisors	about
this	development	in	the	Oval	Office,	saying,	“We	have	the	courier’s	name	and
we	have	his	location	in	a	place	called	Abbottabad	and	maybe,	just	maybe,	bin
Laden	might	be	there	as	well.”	Panetta	showed	the	group	satellite	imagery	of	the
compound	and	compared	the	area	where	the	compound	sat	to	Leesburg,	Virginia
—a	pleasant	historic	town	thirty	miles	northwest	of	Washington.	Obama	recalls
that	Panetta	“was	cautious	in	saying	that	they	could	say	definitively	this	was
where	bin	Laden	was.	My	feeling	at	the	time	was:	interested,	but	cautious.”
Tony	Blinken,	a	low-key	lawyer	who	had	worked	for	Bill	Clinton	on	his

National	Security	Council	staff	and	was	now	Vice	President	Joe	Biden’s	top
national	security	advisor,	recalls	both	real	interest	and	some	skepticism	among
the	officials	listening	to	Panetta.	“This	wouldn’t	have	been	brought	to	the
president	if	it	wasn’t	serious,”	Blinken	says,	“but	there	had	obviously	been
instances	in	the	past	when	we	really	thought	we	were	hot	on	the	trail,	and	then
for	one	reason	or	another	we	weren’t.	And	so	I	think	it	was	a	real	interest,	but
also	we	didn’t	want	to	make	too	much	of	it.”
Over	the	next	several	months,	Panetta	became	increasingly	annoyed—some

CIA	officials	even	say	“pissed”—about	what	he	believed	was	a	lack	of	creativity
among	the	bin	Laden	hunters.	“I	want	to	know	what’s	going	on	inside	that
compound,”	Panetta	demanded.	“I	don’t	want	to	just	surveil	it	from	the	outside.	I
want	to	get	inside	there,	I	want	to	get	clarity	on	what	is	happening	there.”
Leaders	of	the	Counterterrorism	Center	were	instructed	to	show	Panetta	any	of
the	ideas	for	observing	the	compound	they	came	up	with—even	those	they
discarded.	He	urged	them	to	consider	every	form	of	espionage,	including	getting
into	sewage	lines	and	implanting	devices,	putting	a	telescope	in	the	mountains
two	kilometers	away,	even	putting	a	camera	on	a	tree	inside	the	compound	walls.
The	Counterterrorism	Center	officials	came	back	to	him,	dismissing	one
approach	after	another	as	too	risky	or	not	workable.	A	few	weeks	after	Panetta
suggested	putting	a	camera	on	a	tree	inside	the	compound,	the	Kuwaiti	chopped
down	the	tree	in	question.
Finally,	in	the	late	fall,	Jeremy	Bash,	Panetta’s	chief	of	staff,	gathered	together

the	bin	Laden	hunters	at	the	Agency	and	said,	“Give	the	director	twenty-five
operational	activities	that	you	could	use	to	get	into	the	compound,	or	to	learn
what	is	happening	there,	and	don’t	be	afraid	of	making	some	of	them	kind	of
creative.”	The	bin	Laden	hunters	came	back	with	a	chart	with	thirty-eight	ideas.
Some	were	outlandish.	One	idea	was	to	throw	in	foul-smelling	stink	bombs	to
flush	out	the	occupants	of	the	compound.	Another	was	to	play	on	the	presumed



religious	fanaticism	of	the	compound’s	inhabitants	and	broadcast	from
loudspeakers	outside	the	compound	what	purported	to	be	the	“Voice	of	Allah,”
saying,	“You	are	commanded	to	come	out	into	the	street!”
Other	more	plausible	ideas	included	coming	up	with	some	technology	that

would	enable	the	Agency	to	spy	on	the	occupants	using	the	small	satellite	dish
connected	to	the	compound’s	sole	television,	or	from	a	nearby	CIA	safe	house,
where	agents	would	pick	up	the	sounds	and	energy	emissions	that	would	result	if
bin	Laden	decided	to	record	a	new	videotape.
After	Panetta	was	confident	that	the	team	had	exhausted	every	possible

approach,	they	narrowed	it	down	to	three	or	four	avenues.	One	creative,	if
ethically	questionable,	tactic	was	to	recruit	Shakil	Afridi,	a	Pakistani	doctor	from
the	tribal	regions,	to	mount	a	bogus	vaccination	program	in	and	around	bin
Laden’s	neighborhood.	The	idea	was	to	get	access	to	the	compound,	take
samples	of	the	residents’	blood,	and	then	match	those	with	known	samples	of	bin
Laden	family	DNA	that	were	in	the	Agency’s	possession.	In	March,	Dr.	Afridi
traveled	to	Abbottabad,	telling	locals	that	he	had	funds	to	start	a	free	hepatitis	B
vaccination	drive.	So	as	not	to	arouse	suspicion,	Afridi	recruited	nurses	and
health	workers	to	administer	the	vaccinations	starting	in	a	poor	neighborhood	on
the	outskirts	of	the	city	rather	than	in	the	more	affluent	Bilal	Town.	But	Afridi’s
team	was	never	able	to	get	DNA	samples	from	the	bin	Laden	children.
The	analytical	case	that	the	Kuwaiti	was	the	key	to	finding	the	al-Qaeda

leader	was	first	made	in	a	memo	by	CIA	officials	in	August	2010	titled	“Closing
In	on	Usama	bin	Ladin’s	Courier.”	A	month	later,	an	even	more	detailed
assessment	of	all	the	intelligence	on	the	Kuwaiti	was	bundled	into	a	document
titled	“Anatomy	of	a	Lead.”	It	was	well	understood	by	the	authors	of	these
memos	that	anything	they	wrote	that	focused	on	bin	Laden’s	location	was	going
to	get	a	great	deal	of	attention,	including	from	the	president.	A	counterterrorism
official	explains:	“We	had	a	group	who	weren’t	afraid	to	say	right	out	front	that
we	believe	this	leads	to	bin	Laden,	putting	themselves	on	the	line.”
Almost	everyone	who	was	then	working	on	the	bin	Laden	hunt	had	also

worked	on	the	hunt	for	Ayman	al-Zawahiri.	And	they	were	keenly	aware	that
seven	CIA	officers	and	contractors	had	died	at	the	forward	operating	base	in
Khost,	Afghanistan,	chasing	what	at	the	time	seemed	to	be	the	most	promising
lead	the	Agency	had	on	Zawahiri	since	9/11	but	turned	out	to	be	an	al-Qaeda
sting	operation.	Those	who	died	at	Khost	had	been	friends	and	colleagues	of	the
analysts	who	were	now	positing	that	they	had	the	best	lead	on	bin	Laden	in	a
decade.



What	everyone	involved	in	the	bin	Laden	hunt	wanted	to	avoid	at	all	costs
was	another	weapons	of	mass	destruction	(WMD)	debacle.	The	faulty
assumption	that	Saddam	Hussein	was	reconstituting	his	WMD	program,	which
had	been	the	key	justification	for	the	Iraq	War,	rested	in	part	on	a	number	of
dodgy	intelligence	sources.	One	of	them	was	an	Iraqi	defector	with	the	telling
alias	of	“Curveball,”	who	claimed	that	Saddam	possessed	mobile	bioweapons
labs.	This	became	a	central	exhibit	in	the	Bush	administration’s	assertions	that
Saddam	had	a	biological	weapons	program.	What	wasn’t	well	understood	by
senior	Bush	officials	and	in	much	of	the	U.S.	intelligence	community	was	the
fact	that	Curveball	was	an	alcoholic	and	a	congenital	liar.
The	damage	done	by	the	fabrications	of	sources	such	as	Curveball	was

compounded	by	the	fact	that	where	there	were	“dissents”	about	aspects	of	Iraq’s
supposed	WMD	program	from	any	of	the	sixteen	U.S.	intelligence	agencies,
they	were	generally	buried	in	lengthy	reports.	Aluminum	tubes	shipped	to	Iraq	in
2001	were	believed	by	the	CIA	to	be	parts	for	centrifuges	in	Iraq’s	uranium-
enrichment	program,	but	experts	at	the	Department	of	Energy	were	rightly
skeptical	of	this	claim,	a	view	that	didn’t	get	any	real	hearing	among
policymakers.
The	intelligence	community	was	determined	to	learn	from	these	costly

mistakes.	This	time	there	would	be	no	repeat	of	CIA	director	George	Tenet’s
famous	“slam	dunk”	assertion	to	President	Bush	that	Iraq	possessed	weapons	of
mass	destruction.	The	director	of	terrorism	analysis	at	the	CIA,	a	careful	analyst
who	for	four	years	had	been	the	official	who	six	days	every	week	delivered	to
President	Bush	his	highly	classified	President’s	Daily	Brief,	was	determined	to
thoroughly	kick	the	tires	of	the	analytical	case	on	the	Kuwaiti.	The	small	cadre
of	analysts	at	the	CIA	who	were	aware	of	the	intelligence	on	the	Kuwaiti
subjected	it	to	a	formal	process	of	structured	analytical	techniques,	drilling	down
on	key	questions:	What’s	the	body	of	evidence	that	the	Kuwaiti	is	bin	Laden’s
courier?	Who	else	could	the	Kuwaiti	be	if	he	wasn’t	the	courier	for	al-Qaeda’s
leader?	Was	the	Kuwaiti	even	still	working	for	al-Qaeda?
During	October	2010,	officials	came	up	with	several	alternative	explanations

for	the	intelligence	they	had	been	able	to	gather	on	the	Kuwaiti:	that	he	had
stolen	money	from	al-Qaeda	and	was	now	keeping	a	low	profile;	that	he	was
working	for	someone	else	in	al-Qaeda;	that	he	was	the	courier	for	some	criminal
unrelated	to	al-Qaeda;	or	that	bin	Laden’s	family,	but	not	bin	Laden	himself,	was
living	in	the	mysterious	compound.	They	concluded	that	they	could	not	rule	out
any	of	these	alternative	hypotheses.	A	counterterrorism	official	recalls,	“We	put



an	enormous	amount	of	work	in	exploring	all	of	these	hypotheses	so	the
president	and	his	advisors	could	make	an	informed	judgment	about	what	they
planned	to	do	next.”	Cognizant	of	the	lessons	of	the	WMD	fiasco,	officials
actively	encouraged	dissent	among	the	analysts	leading	the	hunt	for	bin	Laden.
One	official	says,	“We	kept	explaining	to	our	group:	‘If	you	see	something	that
doesn’t	make	sense	you	need	to	raise	your	hand	now.’	”
During	the	fall,	counterterrorism	officials	continued	to	watch	the	Abbottabad

compound	and	track	the	Kuwaiti’s	movements	around	northwestern	Pakistan.
They	now	had	“high	confidence”	that	the	Kuwaiti	was	still	a	member	of	al-
Qaeda,	but	they	didn’t	have	any	such	level	of	confidence	that	bin	Laden	was
living	in	the	compound.	The	Agency	listened	in	to	the	Kuwaiti’s	phone
conversations	and	spied	on	him	as	he	traveled	around	Pakistan.	CIA	officials
found	it	telling	that	when	the	Kuwaiti	and	his	family	visited	other	family
members	in	Pakistan,	they	lied	about	where	they	were	living,	saying	they	lived
in	Peshawar.	They	also	lied	to	neighbors	about	who	they	were,	what	they	were
doing,	and	where	they	were	going.	They	also	didn’t	let	anybody	into	the
compound,	the	construction	of	which	seemed	to	be	designed	to	thwart	good
surveillance	from	any	angle.
As	they	observed	the	comings	and	goings	at	the	compound,	one	U.S.	official

says,	“We	began	to	believe	bin	Laden’s	family	was	there.	Was	bin	Laden	nearby,
given	his	devotion	to	them?”	A	few	analysts,	such	as	John,	the	deputy	chief	of
the	Afghanistan-Pakistan	section	in	the	Counterterrorism	Center,	thought	that	the
likelihood	of	bin	Laden	being	at	the	compound	was	as	high	as	90	percent,	but
whatever	an	analyst	thought	the	odds	might	be,	the	case	that	bin	Laden	was	there
was	always	entirely	circumstantial.
There	continued	to	be	features	of	the	compound	that	caused	some	head

scratching	at	CIA	headquarters.	The	first	“anomaly”	was	that	the	compound	was
less	than	a	mile	from	the	Pakistani	military	academy.	The	second	was	that	it	was
far	from	small	and	obscure,	rising	fortress-like	above	many	of	the	neighboring
buildings.	Third,	there	were	many	children	living	there,	a	number	of	whom	were
old	enough	to	blab	about	a	mysterious	“uncle”	who	never	left	the	compound.
And	the	wives	and	children	of	the	courier	and	his	brother	would	regularly	take
trips	to	visit	family	members	elsewhere	in	Pakistan.	One	of	those	children,
seven-year-old	Muhammad,	even	attended	a	religious	school	outside
Abbottabad.	CIA	officials	were	familiar	with	the	idea	of	“hiding	in	plain	sight,”
but	the	Abbottabad	compound	seemed	to	take	that	concept	to	a	new	level.
Robert	Cardillo,	a	veteran	intelligence	official	who	briefed	President	Obama



three	times	a	week	about	national	security	developments	around	the	world,
thought	that	if	bin	Laden	was	indeed	living	in	the	compound,	it	was	“nuts”	that
he	hadn’t	moved	in	six	years.	And	if	bin	Laden	was	living	there,	how	could	the
Pakistanis	not	know?	After	all,	he	reasoned,	this	wasn’t	in	some	remote,	lawless
tribal	region,	but	in	a	well-policed	city.	Other	facets	of	the	case	didn’t	sit	well
with	Cardillo	either;	there	were	about	twenty	adults	and	children	living	at	the
compound,	which	seemed	a	big	security	risk	for	bin	Laden	to	take.	And	while
the	courier	and	his	brother	practiced	rigorous	operational	security	with	their	cell
phones,	there	were	other	cell-phone	users	at	the	compound	who	weren’t	taking
any	such	precautions.	Cardillo	had	so	many	nitpicky	questions	about	the
intelligence	picture	surrounding	the	compound	that	at	one	point	Michael
Vickers,	the	civilian	overseer	of	Special	Operations,	said,	“You	know	you’re
being	Debbie	Downer	around	here.”	Cardillo	parried,	“Mike,	that’s	my	job.
Thank	you.”
In	the	early	fall	the	CIA	set	up	a	safe	house	in	Abbottabad	for	agents	who

would	survey	the	compound	and	built	up	a	“pattern	of	life”	analysis	of	the
people	living	at	the	compound.	According	to	a	retired	senior	CIA	operations
officer	who	worked	in	Pakistan	after	9/11,	Agency	officials	setting	up	this	type
of	safe	house	typically	looked	for	a	residence	that	would	attract	no	attention;
everything	would	have	to	appear	to	be	perfectly	normal.	This	meant	there	should
be	no	detectable	changes	made	to	the	profile	of	the	house	and	its	constituent
buildings,	meaning	no	proliferation	of	antennas,	no	lights	on	late	at	night,	and	no
conspicuous	new	construction.	The	routine	at	the	safe	house	would	have	to	be
“non-alerting:	no	sudden	uptick	in	visitors	and	no	comings	and	goings	at	odd
hours.	Also,	the	cover	story	for	the	residents—who	they	were,	where	they	came
from,	what	their	business	was	in	Abbottabad—would	have	to	be	rock-solid.
Nothing	weird.	Nothing	unusual.	Boring	is	always	best.	And,	always	best	to
provide	answers	to	questions	up	front	rather	than	hope	that	the	neighbors	will
reach	the	conclusion	you	want.	In	a	place	like	Pakistan	one	easy	way	to	do	that
is	simply	to	make	sure	that	your	own	household	staff	is	fed	the	right	cover	story.
All	maids,	cooks,	and	drivers	talk	in	environments	like	that.	It’s	like	a	small-
town	environment.	Whatever	your	maid	knows,	or	thinks	she	knows,	about	who
you	are,	where	you	came	from,	and	what	you	are	up	to	will	be	known	to	every
domestic	in	the	neighborhood	within	days	of	your	arrival.”
The	CIA	agents	monitoring	the	compound	initially	observed	only	the	two

families	of	the	courier	and	his	brother	living	there.	But	after	further	careful
monitoring,	they	determined	that	there	was	a	third	family	living	at	the



compound.	Members	of	this	third	family	never	seemed	to	leave	the	compound,
but	a	careful	observation	of	their	movements	and	the	number	of	men’s,	women’s,
and	children’s	garments	hung	up	to	dry	on	clotheslines	indicated	that	this	other
family	consisted	of	three	women,	a	young	man,	and	at	least	nine	children,	all
living	in	the	main	building.	Were	these	bin	Laden’s	wives,	children,	and
grandchildren?	Certainly	the	composition	of	this	family	was	consistent	with
what	was	known	about	bin	Laden’s	immediate	family.

DESPITE	HAVING	SPIES	on	the	ground	in	Abbottabad	and	NSA	satellites	orbiting	in
space	above	the	compound,	the	Agency	was	never	able	to	get	an	image	of	bin
Laden.	It	did	observe	that	some	individual	took	a	walk	every	day	in	the
vegetable	garden	of	the	compound,	but	someone	had	cleverly	installed	a
tarpaulin	above	the	area	where	that	person	would	walk,	so	spy	satellites	never
got	a	good	look	at	him.	Analysts	called	the	mysterious	person	“the	pacer.”	The
pacer	never	left	the	compound,	and	his	daily	excursions	seemed	like	those	of
someone	in	a	jail	yard	who	couldn’t	leave	but	was	trying	to	get	some	exercise.
He	walked	very	rapidly	in	tight	circles,	then	went	back	inside.	Knowing	that	bin
Laden	was	quite	tall,	Panetta	instructed	his	team	to	check	the	pacer’s	height	by
comparing	it	to	that	of	the	nearest	wall.	By	measuring	the	pacer’s	shadow,
intelligence	officials	determined	that	the	mystery	man	could	measure	anywhere
from	five	foot	five	to	six	foot	eight.	This	didn’t	provide	much	of	a	clue.
The	CIA	went	to	Congress	and	successfully	lobbied	for	tens	of	millions	of

dollars	to	be	reallocated	in	the	Agency	budget	to	support	this	ramped-up
intelligence	effort.	Still,	officials	had	what	they	termed	“collection	gaps”:	they
couldn’t	see	inside	the	compound,	and	they	couldn’t	monitor	it	around	the	clock.
But	counterterrorism	officials	were	wary	of	becoming	more	aggressive	in	their
collection	efforts,	because	this	might	end	up	“spooking	the	targets.”	They	were
concerned	that	someone	as	canny	as	bin	Laden,	if	he	really	was	the	pacer,	would
have	some	kind	of	escape	plan	in	place.	They	also	thought	it	likely	that	he	would
have	taken	the	precaution	of	putting	a	local	police	officer	on	his	payroll—
someone	who	would	tip	him	off	if	there	was	any	sign	of	an	operation	to	take
down	the	compound.
In	November,	Panetta,	together	with	the	CIA	bin	Laden	hunters,	went	to

Obama	and	said,	“We	think	there	is	a	strong	possibility	that	bin	Laden	is	in	the
Abbottabad	compound.”	The	analysts	believed	this	with	varying	degrees	of
certainty,	with	most	estimating	the	probability	at	80	percent.	The	lead	analyst,
John,	was	still	at	about	90	percent,	while	Michael	Morell,	the	deputy	director	of



the	CIA,	was	at	60	percent.
“Why	do	people	have	different	probabilities?”	Obama	asked	Panetta,	who

pitched	the	question	to	Morell.
“Intelligence	is	not	an	exact	science,”	Morell	explained.	“Even	if	we	had	a

source	inside	the	compound	saying	bin	Laden	was	there,	I’d	only	be	at	80
percent	because	sources	are	of	varying	reliability.	Those	analysts	who	are	at	80
to	90	percent	have	been	tracking	al-Qaeda	in	recent	years	and	have	had	great
success	stopping	plots	and	undermining	the	organization.	They	are	confident.
The	folks	at	the	lower	end	of	the	range	are	those	who	lived	through	intelligence
failures,	particularly	the	Iraq	WMD	issue.”	At	one	point	Morell	told	the
president	that	when	it	came	to	the	sheer	volume	of	data	points,	“the
circumstantial	case	of	Iraq	having	WMD	was	actually	stronger	than	the
circumstantial	case	that	bin	Laden	is	living	in	the	Abbottabad	compound.”
Morell’s	own	confidence	that	bin	Laden	was	at	the	compound	remained

steady,	at	60	percent,	because	there	was	never	any	direct	confirmation	that	bin
Laden	was	there.	On	the	other	hand,	there	was	no	good	alternative	explanation
for	everything	that	happened	at	the	compound	and	the	fact	that	the	residents
were	clearly	hiding	something.	Throughout	the	first	weeks	of	2011	the
circumstantial	case	that	bin	Laden	was	living	in	the	Abbottabad	compound
remained	in	a	sort	of	stasis.	“We	got	a	lot	of	information	over	time	that	didn’t
disprove	bin	Laden	was	there	and	didn’t	corroborate	it	either,”	says	a
counterterrorism	official.	CIA	officers	from	outside	the	Counterterrorism	Center
were	brought	in	to	see	whether	the	bin	Laden	analysts	might	be	missing
something.	They	didn’t	see	anything	obvious.	A	CIA	analyst	who	hunted	bin
Laden	says,	“We	had	pulled	on	a	gazillion	threads	in	the	last	decade,	sometimes
a	‘sighting’	of	bin	Laden,	or	some	other	piece	of	intelligence,	and	every	time	the
threads	were	pulled	they	quickly	unraveled.	With	this	Abbottabad	thread,	every
time	you	pulled	on	it,	it	didn’t	unravel.”

JOHN	BRENNAN,	the	longtime	CIA	officer	who	was	now	Obama’s	top
counterterrorism	advisor,	met	regularly	with	the	analysts	working	the	bin	Laden
case,	many	of	whom	he	had	known	and	admired	for	years.	Brennan	pushed	them
to	come	up	with	intelligence	that	disproved	the	notion	that	bin	Laden	was	living
in	the	Abbottabad	compound,	saying,	“I’m	tired	of	hearing	why	everything	you
see	confirms	your	case.	What	we	need	to	look	for	are	the	things	that	tell	us
what’s	not	right	about	our	theory.	So	what’s	not	right	about	your	inferences?”
The	analysts	came	back	to	the	White	House	one	day	and	started	their



intelligence	update,	saying,	“Looks	like	there’s	a	dog	on	the	compound.”	Denis
McDonough,	Obama’s	deputy	national	security	advisor,	remembers	thinking,
“Oh,	that’s	a	bummer.	You	know,	no	self-respecting	Muslim’s	gonna	have	a
dog.”	Brennan,	who	had	spent	much	of	his	career	focused	on	the	Middle	East
and	spoke	Arabic,	pointed	out	that	bin	Laden,	in	fact,	did	have	dogs	when	he
was	living	in	Sudan	in	the	mid-1990s.	(Indeed,	when	al-Qaeda’s	leader	was
living	in	the	Sudanese	capital	of	Khartoum,	he	had	taken	an	interest	in	training
police	dogs.)
As	February	turned	into	March,	CIA	director	Leon	Panetta	asked	a	veteran

counterterrorism	official—who	had	lived	through	many	years	of	bin	Laden	leads
not	panning	out—what	percentage	she	now	placed	on	bin	Laden	being	in	the
compound.	“Seventy	percent,”	she	said.
The	percentages	suggested	a	kind	of	precision	that	didn’t	exist	in	reality.	Bin

Laden	was	either	living	in	the	compound	or	he	wasn’t.	Even	after	months	of
observation,	no	one	really	knew	for	sure.



9	THE	LAST	YEARS	OF	OSAMA	BIN	LADEN

	

BIN	LADEN’S	LIFE	IN	THE	COMPOUND	was	not,	of	course,	taken	up	only	by	attending
to	his	wives	and	children,	saying	his	daily	prayers,	indulging	in	his	hobbies	of
reading	anti-American	and	anti-Zionist	literature,	and	watching	old	videos	of
himself.	It	was	also	consumed	with	the	serious	business	of	trying	to	run	al-
Qaeda,	a	difficult	task	for	someone	in	hiding	whose	key	lieutenants	were	also	on
the	run.
It	was	only	through	Abu	Ahmed	al-Kuwaiti	that	bin	Laden	was	able	to

maintain	a	semblance	of	control	over	his	organization.	The	Kuwaiti	and	his
brother	Abrar,	both	in	their	early	thirties,	were	bin	Laden’s	sole	guards	and	his
only	connection	to	the	outside	world.	At	the	local	general	store,	they	bought	rice,
lentils,	and	other	groceries.	Using	their	local	aliases,	Arshad	Khan	and	Tariq
Khan,	the	two	brothers	would	escort	the	bin	Laden	children	to	a	local	doctor	for
treatment	of	the	usual	stomach	upsets,	colds,	and	coughs.	The	Khans	came	and
went	in	the	neighborhood	without	fanfare,	driving	their	white	Suzuki	Jeep	and
red	van	as	they	went	about	their	errands.	The	two	brothers	occasionally	attended
daily	prayers	at	a	local	mosque	but	made	no	small	talk.	To	the	inquisitive,	they
said	they	worked	in	the	transportation	business.	This	didn’t	satisfy	the	curiosity
of	some	locals,	who	thought	they	might	be	drug	dealers	and	complained	that
even	with	such	a	big	house	they	didn’t	help	the	poor.
The	brothers	were	in	fact	longtime	al-Qaeda	made	men	whose	father	had

immigrated	five	decades	earlier	to	Kuwait	from	a	small	Pashtun	village	in	the
north	of	Pakistan,	some	three	hours’	drive	from	Abbottabad.	This	background
made	the	two	brothers	indispensable	to	bin	Laden	because	they	could	easily
blend	into	the	Pashto-speaking	areas	of	northern	and	western	Pakistan,	where	the
leaders	of	al-Qaeda	were	now	hiding,	and	they	also	spoke	Arabic	and	so	could
communicate	easily	with	the	Arab	leaders	of	al-Qaeda.	The	brothers	had	sworn
bayat	to	bin	Laden,	a	religiously	binding	oath	of	allegiance	to	the	man	they
venerated	as	the	emir	(prince)	of	jihad.	They	would	do	bin	Laden’s	bidding
without	question.
Crucially,	the	Kuwaiti	transported	letters	and	computer	thumb	drives



containing	instructions	from	bin	Laden	to	other	al-Qaeda	leaders.	The	Kuwaiti
practiced	careful	operational	security	when	he	transported	these	items	to
Peshawar	for	later	distribution	to	the	nearby	tribal	regions	on	the	border	with
Afghanistan,	where	many	of	al-Qaeda’s	leaders	were	based.	Conscious	of
American	and	Pakistani	abilities	to	monitor	cell	phones,	the	Kuwaiti	would	turn
on	his	cell	only	around	the	small	town	of	Hasan	Abdal,	an	hour’s	drive
southwest	of	Abbottabad.
Through	the	messages	transported	by	the	faithful	Kuwaiti,	bin	Laden	stayed	in

touch	with	the	organization	he	had	founded	and	did	his	best	to	manage	al-
Qaeda’s	far-flung	regional	affiliates	in	countries	such	as	Iraq,	Somalia,	and
Yemen.	He	also	continued	to	plot	carnage	on	a	grand	scale—weighty	matters
that	he	never	discussed	with	his	wives.
Bin	Laden’s	principal	conduit	to	his	organization	was	Atiyah	Abdul	Rahman,

a	Libyan	militant	of	about	forty.	Viewed	by	officials	in	the	West	as	no	more	than
a	mid-tier	terrorist,	Rahman	was	actually	bin	Laden’s	chief	of	staff.	Privately,	bin
Laden	fretted	that	Rahman	could	be	heavy-handed	and	undiplomatic	in	his
dealings	with	others,	but	despite	those	concerns,	bin	Laden	was	in	frequent
contact	with	the	Libyan,	far	more	so	than	with	his	more	well-known	top	deputy,
the	dour	Egyptian	surgeon	Ayman	al-Zawahiri.	In	the	years	after	9/11,	Western
counterterrorism	officials	believed	that	Zawahiri	was	the	hands-on	manager	of
al-Qaeda,	but	in	reality	it	was	still	bin	Laden	who	was	deep	in	the	weeds	of
personnel	decisions	and	plotting	for	the	group.
Through	Rahman,	bin	Laden	issued	instructions	to	his	regional	affiliates:	the

North	African	terrorist	organization	al-Qaeda	in	the	Islamic	Maghreb,	the	Somali
militant	group	Al-Shabaab,	al-Qaeda	in	Iraq,	and	al-Qaeda	in	the	Arabian
Peninsula.	In	the	years	after	9/11,	Rahman	also	traveled	to	Iran	to	act	as	a	bridge
between	bin	Laden	and	some	longtime	leaders	of	al-Qaeda	such	as	Saif	al-Adel,
who	was	living	there	under	a	form	of	house	arrest,	as	were	a	number	of	bin
Laden’s	children.
Iraq	was	a	particular	concern	for	bin	Laden,	who	initially	had	been	ecstatic

about	the	opportunities	that	the	2003	American	invasion	presented	to	establish
an	al-Qaeda	affiliate	in	the	Arab	heartland.	By	the	time	he	had	moved	into	the
Abbottabad	compound	two	years	later,	however,	he	had	grown	increasingly
worried	about	the	brutal	tactics	of	al-Qaeda	in	Iraq,	which	included	blowing	up
key	Shia	mosques	and	killing	fellow	Sunnis	who	didn’t	follow	the	group’s
dictates	to	the	letter.	Bin	Laden	reminded	the	leaders	of	his	Iraqi	affiliate	about
the	mistakes	that	Islamist	militants	had	made	in	Algeria	in	the	1990s,	when	they



launched	a	civil	war	so	brutal	that	they	eliminated	any	vestige	of	popular	support
they	had	once	enjoyed.
In	November	2005,	as	bin	Laden	was	settling	into	his	new	life	at	the

Abbottabad	compound,	Rahman	wrote	a	seven-page	letter	to	the	leader	of	al-
Qaeda	in	Iraq,	the	astonishingly	cruel	Abu	Musab	al-Zarqawi,	who	had	made	a
habit	of	personally	beheading	his	hostages	and	videotaping	the	results	for	global
distribution	on	the	Internet.	Rahman’s	letter,	which	clearly	reflected	the	views	of
bin	Laden,	was	a	polite	but	blistering	critique	of	Zarqawi,	who	had	recently
directed	suicide	bombings	at	American	hotels	in	Amman,	Jordan,	that	had	killed
sixty	people,	almost	all	of	them	Jordanian	civilians	attending	a	wedding.	The
bombings	had	severely	tarnished	al-Qaeda’s	image	in	the	Arab	world	and	came
on	top	of	Zarqawi’s	indiscriminate	slaughter	of	any	Muslim	who	didn’t	precisely
share	his	views.	Like	a	dissatisfied	boss	delivering	a	performance	review,
Rahman	told	Zarqawi	that	he	should	henceforth	follow	instructions	from	bin
Laden	and	cease	counterproductive	operations	such	as	the	hotel	bombings	in
Jordan.
When	Zarqawi	was	killed	in	an	American	air	strike	six	months	later,	bin

Laden’s	subsequent	public	statements	of	admiration	for	him	were	only	because
Zarqawi	had	taken	the	fight	to	the	Americans	in	Iraq	in	a	manner	that	bin	Laden
himself	could	only	dream	of.	Privately,	bin	Laden	was	worried	that	Zarqawi	had
grievously	harmed	the	al-Qaeda	brand,	and	in	October	2007,	al-Qaeda’s	leader
even	issued	an	unprecedented	public	apology	for	the	behavior	of	his	followers	in
Iraq,	scolding	them	for	“fanaticism.”
As	bin	Laden’s	stay	in	Abbottabad	lengthened	into	years,	his	central	focus

always	remained	attacking	the	United	States.	By	early	2011	he	was	keenly	aware
that	almost	a	decade	had	passed	since	a	successful	attack	on	America.	As	the
tenth	anniversary	of	his	great	victory	against	the	Americans	approached,	bin
Laden	wrote	messages	to	al-Qaeda’s	franchises	in	Algeria,	Iraq,	and	Yemen
reminding	them	that	America	was	still	their	main	enemy,	and	admonishing	them
not	to	be	distracted	by	local	fights.	He	schemed	about	assassinating	President
Obama	and	General	David	Petraeus,	who	had	inflicted	such	heavy	losses	on	al-
Qaeda’s	affiliate	in	Iraq,	although	he	observed	that	killing	Vice	President	Joe
Biden	would	likely	be	a	waste	of	time	because	he	was	not	a	sufficiently
important	target.	To	his	team,	bin	Laden	emphasized	the	continued	importance
of	targeting	major	American	cities	such	as	Chicago,	Washington,	New	York,	and
Los	Angeles.	Rahman	frequently	had	to	remind	bin	Laden	that	al-Qaeda	simply
didn’t	have	the	resources	to	carry	out	his	ambitious	plans.	Some	of	bin	Laden’s



other	lieutenants	pointed	out	to	him	that	it	would	be	much	more	realistic	to	focus
on	fighting	American	soldiers	in	Afghanistan	rather	than	trying	to	attack	the
United	States	itself,	advice	bin	Laden	simply	ignored.
Writing	in	his	journal,	bin	Laden,	a	meticulous	note	taker,	tallied	up	how

many	thousands	of	dead	Americans	it	would	take	for	the	United	States	to
withdraw	finally	from	the	Arab	world.	He	mused	about	attacking	trains	by
putting	trees	or	cement	blocks	on	railroad	tracks	in	the	United	States,	and	he
suggested	that	al-Qaeda	enlist	non-Muslim	American	citizens	opposed	to	their
own	government,	citing	disaffected	African	Americans	and	Latinos	as	potential
recruits.	Al-Qaeda	enjoyed	only	modest	success	with	this	tactic,	recruiting
Bryant	Neal	Vinas,	an	unemployed	Hispanic	American	from	Long	Island,	who
participated	in	an	attack	on	a	U.S.	base	in	Afghanistan	in	2008	before	he	was
arrested	by	the	Pakistanis	and	handed	over	to	American	custody.
Bin	Laden	exhorted	his	followers	to	plan	an	attack	on	the	United	States	to

coincide	with	the	tenth	anniversary	of	9/11	or	with	holidays	such	as	Christmas,
and	he	advocated	attacks	on	oil	tankers	as	part	of	a	wider	strategy	to	bleed	the
United	States	economically.	He	ordered	Rahman	also	to	focus	on	recruiting
jihadists	for	attacks	in	Europe.	Al-Qaeda’s	last	successful	European	attacks	had
been	the	four	suicide	bombings	on	London’s	transportation	system	on	July	7,
2005,	which	killed	fifty-two	commuters.	Rahman	was	in	touch	with	a	group	of
Moroccan	militants	living	in	Düsseldorf,	and	in	the	fall	of	2010,	al-Qaeda’s
leaders	were	impatient	to	pull	off	an	attack	with	multiple	gunmen	somewhere	in
Germany,	though	this	plan	fizzled	out.
In	one	of	his	more	blue-sky	moments,	bin	Laden	considered	changing	the

name	of	al-Qaeda,	which	he	believed	had	developed	something	of	a	branding
problem.	He	worried	that	the	full	name	of	the	group,	al-Qaeda	al-Jihad,	which
means	“The	Base	for	Holy	War,”	was	being	lost	in	the	West,	where	the	group
was	known,	of	course,	simply	as	al-Qaeda.	Bin	Laden	believed	that	lopping	off
the	word	jihad	had	allowed	the	West	to	“claim	deceptively	that	they	are	not	at
war	with	Islam.”	Bin	Laden	mulled	over	some	decidedly	un-catchy	alternative
names:	the	Monotheism	and	Jihad	Group	and	the	Restoration	of	the	Caliphate
Group.
Bin	Laden	paid	a	great	deal	of	attention	to	his	relatively	new	but	quite

promising	Yemen-based	affiliate,	al-Qaeda	in	the	Arabian	Peninsula.	It	was	this
affiliate	that	had	managed	to	smuggle	a	bomb	onto	an	American	passenger	jet	in
the	underwear	of	Umar	Farouk	Abdulmutallab,	the	Nigerian	recruit	who	tried,
unsuccessfully,	to	detonate	the	device	as	the	plane	flew	over	Detroit	on



Christmas	Day	2009.	Bin	Laden	gave	tactical	advice	to	the	group,	which
published	Inspire,	an	English-language	webzine	aimed	at	recruiting	militants	in
the	West.	In	one	issue	of	Inspire	a	writer	proposed	that	jihadists	turn	a	tractor
into	a	weapon	by	outfitting	it	with	giant	blades	and	then	driving	it	into	a	crowd.
Bin	Laden	tut-tutted	that	such	indiscriminate	slaughter	did	not	reflect	al-Qaeda’s
“values.”	And	bin	Laden	made	important	personnel	decisions	for	the	group.
When	the	leader	of	al-Qaeda	in	the	Arabian	Peninsula	suggested	appointing	the
American-born	cleric	Anwar	al-Awlaki	to	head	the	organization,	because	his
name	recognition	in	the	West	would	help	with	fund-raising,	bin	Laden	nixed	the
idea,	saying	that	he	didn’t	know	Awlaki	and	was	quite	comfortable	with	the
leadership	already	in	place.	Bin	Laden	also	offered	strategic	advice	to	his
Yemeni	followers,	warning	that	there	wasn’t	yet	enough	“steel”	in	al-Qaeda’s
support	in	the	region	to	try	to	impose	a	Taliban-style	regime	there.
His	key	lieutenants	wrote	to	bin	Laden	about	the	problems	they	were	facing;

chief	among	them	was	the	campaign	of	American	drone	strikes	in	Pakistan’s
tribal	regions.	The	U.S.	drone	campaign	had	begun	there	in	2004,	under
President	Bush,	but,	as	we	have	seen,	President	Obama	had	massively	expanded
the	program.	Under	Bush,	there	had	been	one	strike	every	forty	days;	under
Obama,	the	tempo	increased	to	one	every	four	days.	The	strikes	had	made	the
position	of	al-Qaeda’s	“number	three”	one	of	the	world’s	most	perilous.	In	May
2010,	down	a	dirt	road	from	Miran	Shah,	the	main	town	in	the	tribal	region	of
North	Waziristan,	a	missile	from	a	drone	killed	Mustafa	Abu	al-Yazid,	along
with	his	wife	and	several	of	their	children.	Yazid	was	a	founding	member	of	al-
Qaeda	who	served	as	the	group’s	number	three	and	oversaw	the	group’s	plots,
recruitment,	fund-raising,	and	internal	security.	In	the	past	two	years,	bin	Laden
had	also	lost	to	drone	strikes	his	chemical	weapons	expert,	his	chief	of
operations	in	Pakistan,	his	propaganda	chief,	and	half	a	dozen	other	key
lieutenants.
Rahman	wrote	to	bin	Laden	that	al-Qaeda	was	getting	hammered	by	the

drones,	and	asked	whether	there	were	alternative	locations	where	the
organization	might	rebase	itself.	Bin	Laden	instead	approved	the	formation	of	a
counterintelligence	unit	to	root	out	the	spies	in	the	tribal	areas	who	were
providing	pinpoint-accurate	information	to	the	Americans	about	the	locations	of
his	lieutenants.	In	2010,	however,	he	received	a	complaint	that	the
counterintelligence	shop	could	barely	function	on	its	small	budget	of	a	few
thousand	dollars.	A	particular	worry	for	both	bin	Laden	and	Rahman	was	the	fact
that	cash	flow	at	al-Qaeda	headquarters	had	by	then	slowed	to	a	trickle.	They



corresponded	about	ways	to	refill	the	group’s	depleted	coffers,	focusing	in
particular	on	kidnapping	diplomats	in	Pakistan.
Conscious	of	the	pressures	that	al-Qaeda	was	now	under—its	dire	financial

situation,	its	decimated	leadership	bench,	and	its	longtime	inability	to	carry	out
any	attack	in	the	West—bin	Laden	started	casting	about	for	ways	to	reinvigorate
his	group.	In	the	spring	of	2011	he	contemplated	a	new	effort	to	negotiate	a
grand	alliance	of	the	various	militant	groups	fighting	in	Afghanistan	and
Pakistan.	In	exchanges	with	his	aides,	he	also	considered	brokering	some	sort	of
deal	with	the	Pakistani	government:	al-Qaeda	would	halt	its	attacks	in	Pakistan
and	would	in	turn	receive	official	Pakistani	protection.	There’s	no	evidence	that
this	deal	ever	happened,	and	it	was,	in	any	event,	quite	a	naïve	idea.	No
Pakistani	government	would	make	a	peace	deal	with	al-Qaeda;	bin	Laden	and
his	top	deputies	had	for	many	years	publicly	and	repeatedly	called	for	attacks	on
Pakistani	officials	and,	as	noted	ealier,	had	on	two	occasions	in	2003	tried	to
assassinate	Pakistan’s	president,	General	Pervez	Musharraf.
To	the	world,	of	course,	bin	Laden	tried	to	present	a	very	different	image	from

that	of	the	aging	leader	of	a	troubled	terrorist	group	that	he	had	become.	Bin
Laden	once	told	the	Taliban	leader	Mullah	Omar	that	up	to	90	percent	of	his
battle	was	fought	in	the	media.	Indeed,	he	took	his	media	campaign	seriously,
and	in	the	videotapes	he	shot	in	a	makeshift	studio	in	the	Abbottabad	compound
he	dyed	his	whitening	beard	jet	black	and	dressed	in	his	finest	beige	robes
trimmed	with	gold	thread.	In	these	videos,	he	sometimes	sat	behind	a	desk	and
no	longer	had	the	gun	that	had	invariably	been	beside	him,	a	prominent	feature
of	many	of	his	earlier	videotaped	appearances.
In	2007,	bin	Laden	released	a	half-hour	videotape	that	received	considerable

attention	in	the	West	because	it	was	the	first	time	he	had	appeared	on	video	in
three	years.	On	the	tape,	he	spoke	directly	to	the	American	people	from	behind	a
desk	in	a	jihadist	parody	of	a	presidential	address	from	the	Oval	Office.	He	made
no	explicit	threat	of	violence	but	instead	urged	Americans	to	convert	to	Islam
and,	in	a	meandering	indictment	of	the	United	States,	invoked	the	atomic
bombings	of	Hiroshima	and	Nagasaki;	the	extermination	of	Native	Americans;
the	baleful	influence	of	U.S.	corporations;	and	America’s	poor	record	on	climate
change,	as	demonstrated	by	its	failure	to	sign	the	Kyoto	agreement	on	global
warming.	These	seemed	more	the	musings	of	an	elderly	reader	of	The	Nation
than	the	leader	of	global	jihad.
Bin	Laden	also	recorded	an	average	of	five	audiotapes	a	year	from	his

Abbottabad	lair,	which	were	passed	by	courier	to	As	Sahab,	al-Qaeda’s



propaganda	arm.	As	Sahab	would	dress	up	the	audio	files	with	photos	of	bin
Laden,	graphics,	and	sometimes	subtitled	translations	and	then	upload	the	results
to	jihadist	websites	or	deliver	them	to	Al	Jazeera.	On	the	audiotapes,	bin	Laden,
ever	the	news	junkie,	would	comment	on	events	both	large	and	small	in	the
Muslim	world.	In	March	2008	he	denounced	the	publication	five	years	earlier	of
cartoons	of	the	Prophet	Mohammed	by	a	Danish	newspaper	as	a	“catastrophe.”
Three	months	later,	an	al-Qaeda	suicide	attacker	bombed	the	Danish	embassy	in
Islamabad,	killing	six.	After	a	nine-month	silence,	bin	Laden	released	an
audiotape	in	March	2009	condemning	the	recent	Israeli	invasion	of	Gaza.	In	late
2010	he	weighed	in	on	France’s	decision	to	ban	Muslim	women	from	wearing
the	all-enveloping	burqa	in	public,	and	threatened	revenge.	Around	the	same
time,	he	released	a	tape	lambasting	the	Pakistani	government’s	slow	response	to
the	massive	flooding	that	had	displaced	twenty	million	Pakistanis	during	the
summer	of	2010.
Bin	Laden’s	eloquence	on	every	issue	of	interest	to	the	Muslim	world	made

his	public	silence	about	the	events	of	the	Arab	Spring	of	2011	all	the	more
puzzling.	After	all,	here	was	what	he	had	long	dreamed	of:	the	overthrow	of	the
tyrannical	regimes	of	the	Middle	East.	His	silence	on	the	issue	is	likely
explained	by	the	fact	that	his	foot	soldiers	and	his	ideas	were	notably	absent	in
the	revolutions	that	roiled	the	Middle	East.	No	protestors	held	aloft	pictures	of
bin	Laden	or	spouted	his	virulent	anti-American	rhetoric,	and	few	were
demanding	Taliban-style	theocracies,	bin	Laden’s	preferred	political	end	state.
The	protests	also	undercut	two	of	bin	Laden’s	key	claims:	that	only	violence
could	bring	change	to	the	Middle	East,	and	that	only	by	attacking	America	could
the	Arab	regimes	be	overthrown.	The	protestors	in	Tunisia	and	Egypt	who
overthrew	their	dictators	were	largely	peaceful	and	were	not	inspired	by	al-
Qaeda’s	attacks	on	the	West;	rather,	they	were	ordinary	Tunisians	and	Egyptians
fed	up	with	the	incompetence	and	cruelty	of	their	rulers.
How	to	respond	to	all	this	must	have	been	confounding	for	bin	Laden,	whose

love	for	the	limelight	was	intense	and	whose	total	irrelevance	to	the	most
important	development	in	the	Middle	East	since	the	collapse	of	the	Ottoman
Empire	was	painfully	obvious.	In	late	April	2011	he	taped	an	audio	message,
which	was	not	released	before	he	was	killed,	in	which	he	welcomed	the	Tunisian
and	Egyptian	revolutions,	saying,	“We	watch	this	great	historic	event	and	we
share	with	you	joy	and	happiness	and	delight.”	On	the	tape,	bin	Laden	said	that
Sharia	law	should	govern	the	new	Egypt	and	Tunisia,	but	strangely	did	not
mention	the	revolts	that	were	then	also	spreading	in	Bahrain,	Libya,	Syria,	and



Yemen.
Bin	Laden	was	still	revered	by	his	family	and	followers	living	on	the

Abbottabad	compound,	but	by	the	spring	of	2011,	as	he	embarked	on	his	sixth
year	of	residing	there,	he	had	become	increasingly	irrelevant	to	the	Muslim
world.	The	religious	Robin	Hood	image	he	had	projected	in	the	years
immediately	after	9/11	had	largely	evaporated,	and	most	Muslims	had	rejected
al-Qaeda	because	of	its	long	track	record	of	killing	Islamic	civilians.	Perhaps
most	fatal	to	his	ambitions,	bin	Laden	never	had	anything	to	offer	in	the	way	of
real	solutions	to	the	economic	and	political	problems	that	continued	to	plague
the	Arab	world.



Bin	Laden	at	his	one	and	only	press	conference,	held	in	1998,	in	which
he	declared	war	against	the	U.S.	CNN	VIA	GETTY	IMAGES

Doting	father	Osama	bin	Laden	with	son	Hamza	on	January	1,	2001.
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New	York	police	stand	near	a	wanted	poster	for	bin	Laden	in	the
financial	district	of	New	York	on	September	18,	2001.	JEFF
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A	cave	in	Tora	Bora	where	al-Qaeda	militants	sheltered	during	the
Battle	of	Tora	Bora	in	December	2001.	REZA/GETTY	IMAGES



Two	Afghan	anti-Taliban	fighters	in	Tora	Bora	on	December	6,	2001,	as
the	battle	against	al-Qaeda	reached	its	height.	ROMEO	GACAD/AFP/GETTY
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In	December	2001,	in	his	first	video	statement	since	the	9/11	attacks,
bin	Laden	delivered	a	message	to	the	American	people.



In	this	video,	shot	six	years	later	in	2007,	bin	Laden’s	beard	has	been
trimmed	and	dyed.

Mohammed	al-Qahtani,	originally	recruited	to	be	a	muscle	hijacker	on
9/11	(top),	and	Khalid	Sheikh	Mohammad,	the	mastermind	of	the	9/11
attacks	(bottom),	were	captured	in	2001	and	2003	respectively.	Coercive



interrogations	of	the	men	yielded	contradictory	information	about	“the
Kuwaiti,”	bin	Laden’s	courier.	DEPARTMENT	OF	DEFENSE/MCT	VIA	GETTY
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Between	2003	and	2008,	Major	General	Stanley	McChrystal
transformed	Joint	Special	Operations	Command	(JSOC)	into	a	commando
force	of	unprecedented	agility	and	lethality,	paving	the	way	for	Operation

Neptune	Spear.	PAULA	BRONSTEIN/GETTY	IMAGES

CIA	graphic	of	bin	Laden	compound	in	Abbottabad.	CIA



A	satellite	image	of	the	bin	Laden	compound	in	Abbottabad.
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General	James	“Hoss”	Cartwright	(right)	laughs	with	CIA	director	Leon
Panetta.	ALEX	WONG/GETTY	IMAGES



Undersecretary	of	Defense	for	Policy	Michele	Flournoy	testifies	before
members	of	Congress	alongside	Admiral	Mike	Mullen,	chairman	of	the

Joint	Chiefs	of	Staff.	ALEX	WONG/GETTY	IMAGES



President	Barack	Obama	shakes	hands	with	Admiral	Mike	Mullen	in
the	Green	Room	of	the	White	House,	following	his	statement	detailing	the
mission	against	bin	Laden	on	May	1,	2011.	OFFICIAL	WHITE	HOUSE	PHOTO	BY

PETE	SOUZA



The	architect	of	the	raid	on	bin	Laden’s	Abbottabad	compound,	Vice
Admiral	William	McRaven.	WIN	MCNAMEE/GETTY	IMAGES

Assistant	Secretary	of	Defense	for	Special	Operations	and	Low
Intensity	Conflict	Michael	Vickers.	CHIP	SOMODEVILLA/GETTY	IMAGES



President	Barack	Obama	makes	a	point	during	a	meeting	in	the
Situation	Room	of	the	White	House	about	the	mission	against	bin	Laden.
National	Security	Advisor	Tom	Donilon	is	next	to	the	president.	OFFICIAL

WHITE	HOUSE	PHOTO	BY	PETE	SOUZA

Director	of	the	National	Counterterrorism	Center	Michael	Leiter,	who
led	a	Red	Team	to	review	the	intelligence	on	the	Abbottabad	compound	just

a	few	days	before	the	raid.	CHIP	SOMODEVILLA/GETTY	IMAGES



CIA	Director	Leon	Panetta	and	his	chief	of	staff,	Jeremy	Bash,	watch	a
screen	intently	during	the	Navy	SEAL	raid	that	killed	bin	Laden.	CIA

President	Obama	and	Vice	President	Biden	in	the	White	House,	May	1,
2011.	Seated,	from	left,	are	Brigadier	General	Marshall	B.	“Brad”	Webb,
Deputy	National	Security	Advisor	Denis	McDonough,	Hillary	Clinton,	and
Secretary	of	Defense	Robert	Gates.	Standing,	from	left,	are	Admiral	Mike
Mullen,	National	Security	Advisor	Tom	Donilon,	Chief	of	Staff	Bill	Daley,
National	Security	Advisor	to	the	Vice	President	Tony	Blinken,	Director	for
Counterterrorism	Audrey	Tomason,	Assistant	to	the	President	for	Homeland

Security	John	Brennan,	and	Director	of	National	Intelligence	James
Clapper.	OFFICIAL	WHITE	HOUSE	PHOTO	BY	PETE	SOUZA



10	THE	SECRET	WARRIORS

	

SEVERAL	HUNDRED	MILES	off	the	coast	of	Somalia,	as	dusk	deepened	over	the
Indian	Ocean,	on	the	sweltering	evening	of	April	13,	2009,	three	shots	rang	out.
All	the	bullets	found	their	targets:	three	Somali	pirates	in	a	small	lifeboat
bobbing	on	the	darkening	sea.
For	the	past	five	days	the	pirates	had	held	hostage	Richard	Phillips,	the

American	captain	of	the	container	ship	Maersk	Alabama.	President	Obama	had
authorized	the	use	of	deadly	force	if	Phillips’s	life	was	in	danger.	Unbeknownst
to	the	pirates,	days	earlier	a	contingent	of	Navy	Sea,	Air,	and	Land	(SEAL)
teams	had	parachuted	at	night	into	the	ocean	near	the	USS	Bainbridge,	which
was	shadowing	the	pirates.	The	SEALs	had	taken	up	positions	on	the	fantail	of
the	Bainbridge	and	were	carefully	monitoring	Phillips	while	he	was	in	the
custody	of	the	pirates.	One	of	the	pirates	had	just	pointed	his	AK-47	at	the
American	captain	as	if	he	were	going	to	shoot	him.	That’s	when	the	SEAL	team
commander	on	the	Bainbridge	ordered	his	men	to	take	out	the	pirates.	Three
SEAL	sharpshooters	fired	simultaneously	at	the	pirates	from	a	distance	of	thirty
yards	in	heaving	seas	at	nightfall,	killing	them	all.
Obama	called	Vice	Admiral	William	McRaven,	the	leader	of	Joint	Special

Operations	Command	and	of	the	mission	to	rescue	Phillips,	to	tell	him,	“Great
job.”	The	flawless	rescue	of	Captain	Phillips	was	the	first	time	that	Obama—
only	three	months	into	his	new	job—had	been	personally	exposed	to	the
capabilities	of	America’s	“Quiet	Professionals,”	the	secretive	counterterrorism
units	of	Special	Operations,	whose	well-oiled	skills	he	would	come	to	rely	upon
increasingly	with	every	passing	year	of	his	presidency.
It	was	not	always	so.	Joint	Special	Operations	Command	was	born	out	of	the

ashes	of	an	American	defeat	in	the	deserts	of	Iran	three	decades	before	Obama
assumed	the	presidency.	When	fifty-two	Americans	were	held	hostage	at	the
U.S.	embassy	in	Tehran	in	1979	by	fervent	followers	of	the	ayatollah	Ruhollah
Khomeini,	President	Jimmy	Carter	authorized	a	mission	to	rescue	them.	The
mission	was	never	going	to	be	easy:	it	entailed	flying	almost	one	thousand	miles
into	a	remote	desert	region	of	Iran,	traveling	undetected	to	Tehran,	and	then



rescuing	the	hostages,	who	were	guarded	by	Iran’s	fanatical	Revolutionary
Guard.
Operation	Eagle	Claw,	sometimes	referred	to	as	Desert	One,	was	doomed

almost	as	soon	as	it	started.	Three	of	the	eight	helicopters	that	flew	the	mission
developed	mechanical	problems	because	of	sand	storms.	The	mission	was
aborted,	and	then	one	of	the	five	remaining	working	helicopters	collided	with	an
American	transport	plane	during	a	refueling	in	the	Iranian	desert,	killing	eight
American	servicemen.	It	was,	in	U.S.	military	parlance,	“a	total	goat	fuck.”	Back
in	Washington,	a	rising	CIA	official	in	his	early	forties	named	Robert	Gates	was
at	the	White	House	watching	with	mounting	dismay	as	the	whole	disaster
unfolded.
A	Pentagon	investigation	found	myriad	problems	with	Operation	Eagle	Claw:

Interservice	rivalries	meant	that	the	army,	air	force,	navy,	and	marines	all	wanted
to	play	a	role	in	this	important	operation,	and	even	though	the	four	services	had
never	worked	together	before	on	this	kind	of	mission,	each	service	got	a	piece	of
the	action.	An	overemphasis	on	operational	security	prevented	the	services	from
sharing	critical	information	with	one	another	and	also	prevented	the	entire	plan
from	being	written	down	so	that	it	could	be	studied	overall.	The	navy	allowed
poor	maintenance	of	the	mission	helicopters,	the	air	force	pilots	who	flew	the
mission	had	no	experience	in	commando	operations,	and	there	was	no	full-scale
rehearsal	of	all	the	elements	of	the	plan.
Something	needed	to	be	fixed.	The	fix	was	the	creation	in	1980	of	the	Joint

Special	Operations	Command	(JSOC,	pronounced	“JAY-sock”),	located	at	Ft.
Bragg	in	North	Carolina,	so	that	the	“Special	Operators”	of	the	various	services
could	start	to	work	together	more	seamlessly.	The	key	components	of	JSOC	are
secret,	“black,”	Navy	SEAL	units,	the	army’s	Delta	Force	and	75th	Ranger
Regiment,	the	helicopter	pilots	of	the	160th	Special	Operations	Air	Regiment,
and	the	air	force’s	Special	Tactics	Squadron.	(The	primary	mission	of	“white”
Special	Forces	units,	which	operate	quite	openly	and	are	known	as	the	Green
Berets,	is	to	train	indigenous	military	forces.)
The	top	officers	who	ran	the	U.S.	military	were	often	suspicious	of	the	“snake

eaters”	in	Special	Operations,	whom	they	tended	to	regard	as	cowboys.	Then
came	the	debacle	at	Mogadishu,	Somalia,	in	early	October	1993.	A	daytime
helicopter	assault	by	pilots	of	the	Special	Operations	Air	Regiment	and	elements
of	Delta	Force,	SEAL	Team	6,	and	the	75th	Rangers	with	the	goal	of	snatching
Somali	clan	leaders	who	were	attacking	U.S.	troops	stationed	in	Somalia,	turned
into	a	fiasco	in	which	two	Black	Hawk	helicopters	were	shot	down	by	rocket-



propelled	grenades	(RPGs),	and	eighteen	American	servicemen	died.
Unknown	to	anyone	in	the	U.S.	government	at	the	time,	al-Qaeda	had	sent

some	of	its	top	trainers	from	its	then	base	in	Sudan	into	Somalia	to	train	the
Somali	clansmen	fighting	the	Americans	in	how	best	to	bring	down	helicopters
using	RPGs.	This	is	far	from	easy	to	do,	as	RPGs	are	designed	to	be	antitank
weapons;	hitting	a	flying	object	with	an	RPG	is	difficult	to	pull	off,	given	the
powerful	recoil	of	the	RPG	launcher.
Scarred	by	the	Battle	of	Mogadishu,	the	Pentagon	was	resistant	to	using

Special	Operations	Forces	to	take	on	al-Qaeda	in	Afghanistan	once	the	terrorist
group	had	rebased	itself	there	in	1996.	President	Bill	Clinton	pushed	the
Pentagon	to	deploy	the	elite	units	of	JSOC	into	Afghanistan	to	take	out	bin
Laden,	telling	General	Hugh	Shelton,	his	top	military	advisor,	“You	know	it
would	scare	the	shit	out	of	al-Qaeda	if	suddenly	a	bunch	of	black	ninjas
rappelled	out	of	helicopters	into	the	middle	of	their	camp.	It	would	get	us
enormous	deterrence	and	show	the	guys	we	are	not	afraid.”	Michael	Scheuer,	the
head	of	the	bin	Laden	unit	at	the	CIA	at	the	time,	says,	“I	don’t	carry	a	brief	at
all	for	President	Clinton.	But,	numerous	times,	he	asked	the	military	to	use
commandos	or	Special	Forces	to	try	to	kill	bin	Laden.	And	General	Shelton,	who
was	the	chairman	of	the	Joint	Chiefs	at	that	time,	always	brought	him	plans	back
for	those	operations	that	looked	like	the	invasion	of	Normandy!”	President
Clinton	was	looking	for	a	covert	operation,	not	a	large-scale	military	assault.
After	the	9/11	attacks,	Secretary	of	Defense	Donald	Rumsfeld	was	deeply

frustrated	that	the	first	American	boots	on	the	ground	in	Afghanistan	were	from
the	CIA	and	not	the	highly	trained	counterterrorism	units	of	JSOC.	On	October
17,	2001,	ten	days	after	the	U.S.	campaign	against	the	Taliban	had	started,
Rumsfeld	wrote	a	secret	memo	to	the	chairman	of	the	Joint	Chiefs,	General
Richard	Myers,	expressing	his	irritation:	“Does	the	fact	that	the	Defense
Department	can’t	do	anything	on	the	ground	in	Afghanistan	until	CIA	people	go
in	first	to	prepare	the	way	suggest	that	the	Defense	Department	is	lacking	a
capability	we	need?	Specifically,	given	the	nature	of	our	world,	isn’t	it
conceivable	that	the	Department	[of	Defense]	ought	not	to	be	in	a	position	of
near	total	dependence	on	CIA	in	situations	such	as	this?”
Officials	working	for	Rumsfeld	commissioned	Richard	Shultz,	a	historian	of

Special	Forces,	to	find	out	why	JSOC	units	were	not	deployed	to	hit	al-Qaeda
before	the	attacks	on	New	York	and	Washington.	After	all,	fighting	terrorists	was
why	these	units	were	founded	in	the	first	place.	Shultz	concluded	that	in	the
years	before	9/11,	the	senior	officers	at	the	Pentagon	had	become	“Somalia-



ized.”	As	a	result,	they	tended	to	recommend	“big-footprint”	operations
involving	as	many	as	several	hundred	soldiers,	“showstoppers”	that	made	the
missions	politically	impossible	at	a	time	when	the	American	public	was	believed
to	have	no	tolerance	for	U.S.	casualties.	Another	showstopper:	before	launching
an	operation,	the	Pentagon	demanded	high-quality	“actionable	intelligence,”
which	simply	didn’t	exist	in	Taliban-controlled	Afghanistan.	Special	Operations
boss	General	Peter	Schoomaker	recalled,	“Special	Operations	were	never	given
the	mission.	It	was	very,	very	frustrating.	It	was	like	having	a	brand-new	Ferrari
in	the	garage	and	nobody	wants	to	race	it	because	you	might	dent	the	fender.”
The	attacks	on	the	World	Trade	Center	and	the	Pentagon	allowed	Rumsfeld	to

push	Special	Operations	to	the	center	of	the	“Global	War	on	Terrorism.”	In	a
sign	of	where	Rumsfeld	wanted	to	take	the	military,	in	the	summer	of	2003	he
took	the	unprecedented	step	of	asking	General	Schoomaker	to	come	out	of
retirement	to	become	the	chairman	of	the	Joint	Chiefs.	And	on	September	6,
2003,	Rumsfeld	signed	an	eighty-page	order	that	empowered	JSOC	to	hunt	al-
Qaeda	in	as	many	as	fifteen	countries.	It	wasn’t	a	blanket	permission,	since	in	a
number	of	those	countries	the	president	or	State	Department	would	still	have	to
sign	off	on	the	missions,	but	it	allowed	JSOC	considerable	latitude	to	operate
independently.
Crucially,	JSOC—unlike	the	CIA—would	not	have	to	brief	Congress	about	its

actions	in	those	fifteen	countries.	That	was	because	JSOC	operated	under	Title
10	of	the	U.S.	Code,	which	outlined	the	rules	under	which	the	U.S.	military
operated,	unlike	the	CIA,	which	operated	under	Title	50,	and	was	required	to
brief	Congress	whenever	it	conducted	covert	operations	overseas.	This	might
seem	like	no	more	than	a	typical	bureaucratic	loophole,	but	it	would	have	a
significant	result:	JSOC	was	now	empowered	to	mount	covert	actions	in	many
countries	around	the	world	with	less	accountability	than	the	CIA.	JSOC’s
overseas	operations	were	all	classified,	so	it	also	received	very	little	scrutiny
from	the	media	or	public.	For	many	years	the	Pentagon	didn’t	even	acknowledge
that	JSOC	existed.
In	the	decade	after	9/11,	JSOC	mushroomed	from	a	force	of	eighteen	hundred

to	four	thousand,	becoming	a	small	army	within	the	military.	It	had	its	own
drones,	its	own	air	force	(known	as	the	Confederate	Air	Force),	and	its	own
intelligence	operations.	The	rise	of	JSOC	was	inextricably	linked	to	the	vision	of
Major	General	Stanley	McChrystal,	a	brilliant	workaholic	from	a	military	family
who	was	beloved	by	his	men	and	who	during	the	Iraq	War	would	go	out	with
them	on	missions	to	capture/kill	insurgents.	Depending	on	your	perspective,	this



was	either	foolhardy	or	brilliant	leadership—or	maybe	a	little	of	both—given
that	killing	a	two-star	American	general	would	have	been	a	significant
propaganda	coup	for	Iraq’s	insurgents.
It	was	McChrystal	who	took	the	Special	Operations	Ferrari	out	of	the	garage

and	drove	it	to	become	a	killing	machine	of	unprecedented	agility	and	ferocity.
The	Iraq	War	provided	the	opportunity	to	make	that	change	because,	to	prevail
against	the	insurgency,	Special	Operations	would	need	to	be	geared	for	not	only
one-off	missions	but	also	an	entire	campaign.	McChrystal	said	that	Special
Operations	had	to	go	from	being	just	“a	bookseller	to	being	Amazon.com.”
McChrystal	realized	that	the	most	lethal	of	the	Iraqi	insurgent	groups,	in

particular	“al-Qaeda	in	Iraq,”	were	not	fighting	like	Saddam	Hussein’s	tank-
based	army—which	fought	as	every	other	hierarchical	military	had	done	before
it—but	comprised,	rather,	loose	networks	of	fighters	who	operated	in	largely
independent	bands.
Unlike	satellite	imagery	of	Saddam’s	tank	formations,	intelligence	about	the

insurgents	was	both	fleeting	and	highly	perishable.	JSOC	would	have	to	become
more	like	al-Qaeda	if	it	was	going	to	defeat	al-Qaeda;	it	would	take	“a	network
to	defeat	a	network,”	in	McChrystal’s	formulation.	A	major	part	of	McChrystal’s
strategy	was	to	go	after	not	just	the	leaders	of	the	insurgency	but	also	the
midlevel	insurgents	who	were	keeping	the	trains	running.	(It	is	one	of	history’s
little	ironies	that	al-Qaeda	itself	was	set	up	as	a	JSOC-like	group.	The	main
trainer	of	al-Qaeda	in	the	years	before	9/11	was	Ali	Mohamed,	an	Egyptian
American	army	sergeant	who	had	served	at	Ft.	Bragg,	the	headquarters	of	JSOC.
In	the	1980s,	Mohamed	taught	courses	on	the	Middle	East	and	Islam	at	the
Special	Warfare	Center	at	the	army	base.	During	his	leave	from	the	army,	he
trained	al-Qaeda	operatives	in	Afghanistan	using	Special	Forces	manuals	he	had
pilfered	from	Ft.	Bragg.	His	life	as	an	al-Qaeda	double	agent	was	not	discovered
until	1998.)
To	make	JSOC	more	like	al-Qaeda	meant	making	it	“flat	and	fast,”	two

qualities	rarely	mentioned	in	the	same	sentence	as	“the	U.S.	military.”	To	get
JSOC	as	flat	and	fast	as	the	insurgents,	McChrystal	made	a	number	of	key
decisions.	In	the	summer	of	2004	he	set	up	his	base	of	operations	in	a	group	of
aircraft	hangars	at	Balad	Air	Base	in	central	Iraq.	This	was	a	long	way	from	the
stultifying	embrace	of	Washington	and	the	Pentagon,	and	even	a	ways	from
Baghdad,	and	it	would	allow	JSOC	to	get	outside	all	the	typical	bureaucratic
restraints	that	made	quick	decisions	impossible.	Then,	to	break	down	the
“stovepipes”	that	existed	between	JSOC	and	the	intelligence	community,



McChrystal	started	recruiting	CIA	and	National	Security	Agency	(NSA)	analysts
to	work	at	Balad,	and	he	also	sent	Colonel	Michael	T.	Flynn,	his	top	intelligence
officer,	to	work	at	the	CIA	station	in	Baghdad	for	eight	months	in	2004.
Gradually,	other	potential	bureaucratic	rivals	were	co-opted	into	McChrystal’s
enterprise,	so	he	could	quickly	and	easily	draw	on	the	resources	of	key
intelligence	agencies	such	as	the	CIA	and	the	NSA.
McChrystal	also	harnessed	technology	to	transform	JSOC’s	operations.

Through	the	aggressive	and	early	adoption	of	video	teleconferences	(VTCs),
McChrystal	tied	together	JSOC’s	far-flung	operations,	which	stretched	from
Balad	to	Ft.	Bragg	to	Tampa	(the	headquarters	of	Special	Operations	Command),
to	other	key	bases,	such	as	at	Bagram	in	Afghanistan,	which	managed	JSOC’s
Afghan	and	Pakistan	missions.	Gradually,	these	daily	ninety-minute	VTCs
became	worldwide	briefings	about	the	fight	against	al-Qaeda	and	its	allies	that
also	drew	in	the	CIA	and	State	Department	officers.	The	discussions	ranged
across	Africa,	the	Middle	East,	and	South	Asia,	and	McChrystal	wanted	to	hear
from	anyone	with	real	expertise,	regardless	of	rank.	One	of	the	senior	leaders	in
the	Pentagon	who	began	to	listen	in	on	these	videoconferences	was	the	chief	of
naval	operations,	Admiral	Michael	Mullen.
At	first	JSOC	had	only	one	Predator	drone	in	Iraq.	So	it	improvised	and	leased

a	couple	of	small	aircraft	to	which	cameras	were	affixed.	As	the	command	grew,
JSOC	acquired	its	own	dedicated	drones	so	that	it	could	maintain	an	“unblinking
eye”	24/7	over	targets.
The	natural	tendency	of	the	intelligence	community	is	to	hoard	information.

McChrystal	made	his	teams	share	intelligence,	creating	a	JSOC	intranet	that
everyone	in	the	command	could	access,	and	he	teamed	with	an	obscure	military
intelligence	unit	in	Washington,	the	National	Media	Exploitation	Center,	to	turn
the	large	volume	of	papers,	CDs,	thumb	drives,	computers,	and	other	“pocket
litter”	that	his	operators	were	picking	up	on	the	battlefield	into	“actionable
intelligence.”	JSOC	built	computer	infrastructure	so	that	when	units	on	the
battlefield	captured	anything	of	interest,	they	would	get	it	to	Balad	and	the
material	would	then	be	quickly	uploaded	to	the	States,	where	the	staff	at	the
National	Media	Exploitation	Center	worked	around	the	clock	to	turn	it	into
usable	intelligence.	“We	got	to	a	point	where	they	were	able	to	turn	things	that
were	large	quantities	in	about	twenty-four	hours,	whereas	before	it	would	get
lost	in	the	ether,”	says	one	of	McChrystal’s	deputies.	All	this	required	massively
increased	bandwidth,	which	JSOC	acquired	on	commercial	satellites,	building
up	over	the	years	a	significant	“farm”	of	satellite	dishes	at	its	headquarters	in



Balad.
For	JSOC,	every	mission	now	became	what	McChrystal	termed	a	“fight	for

intelligence.”	The	intelligence	was	used	to	get	inside	the	“decision	cycle”	of	the
insurgents	so	that	information	picked	up	on	one	raid	could	be	used	to	launch	still
other	raids.	Sometimes	intelligence	recovered	from	one	location	led	to	an	assault
on	another	insurgent	hideout	in	the	same	night.
JSOC	techs	were	creative.	They	designed	an	“electronic	divining	rod”	that

would	ping	only	when	it	was	near	a	cell	phone	linked	to	a	particular	insurgent.
The	base	at	Balad	was	awash	in	cell	phones	used	by	insurgents	that	had	been
picked	up	on	raids.	But	because	the	base	was	shielded	from	electronic
eavesdropping,	the	cell	phones	were	no	longer	receiving	incoming	calls,	calls
that	could	have	provided	important	clues	to	other	insurgents.	So	JSOC	techs
rigged	a	cell	phone	base	station	inside	the	Balad	headquarters	so	that	the	phones
could	start	receiving	calls	again.	Once	the	station	was	turned	on,	dozens	of	the
captured	phones	started	ringing	and	buzzing,	netting	more	leads	for	JSOC.
All	these	measures	were	taken	to	create	a	sequence	known	as	“F3EA,”	in

which	JSOC	would	“find,	fix,	finish,	exploit,	and	analyze”	its	insurgent	targets.
Hiding	behind	ever-shifting	anodyne	code	names	such	as	Task	Force	121,	which
captured	Saddam	Hussein,	JSOC	got	results.	In	2006	it	killed	Abu	Musab	al-
Zarqawi,	the	psychopathic	leader	of	al-Qaeda	in	Iraq.	After	Zarqawi	was	killed,
President	Bush	took	the	unusual	step	of	referring	by	name	to	the	hitherto
shadowy	General	McChrystal	and	gushed	that	JSOC	was	“awesome.”
JSOC’s	record	was	not	unblemished.	In	the	first	year	of	the	Iraq	War,	at	Camp

Nama,	near	Baghdad,	a	Special	Operations	task	force	maintained	a	prison
facility	where	prisoners	were	sometimes	beaten;	thirty-four	task	force	members
were	disciplined	for	mistreating	prisoners,	and	the	facility	was	closed	in	2004.
The	same	year,	McChrystal	himself	was	one	of	a	number	of	officers	who	did	not
disclose	that	Pat	Tillman,	the	football	star	turned	Army	Ranger,	was	killed	in	a
friendly	fire	incident	in	Afghanistan,	rather	than	by	the	Taliban,	as	the	army	had
initially	portrayed	it.	The	army	declined	to	discipline	McChrystal	because	he	did
try	to	warn	senior	officers	that	Tillman	might	have	been	killed	by	his	comrades.
JSOC	went	from	half	a	dozen	operations	a	month	in	Iraq	in	the	spring	of	2004

to	three	hundred	a	month	by	the	summer	of	2006.	The	work	ethic	was	brutal.	At
JSOC,	the	day	was	“17-5-2”—seventeen	hours	for	work,	five	hours	for	sleep,
and	two	hours	for	everything	else.	In	2006,	McChrystal	wrote	to	all	his	men:	“It
will	not	be	about	what’s	easy,	or	even	what	we	normally	associate	with
conventional	military	standards.	It	will	not	even	be	about	what	is	effective.	It



will	be	about	what	is	the	MOST	effective	way	to	operate—and	we	will	do
everything	to	increase	effectiveness	even	in	small	ways.	If	anyone	finds	this
inconvenient	or	onerous,	there’s	no	place	in	the	force	for	you.	This	is	about
winning—and	making	as	few	trips	to	Arlington	Cemetery	en	route	to	that
objective.”	McChrystal,	who	ran	JSOC	until	2008,	saw	his	wife	only	one	month
a	year	for	the	five	years	he	was	in	command.	The	“battle	rhythm”	was	so	brutal
that	one	JSOC	officer	used	to	joke,	“We	lived	in	Balad	and	vacationed	in	Kabul
or	Bagram.”
Accounts	of	why	Iraq	came	back	from	the	brink	of	an	all-consuming	civil	war

in	2007	typically	include	the	generalship	of	David	Petraeus;	a	more	effective
counterinsurgency	strategy	that	got	U.S.	troops	off	their	giant	bases	and	into
Iraqi	neighborhoods;	al-Qaeda’s	own	spectacular	error	of	enforcing	Taliban-style
rule	on	Iraq’s	unwilling	Sunni	tribes;	the	resulting	Sunni	tribal	Awakening
movement	that	rose	up	against	al-Qaeda;	and	previous	sectarian	cleansing	that
had	forced	more	than	four	million	Iraqis	to	flee	their	homes,	making	it	harder	for
sectarian	death	squads	to	find	their	victims.	To	that	list	must	be	added	the	work
of	JSOC,	which	killed	the	leaders	of	the	militant	sectarian	groups,	both	Sunni
and	Shia,	at	an	industrial	rate.
The	principal	effort	of	JSOC	for	almost	the	entire	duration	of	the	Iraq	War	was

in	Iraq;	Afghanistan	and	Pakistan	were	relative	sideshows.	Indicative	of	this,
when	McChrystal	took	command	of	JSOC	in	October	2003,	he	found	only	20	of
his	men	in	Afghanistan	and	250	in	Iraq.	And	six	years	later,	in	the	spring	of
2009,	JSOC	was	still	doing	only	twenty	operations	a	month	in	Afghanistan.	The
army’s	Delta	Force	got	the	main	show	in	Iraq,	while	the	Navy	SEALs	got
Afghanistan,	which	was	somewhat	ironic,	given	the	fact	that	the	country	is
entirely	landlocked.

IT	IS	NOTORIOUSLY	DIFFICULT	to	become	a	SEAL.	First	you	have	to	survive	what	is
generally	regarded	as	the	hardest	training	in	the	world.	The	climax	of	the	brutal
selection	process	is	the	aptly	named	Hell	Week,	which	involves	more	or	less
continuous	running,	doing	push-ups,	moving	massive	logs	in	teams,	swimming
considerable	lengths	in	the	cold	ocean,	and	sleeping	only	a	few	hours	over	the
course	of	the	entire	week.	Other	tests	include	swimming	underwater	for	fifty
yards	with	your	hands	tied	behind	your	back	and	your	feet	tied	together.	The
dropout	rate	is	90	percent.	Eric	Greitens,	a	Rhodes	scholar	with	a	doctorate	from
Oxford	who	went	on	to	become	a	lieutenant	commander	in	the	SEALs,	recalls	of
his	training,	“We	had	some	incredible	people	come	in—high	school	track	stars,



intercollegiate	water	polo	players,	international-quality	swimmers.	And	a	lot	of
them	ended	up	failing.	At	the	same	time,	we	had	guys	who	had	trouble	on	the
runs,	guys	who	had	trouble	doing	push-ups,	guys	whose	teeth	would	start
chattering	just	looking	at	the	cold	ocean,	and	yet	they	made	it.	And	one	of	the
reasons	why	they	made	it	is	they	had	this	relentless	perseverance.”
After	Hell	Week	comes	Pool	Competency	training,	in	which	the	SEAL

hopefuls	swim	underwater	with	scuba	gear	and	are	attacked	by	instructors	who
tear	off	their	mouthpieces	and	masks	and	flip	off	their	oxygen	tanks.	During	this
test,	those	who	make	the	cut	have	to	remain	calm	and	figure	out	how	to
reestablish	their	lines	to	the	life-giving	oxygen	while	their	bodies	are	desperate
for	air.	“The	point	of	all	that	is	you	are	going	to	push	people	as	hard	as	you
possibly	can.	You	push	them	to	their	mental,	physical,	and	emotional	limit	so
that	when	combat	happens,	they	are	ready,”	says	Greitens.
If	it	is	quite	challenging	to	enter	the	SEALs,	an	even	greater	challenge	is	to	be

selected	for	the	SEALs’	premier	counterterrorism	force,	the	innocuously	named
Naval	Special	Warfare	Development	Group,	based	at	Dam	Neck,	Virginia,	near
the	bustling	resort	town	of	Virginia	Beach.	It’s	known	inside	the	military	as
DevGru,	and	more	popularly	as	SEAL	Team	6,	and	is	an	elite	within	the	SEAL
elite.	The	men	of	DevGru,	about	250	in	total,	are	battle-hardened	and	are	usually
in	their	mid-thirties.	DevGru	is	divided	into	squadrons	that	are	named	by	color:
Red,	Blue,	and	Gold	are	the	assault	squadrons;	Gray	handles	vehicles	and	boats;
and	Black	is	the	sniper	team.	These	squadrons	scout	other	SEAL	teams,	which
number	around	two	thousand	men,	for	those	with	the	particular	skills	they	need.
DevGru’s	base	at	Dam	Neck	does	not	announce	itself.	Behind	the	high	wire

fence	that	divides	the	SEALs	from	the	rest	of	the	world	is	a	large	dog	pound,
where	the	highly	trained	dogs	that	accompany	the	men	on	their	missions	live.
There	is	a	giant	wall	to	sharpen	climbing	skills;	a	hangar	full	of	exceptionally
fast	boats;	other	hangars	that	house	experimental	dune	buggies	suitable	for
driving	in	the	deserts	and	mountains	of	Afghanistan,	and	weapons	rooms	loaded
with	exotic	firearms.
Even	as	JSOC	became	a	more	agile	and	deadlier	force	after	9/11,	when	it

came	to	sending	the	SEALs	or	Delta	to	kill	the	leaders	of	al-Qaeda,	political
considerations	continued	to	affect	decisions	about	operations.	The	leaders	of	the
terrorist	group	were	based	either	in	Pakistan,	a	prickly	ally,	or	in	Iran,	a	sworn
enemy,	and	the	political	consequences	of	placing	American	boots	on	the	ground
in	either	country	were	large.
As	we	have	seen,	Saad	bin	Laden	and	a	number	of	other	al-Qaeda	leaders



moved	to	Iran	after	the	fall	of	the	Taliban	regime	in	Afghanistan.	Intelligence
indicated	they	lived	in	the	northern	Iranian	town	of	Chalus,	on	the	Caspian	Sea.
In	2002	a	SEAL	insertion	into	Chalus	was	planned	and	then	rehearsed
somewhere	along	the	U.S.	Gulf	Coast.	In	the	end,	the	chairman	of	the	Joint
Chiefs,	General	Richard	Myers,	nixed	the	operation,	which	had	the	potential	to
be	Operation	Eagle	Claw	all	over	again,	because	the	intelligence	about	where
exactly	the	al-Qaeda	operatives	were	living	in	Chalus	was	never	precise.
Three	years	later,	the	CIA	and	JSOC	were	tracking	al-Qaeda’s	number	three,

Abu	Faraj	al-Libi,	who	drove	around	Pakistan’s	tribal	regions	on	a	distinctive
red	motorcycle.	Intelligence	indicated	that	Libi	would	be	attending	a	meeting	in
a	small	compound	in	a	northern	tribal	area	near	the	border	with	Afghanistan,
possibly	with	Ayman	al-Zawahiri.	A	plan	was	developed	to	drop	in	thirty	SEALs
close	to	the	compound	and	attack	it.	McChrystal	and	CIA	director	Porter	Goss
backed	the	plan,	but	top	Pentagon	officials	worried	about	extracting	the	SEALs
and	wanted	more	firepower.	The	plan	mushroomed	to	include	some	150	Army
Rangers.	As	Rumsfeld	examined	the	operation,	it	began	to	look	more	and	more
like	an	invasion	of	Pakistan,	something	that	would	be	quite	politically	damaging
to	Pakistani	president	General	Pervez	Musharraf,	given	the	high	level	of	anti-
American	sentiment	in	Pakistan.	Rumsfeld	called	off	the	raid.
The	men	under	McChrystal’s	command	were	growing	increasingly	frustrated

with	the	political	impediments	preventing	them	from	going	over	the	border	into
Pakistan,	where	al-Qaeda’s	leaders	were	hiding.	In	2006,	Frances	Townsend,
Bush’s	top	counterterrorism	advisor,	took	up	McChrystal’s	standing	offer	to
meet	with	his	officers	and	senior	enlisted	men	at	Ft.	Bragg.	They	sat	around	a	U-
shaped	table	and	Townsend	told	the	group,	“You	can’t	hurt	my	feelings.	I’m
from	New	York,	I	don’t	have	any,	so	this	is	only	going	to	be	worth	the	trip	if	you
tell	me	what	your	concerns	are.”	Their	frustrations	poured	out:	the	inability	to
cross	the	border;	the	lack	of	good	tactical-level	intelligence	on	al-Qaeda’s
leaders;	and,	most	fundamentally,	the	question:	“Who’s	in	charge	of	finding	bin
Laden?”	Was	it	the	CIA,	which	didn’t	have	much	of	a	capacity	to	operate	in	the
war	zone	along	the	Afghan-Pakistan	border?	Or	was	it	JSOC,	which	wasn’t
being	given	good	intelligence	on	al-Qaeda’s	leaders?	Townsend	told	them	that
outside	the	theater	of	war	the	CIA	was	in	charge,	but	in	the	war	zone	JSOC
would	necessarily	have	to	take	the	lead,	and	concluded	by	saying,	“So	it’s	the
difference,	in	military-speak,	between	the	supporting	and	the	supported
command.”	Townsend	could	see	that	the	group	wasn’t	buying	this	explanation.
“The	fact	is	that	it’s	difficult	for	me	to	explain,	how	do	you	think	that	translates



to	the	guy	on	the	ground?	If	it’s	hard	to	explain	here,	in	the	United	States,	how
hard	do	you	think	it	is	to	operate	in	that	environment?	And	by	the	way,	that
ought	to	tell	you	why	we’d	not	been	effective.”	Townsend	went	back	to	the
White	House	and	began	to	push	for	more	CIA	officers	deploying	overseas	with
the	military,	and	to	loosen	the	rules	around	the	use	of	drone	strikes	in	Pakistan’s
tribal	areas.
On	August	11,	2006,	commanders	from	the	Taliban	and	al-Qaeda	met	to

discuss	increasing	the	tempo	of	operations	in	eastern	Afghanistan,	in	particular
joint	missions	the	following	year	in	Nangarhar	province.	In	July	2007,	JSOC
received	intelligence	that	bin	Laden	himself	might	cross	the	border	from
Pakistan	into	Afghanistan	to	go	to	a	summit	meeting	of	militants	in	Nangarhar	in
his	old	stomping	ground	of	Tora	Bora.	The	CIA	noticed	that	there	was	a
significant	buildup	of	al-Qaeda	and	Taliban	forces	there.	The	Pentagon	planned
an	attack	involving	long-range	bombers,	but	as	the	B-2	stealth	bombers	were	in
flight,	commanders	ordered	them	to	return	because	of	concerns	about	both	the
intelligence	on	bin	Laden	and	possible	civilian	casualties	from	a	large-scale
bombing	raid.	Instead,	JSOC	mounted	a	smaller	operation	over	the	course	of
three	or	four	days	that	killed	several	dozen	militants	in	Tora	Bora.
Just	as	he	had	in	the	winter	of	2001,	bin	Laden	again	seemed	to	have	vanished

like	a	wraith.



11	COURSES	OF	ACTION

	

IN	DECEMBER	2010,	CIA	director	Leon	Panetta	again	briefed	President	Obama
about	the	“collection”	effort	in	Abbottabad,	presenting	videos	of	the	compound
and	an	account	of	what	it	looked	like	from	the	ground	based	on	the	observations
of	those	who	had	seen	it.	Despite	the	continuing	uncertainties	about	who	was
living	at	the	compound—at	one	point	Obama	said,	“For	all	we	know	this	could
be	some	sheikh	hiding	from	one	of	his	wives”—the	president’s	interest	was	by
now	very	much	piqued.	Obama	said,	“I	want	to	hear	back	from	you,	Director
Panetta,	when	I	get	back	from	the	holidays.	Let’s	make	sure	that	we	pull	this
string	as	quickly	as	possible.	If	he’s	there,	time	is	of	the	essence.”	President
Obama	then	departed	for	his	usual	Christmas	vacation	in	Hawaii.
Obama	recalls	that	he	now	wanted	an	even	sharper	picture	about	what	was

happening	in	the	Abbottabad	compound	and	who	was	living	there:	“If	we	were
going	to	embark	on	any	kind	of	assault	on	this	compound	…	we	had	to	make
darn	sure	that	we	knew	what	we	were	talking	about.”
In	late	January	2011,	CIA	officials	were	surprised	to	discover	that	an

Indonesian	militant	named	Umar	Patek,	one	of	the	conspirators	in	the	2002
bombings	of	Bali,	had	recently	shown	up	in	Abbottabad	and	had	been	arrested
there	by	Pakistani	security	services.	Patek	had	gone	to	Abbottabad	to	meet
someone	on	the	fringes	of	al-Qaeda	who	worked	in	the	city	post	office.	What	to
make	of	this?	After	all,	al-Qaeda’s	leaders	had	paid	tens	of	thousands	of	dollars
to	the	Bali	conspirators.	Analysts	went	back	and	forth	about	why	Patek	had
chosen	to	travel	from	Southeast	Asia	to	Abbottabad,	a	relatively	obscure
Pakistani	city.	In	the	end	they	concluded	it	was	just	one	of	life’s	strange
coincidences.
That	same	month,	the	CIA	analyst	John,	who	had	been	at	90	percent	for	some

time,	in	his	confidence	that	bin	Laden	was	at	the	compound,	concluded	that	the
intelligence	had	reached	a	tipping	point.	He	went	to	Panetta	and	said,	“We	have
to	act	now.	Abu	Ahmed	al-Kuwaiti	might	not	be	there	next	month.	The
intelligence	is	not	going	to	get	any	better.”	Panetta	then	went	to	the	president	and
told	him	that	one	of	his	top	bin	Laden	watchers	was	telling	him,	“Either	we	need



to	move	or	this	particular	intelligence	might	dissipate.”	Obama	told	Panetta,	“I
would	like	to	have	options	to	go	against	this	compound.”
Around	this	time,	the	National	Geospatial-Intelligence	Agency	used	its	minute

reconnaissance	of	the	compound	to	produce	a	digital	computer-aided	design
(CAD)	file	of	the	type	that	engineers	use	in	drawing	up	blueprints.	From	that
CAD	file,	a	four-by-four-foot	model	of	the	suspected	bin	Laden	compound	was
constructed	that	was	accurate	down	to	the	last	tree.	The	model	even	included	two
tiny	toy	cars	that	represented	the	white	Jeep	with	a	spare	tire	and	the	red	van	that
the	Kuwaiti	and	his	brother	drove.	The	model	became	a	vital	prop	at	the	CIA	and
White	House	for	discussions	about	who	was	living	on	the	compound	and	in
which	location,	and	later	for	talking	through	the	planning	of	the	various	military
options.	General	James	Cartwright,	then	the	vice	chairman	of	the	Joint	Chiefs,
recalls,	“That	was	a	good	vehicle	for	us	as	we	planned	the	various	options	to
then	sit	down	with	that	model	and	say	…	‘This	is	how	we	would	come	at	it;	this
is	what	would	happen	in	this	courtyard	or	this	house.…	Here’s	how	we	would
have	more	than	one	avenue	of	approach	on	what	we	thought	were	the	target-
inhabited	buildings.’	”
Obama	asked	the	CIA	to	work	up	some	conceptual	options	for	what	to	do

about	the	Abbottabad	compound.	Now	that	the	possibility	of	military	action	had
entered	the	picture,	Panetta	and	senior	Pentagon	official	Michael	Vickers
decided	to	bring	another	person	into	the	secret.	In	late	January,	Vickers	called
Vice	Admiral	William	McRaven	in	Afghanistan,	who	for	the	past	three	years	had
run	JSOC.	Vickers	and	McRaven	had	known	each	other	for	three	decades	and
had	worked	intensively	together	for	the	past	four	years,	as	Vickers	was	the
civilian	overseer	of	JSOC.
In	Iraq,	McRaven	had	led	the	shadowy	Task	Force	121,	which	tracked	down

Saddam	Hussein	in	December	2003.	Much	of	the	public	credit	for	Saddam’s
capture	went	to	conventional	army	units,	but	it	was,	in	fact,	the	Special
Operations	forces	under	McRaven’s	command	who	had	done	most	of	the	work
to	find	the	former	Iraqi	dictator.
As	the	Iraq	War	began	to	wind	down	in	2009,	David	Petraeus,	the	overall

commander	of	the	Afghanistan-Pakistan	theater,	told	McRaven	to	shift	his
emphasis	from	Iraq	to	Afghanistan.	In	the	summer	of	2009,	McRaven	moved	his
headquarters	from	Iraq	to	Afghanistan,	tripled	the	number	of	his	men	there,	and
greatly	increased	the	level	of	air	support	and	intelligence	operations.	As	a	result,
Special	Operations	missions	in	Afghanistan	went	from	two	hundred	a	year	in
2008	to	well	over	two	thousand	a	year	by	2010.



During	McRaven’s	tenure	at	JSOC,	the	“jackpot”	rate—the	rate	of	missions	in
which	Special	Operations	forces	captured	or	killed	their	targets	in	Afghanistan	or
Iraq—soared	from	35	percent	to	more	than	80	percent.	The	amount	of
punishment	JSOC	was	inflicting	on	the	Taliban	can	be	gauged	by	the	fact	that,
during	this	period,	the	average	age	of	Taliban	commanders	in	Afghanistan
declined	from	thirty-five	to	twenty-five.
McRaven	is	a	strapping,	dark-haired,	blue-eyed	Texan	in	his	mid-fifties.	In

person,	as	he	chugs	a	Rip	It—a	heavily	caffeinated	beverage	popular	with
American	soldiers	in	Afghanistan—he	speaks	in	well-thought-out	paragraphs,
but	he	also	peppers	his	speech	with	the	occasional	doggone,	as	well	as	more
robust	swear	words.	A	battle-hardened	colleague	says	McRaven	reminds	him	of
the	comic-book	superhero	Captain	America,	while	another	says	he	“is	reputed	to
be	the	smartest	SEAL	that	ever	lived.	He	is	physically	tough,	compassionate,	and
can	drive	a	knife	through	your	ribs	in	a	nanosecond.”	Even	as	a	three-star
admiral,	McRaven	went	out	with	his	teams	on	snatch-and-grab	missions	about
once	a	month	in	Afghanistan.
In	January	2011,	McRaven	visited	CIA	headquarters,	where	he	was	briefed	by

Michael	Morell,	the	head	of	the	Special	Activities	Division,	a	small	and	elite
paramilitary	force	within	the	Agency,	and	officials	from	the	Counterterrorism
Center.	McRaven	could	see	immediately	that	to	level	a	compound	the	size	of	the
one	in	Abbottabad	was	going	to	take	dropping	two	dozen	or	so	two-thousand-
pound	bombs	on	the	target.	And	there	was	no	guarantee	that	the	bombs	would
land	with	100	percent	accuracy	in	what	is	a	good-sized	Pakistani	city.	A	Special
Operations	raid	was	the	more	plausible	military	approach,	he	believed.	But	he
told	colleagues	he	didn’t	want	to	force	the	idea	down	anyone’s	throat—better	to
let	them	come	to	this	decision	on	their	own,	over	time.
“First	of	all,	congratulations	on	getting	such	a	good	lead,”	McRaven	said.

“Second,	this	is	a	relatively	straightforward	raid	from	JSOC’s	perspective.	We	do
these	ten,	twelve,	fourteen	times	a	night.	The	thing	that	makes	this	complicated
is	it’s	one	hundred	and	fifty	miles	inside	Pakistan,	and	logistically	getting	there,
and	then	the	politics	of	explaining	the	raid,	is	the	complicating	factor.	I	want	to
think	about	it	a	little	bit,	but	my	instinct	is	to	put	a	very	seasoned	member	of	a
special	unit	to	work	directly	with	you	who	will	come	to	CIA	every	day	and
basically	begin	to	plan	and	flesh	out	some	options.”
McRaven	threw	out	some	names	of	who	should	be	in	charge	of	the	operation

on	the	ground.	Of	one	particular	SEAL	team	commander	he	liked,	he	said,	“He’s
an	experienced	operator.	They’re	gonna	land	on	the	compound	and	something	is



going	to	go	wrong.	They’re	going	to	have	to	improvise,	change	the	plan,	go	to
Plan	B,	or	wriggle	their	way	out	of	a	sticky	situation.”
McRaven	tasked	a	navy	captain	with	developing	scenarios	for	some	kind	of

assault	on	what	was	dubbed	Abbottabad	Compound	1	(AC1).	The	planning	for
the	operation	was	done	at	the	CIA,	because	this	was	going	to	be	a	covert,
“deniable”	operation,	in	which	the	chain	of	command	ran	from	the	president	to
Panetta	and	then	to	McRaven,	rather	than	through	the	conventional	military
structure.	CIA	officials	took	to	referring	to	AC1	with	the	code	words	“Atlantic
City”	when	they	e-mailed	one	another,	a	nod	to	the	fact	that	the	whole	operation
was	something	of	a	gamble.
In	an	unmarked	office	on	the	first	floor	of	the	CIA’s	printing	plant,	the	navy

captain	covered	the	walls	with	satellite	images	and	topographical	maps	of
Abbottabad	and	began	planning	the	assault	on	AC1,	together	with	the
commander	of	Seal	Team	6’s	Red	Squadron.	McRaven	later	added	a	half	dozen
other	planners	to	think	through	the	air	and	ground	options	for	the	assault.	One
plan	was	to	land	a	SEAL	team	some	ways	outside	Abbottabad	and	proceed	to	the
compound	on	foot.	Abbottabad’s	size,	however,	and	the	chance	of	discovery,	or
of	the	forces	tiring	after	a	long	run	to	the	target,	nixed	that	plan.
McRaven	had	quite	literally	written	the	book	on	Special	Operations.	He	had

helped	establish	a	Special	Operations	curriculum	at	the	Naval	Postgraduate
School	in	Monterey,	California,	and	after	taking	up	a	job	in	the	Bush	White
House	just	weeks	after	9/11,	he	had	become	one	of	the	principal	authors	of	the
Bush	administration’s	counterterrorism	strategy.	McRaven’s	1996	book,	Spec
Ops,	is	a	lucid	dissection	of	eight	decisive	actions,	ranging	from	the	British
forces	who	used	midget	submarines	to	badly	damage	the	Tirpitz,	a	key	Nazi
battleship,	in	1943;	to	the	Nazi	rescue	the	same	year	of	the	Italian	dictator	Benito
Mussolini	from	his	anti-Fascist	captors;	to	the	raid	at	Entebbe	in	1976	that	freed
Israeli	hostages	held	in	Uganda	by	Palestinian	terrorists.
For	his	book,	McRaven	interviewed	many	of	the	key	participants	in	the	raids

he	examined	and	traveled	to	the	sites	of	the	operations.	After	a	careful
investigation	of	each	raid,	he	identified	six	principles	that	had	made	these
operations	a	success:	repetition,	surprise,	security,	speed,	simplicity,	and
purpose.	Repetition	meant	frequent	and	realistic	rehearsals	so	that	the	“friction”
of	actual	battle	was	reduced.	Surprise	meant	catching	the	enemy	entirely	off
guard;	the	Nazi	rescuers	of	Mussolini	crash-landed	gliders	on	a	mountain	near
the	hotel	where	the	Fascist	leader	was	being	held	and	rescued	him	without	a	shot
being	fired.	Security	meant,	of	course,	confining	the	knowledge	of	the	operation



to	a	small	circle.	Speed	meant	that	“relative	superiority”	over	the	enemy	needed
to	be	achieved	in	the	first	few	minutes	of	the	attack,	and	that	the	entire	mission
should	be	completed	in	half	an	hour.	Simplicity	ensured	that	the	operation	was
well	understood	by	each	of	the	soldiers	involved—“release	the	hostages”	at
Entebbe—and	purpose	meant	that	the	soldiers	were	completely	committed	to	the
mission.
There	are	many	heroes	in	McRaven’s	book,	but	the	star	is	Jonathan	Netanyahu

(the	older	brother	of	the	Israeli	politician	Benjamin	Netanyahu),	who	led	the	raid
on	Entebbe.	An	officer	who	read	Machiavelli	to	relax	and	was	an	intense	Israeli
patriot,	Netanyahu	was	imbued	with	total	responsibility	for	his	men	and	mission,
and	involved	in	the	smallest	details	of	any	operation.	At	the	time	of	the	Entebbe
raid	it	was	virtually	unthinkable	that	a	force	would	fly	more	than	seven	hours
from	Israel	to	Uganda	to	launch	a	rescue	operation.	Adding	to	the	element	of
surprise,	the	Israeli	commandos	who	landed	at	Entebbe	airport	wore	Ugandan
military	uniforms,	and	the	lead	assault	element	drove	the	same	type	of	Mercedes
driven	by	Ugandan	generals.	From	the	time	the	first	Israeli	transport	plane
landed	at	Entebbe,	it	took	only	three	minutes	for	the	commandos	to	secure	the
hostages,	but	Jonathan	Netanyahu	was	mortally	wounded	in	the	assault.
As	McRaven	formulated	the	assault	on	the	Abbottabad	compound,	his

planning	was	deeply	informed	by	the	key	principles	he	had	laid	out	in	Spec	Ops.
It	was	a	simple	plan,	carefully	concealed,	repeatedly	rehearsed,	and	executed
with	surprise,	speed,	and	purpose.
The	McRaven	option	was	not	the	only	“kinetic”	(the	Pentagon’s	way	of	saying

“lethal”)	plan	that	the	Obama	national	security	team	gave	serious	consideration
to.	Should	a	B-2	bomber	obliterate	the	compound?	Might	a	drone	strike	be	a
better	option?	And	could	the	operation	involve	the	Pakistanis	in	some	shape	or
form?	Toward	the	end	of	February,	as	all	these	options	received	serious
consideration,	Vickers	decided	it	was	now	time	to	read	in	the	Pentagon’s	top
policy	thinker,	Michèle	Flournoy,	because	each	military	option	came	freighted
with	policy	implications,	many	of	them	knotty.
As	undersecretary	for	policy,	Flournoy	was	the	highest-ranking	woman	ever	to

serve	at	the	Pentagon	and	was	often	mentioned	as	the	first	woman	likely	to	be
tapped	to	be	secretary	of	defense.	A	mother	of	three	with	a	graduate	degree	in
international	relations	from	Balliol	College,	Oxford,	and	a	long	history	of
working	on	heavyweight	national	security	issues	such	as	the	Pentagon’s
Quadrennial	Defense	Review,	Flournoy	is	a	regal	presence	in	well-tailored
pantsuits	and	pearls.	She	speaks	deliberately,	without	a	hint	of	bluster,	and	is



typical	of	the	“no	drama”	officials	Obama	likes	to	have	around	him.
The	most	nettlesome	issue	that	Flournoy	had	to	help	think	through	was	how	to

deal	with	the	Pakistanis.	After	all,	whether	it	was	a	SEAL	raid,	a	bombing	run,
or	a	drone	strike,	all	these	actions	were	major	violations	of	the	national
sovereignty	of	a	country	that	was,	at	least	nominally,	a	close	ally	of	the	United
States.	There	was	a	range	of	options	to	consider	with	the	Pakistanis:	you	could
clue	them	in	about	the	Abbottabad	compound	and	they	would	become	partners
in	the	next	steps;	you	could	tell	them	ahead	of	time	about	the	assault	plan,	but
too	late	for	them	to	do	anything	about	it;	you	could	tell	them	at	the	point	of
execution;	or	you	could	tell	them	afterward.	The	downside	of	involving	the
Pakistanis	was	that,	based	on	a	decade	of	dealing	with	them	in	other	operations
against	al-Qaeda	and	the	Taliban,	it	seemed	likely	that	sensitive	information
might	leak.
“We	had	a	very	serious	debate	and	set	of	discussions	over	the	pros	and	cons	of

how	much	to	tell	the	Pakistanis	and	whether	to	do	this	in	partnership	with	them.
It	was	not	dismissed	lightly	at	all.	That	said,	we’ve	also	had	a	fair	amount	of
experience	with	them	that	suggested	they	have	some	significant	operational
security	challenges	internally,”	says	Flournoy.
The	question	about	how	to	handle	the	Pakistanis	was	complicated	by	the	fact

that	U.S.-Pakistani	relations—never	the	warmest—were	now	at	a	nadir.	The
U.S.-Pakistani	alliance	has	always	been	complex,	with	recriminations	on	both
sides.	The	Pakistanis	felt	that	the	United	States	was	a	“fair-weather	friend”	that
used	them	instrumentally—whether	to	defeat	the	Soviets	in	Afghanistan	in	the
1980s	or,	more	recently,	to	defeat	al-Qaeda—only	to	abandon	them	when	they
were	no	longer	of	use.	For	their	part,	American	policymakers	were	keenly	aware
that	Pakistan	was	a	sanctuary	for	militant	groups	killing	U.S.	soldiers	in
Afghanistan—groups	that	enjoyed	some	kind	of	support	from	elements	in
Pakistan’s	military.
Just	as	the	intelligence	picture	at	the	Abbottabad	compound	began	to	sharpen,

this	history	of	U.S.-Pakistani	mistrust	was	significantly	worsened	when
Raymond	Davis,	an	American	citizen,	killed	two	Pakistanis	in	the	bustling	city
of	Lahore	on	January	25,	2011.	The	U.S.	government	subsequently	made	a
number	of	shifting	and	false	assertions	about	Davis’s	job,	but	over	the	course	of
several	weeks	it	became	painfully	clear	that	the	muscular	Davis—who	had
calmly	shot	two	Pakistanis	he	claimed	were	robbing	him	in	the	middle	of	the
day,	in	front	of	many	eyewitnesses—was,	in	fact,	a	CIA	contractor.	This	seemed
to	confirm	every	Pakistani	conspiracy	theory	about	the	country	being	awash	in



CIA	spies,	and	many	Pakistanis,	including	some	politicians,	called	for	the
execution	of	Davis.	The	severe	tension	between	the	United	States	and	Pakistan
after	this	incident	further	decreased	the	already	slim	chance	that	the	U.S.
government	would	inform	any	element	of	the	Pakistani	government	or	military
about	what	it	had	recently	learned	about	the	possible	location	of	al-Qaeda’s
leader.
An	additional	consideration	was	that	the	American	war	effort	in	landlocked

Afghanistan	was	highly	dependent	on	supplies	coming	in	through	Pakistan;	in
early	2011,	about	three-quarters	of	all	NATO	and	U.S.	supplies,	including	food,
fuel,	and	equipment,	had	to	transit	Pakistan.	Pakistan	also	allowed	its	airspace	to
be	used	for	the	three	to	four	hundred	daily	flights	into	Afghanistan	by	U.S.
aircraft	supplying	the	one	hundred	thousand	U.S.	soldiers	based	there.
Cognizant	of	the	fact	that	the	Pakistanis	could	decide	to	close	off	these	vital

supply	routes,	Flournoy	worked	to	bolster	what	the	Pentagon	termed	the
Northern	Distribution	Network,	a	series	of	logistical	arrangements	connecting
ports	on	the	Baltic	Sea	to	Afghanistan	through	its	Central	Asian	neighbors	and
Russia.	“So	there	was	a	big	push	with	presidential	letters,	people	going	out,
signing	new	agreements,	getting	things	in	place,	just	to	make	sure	we	had	that
network	as	shored	up	as	possible,”	says	Flournoy.	In	a	speech	in	St.	Petersburg
on	March	21,	Defense	Secretary	Robert	Gates	pledged	that	the	United	States	and
Russia	would	work	together	to	expand	the	Northern	Distribution	Network	into
Afghanistan.	That	these	new	arrangements	served	in	part	as	insurance	against
any	possible	fallout	from	the	Abbottabad	operation	was	known	to	only	a	handful
at	the	Pentagon.
Secretary	of	State	Hillary	Clinton,	who	had	often	smoothed	things	over	with

the	Pakistanis	whenever	there	was	one	of	the	frequent	crises	in	the	U.S.-
Pakistani	relationship,	made	it	clear	that	preserving	that	relationship	was	not	the
priority	when	it	came	to	getting	bin	Laden.	“I	didn’t	want	to	miss	the
opportunity,”	Clinton	said.	“I	didn’t	want	another	Tora	Bora,	where	we
overthought	it,	and	we	underresponded.	And	I	remember	at	one	point	one	of	the
briefers	saying,	‘This	will	be	considered	a	gross	violation	of	the	Pakistanis’
national	honor,’	and	I	exploded	at	that	moment	and	said,	‘What	about	our
national	honor?	And	what	about	going	after	a	man	who	killed	three	thousand
innocent	people?’	”
By	now	Obama	was	pushing	for	real	courses	of	action	(COAs,	pronounced

“KO-ahs”)	against	the	compound,	rather	than	just	additional	intelligence
gathering.	National	Security	Council	official	Nicholas	Rasmussen	recalls	that



Obama	had	“decided	that	the	potential	for	this	story	to	be	leaked	somehow	was
of	such	great	importance	that	we	needed	to	accelerate	efforts	on	this.	And	then
added	to	that	was	the	sense	from	Panetta	that	nothing	in	the	intelligence	world
was	going	to	bear	further	fruit	over	the	next	three	or	four	months.	We	might
marginally	increase	our	confidence	in	the	CIA’s	conclusions,	but	only	marginally
so.	There	wasn’t	any	developmental	effort	under	way	that	would	give	us	the
Polaroid	shot	of	bin	Laden.”	(Although	the	CIA	was	never	able	to	get	a	picture
of	bin	Laden,	officers	did	obtain	a	picture	of	the	Kuwaiti’s	brother.)
On	a	Friday	evening	in	late	February—a	good	time	for	a	discreet	meeting—a

group	of	black	Suburbans	pulled	up	at	CIA	headquarters	carrying	Admiral
McRaven,	Mike	Vickers,	and	General	Cartwright.	Cartwright,	an	introverted
U.S.	Marine	aviator	with	a	deep	understanding	of	and	love	for	technology,	had
endeared	himself	to	some	of	Obama’s	inner	circle	during	the	discussion	of	the
“surge”	of	U.S.	forces	into	Afghanistan	in	the	fall	of	2009,	when	he	had	bucked
the	prevailing	consensus	among	Gates,	Mullen,	and	Petraeus,	all	of	whom
wanted	a	large-scale	troop	deployment	of	forty	thousand	soldiers	for	a
counterinsurgency	campaign.	Cartwright	had	worked	with	Joe	Biden	and	Tony
Blinken	to	sketch	a	plan	for	a	contingent	of	only	twenty	thousand	supplemental
forces	in	Afghanistan	that	would	execute	a	“counterterrorism	plus”	mission,
rather	than	a	full-scale	counterinsurgency	campaign.	Obama	had	ended	up
splitting	the	difference	and	authorizing	thirty	thousand	soldiers	for	the	surge,	but
Cartwright’s	perceived	independence	from	the	Pentagon	brass	had	made	him	a
powerful	voice	inside	Obama’s	war	councils.
McRaven,	Vickers,	and	Cartwright	were	at	headquarters	to	review	with

Panetta	the	possible	courses	of	action	for	Abbottabad.	Over	sandwiches	and
sodas,	seated	around	the	massive	wooden	table	in	the	director’s	conference
room,	with	the	model	of	the	compound	in	front	of	them,	they	discussed	the
intelligence	picture	with	a	small	group	of	officials	from	the	Counterterrorism
Center.	Then	the	group	talked	about	four	possible	COAs:	a	bombing	run	by	a	B-
2	bomber,	a	raid	by	Special	Operations	that	would	be	done	without	informing	the
Pakistanis,	a	drone	strike,	and	a	joint	operation	with	the	Pakistanis.	McRaven
explained	that	a	Special	Operations	assault	on	the	bin	Laden	compound	was
going	to	be	relatively	easy.	What	was	likely	to	be	difficult	was	dealing	with	the
Pakistani	reaction	to	the	raid,	whether	on	the	ground	or	in	the	air.
After	the	meeting,	which	was	a	dress	rehearsal	for	a	detailed	discussion	with

the	president	in	about	two	weeks,	Panetta,	Michael	Morell,	and	Jeremy	Bash
retired	to	Panetta’s	office.	Panetta	was	pumped	up.	Pouring	them	each	a	glass	of



scotch,	he	said,	“I	think	our	folks	have	developed	four	really	good	options.	None
of	them	is	perfect,	they’re	all	really	tough,	but	we’ve	got	to	stay	on	this.	We’ve
got	to	really	get	more	intelligence	and	we	have	really	got	to	flesh	out	these
options,	because	I	can’t	imagine	at	the	end	of	the	day,	we’re	not	going	to	do
something	about	this.”

ON	MARCH	14,	2011,	Obama’s	war	cabinet	gathered	at	the	White	House	to	brief	the
president.	The	COAs	presented	to	Obama	orally	and	also	in	memo	and	graphic
form	included	the	bombing	run	by	a	B-2	bomber,	a	drone	strike,	the	raid	option,
and	some	kind	of	bilateral	operation	with	the	Pakistanis.
The	B-2	strike	had	some	attractions.	Anyone	who	was	in	the	compound	or	in

any	possible	tunnels	underneath	it	would	die,	and	no	American	forces	would	be
at	risk.	But	a	B-2	raid	also	had	significant	downsides.	To	destroy	the	compound,
which	sprawled	over	one	acre,	would	require	a	large	payload	of	bombs.	General
Cartwright	pointed	out	that	the	force	of	the	bombs	would	be	like	an	earthquake
in	the	area.	Such	blunt	force	would	certainly	incur	civilian	casualties,	not	only	of
the	women	and	children	known	to	be	living	at	the	compound	but	also	people	in
neighboring	homes.	And	of	course	there	would	be	no	proof	of	bin	Laden’s	death,
since	all	DNA	evidence	would	vanish	in	the	air	strike,	and	with	it	any	proof	that
he	had	been	living	there.
The	B-2	bombing	option	sparked	debate.	According	to	Tony	Blinken,	“Some

people	said,	‘The	DNA	evidence	was	not	the	most	important	thing.	If	bin	Laden
was	there,	and	we	knew	that	with	certainty,	and	we	could	take	him	out,	taking
him	definitively	off	the	battlefield	was	what	counted.’	But	a	number	of	people
felt	that	half—if	not	more—of	the	success	we	would	achieve	would	be	the	world
knowing	bin	Laden	was	gone,	and	you	had	to	be	able	to	prove	that,	or	at	least
have	enough	proof	to	dispel	most	doubts	and	conspiracy	theories.”
One	way	to	limit	the	number	of	civilian	casualties	would	be	to	drop	a	small

bomb	directly	on	the	compound,	but	a	bomb	with	a	small	payload	might	not
actually	kill	bin	Laden.	And	because	the	CIA	had	no	way	to	see	inside	the
compound,	there	was	also	the	possibility	that	bin	Laden	might	shelter	in	a	vault
hidden	inside	the	building,	or	even	escape	through	a	tunnel	to	live	another	day.
Using	thermal	imaging,	the	National	Geospatial-Intelligence	Agency	concluded
that	the	water	table	around	the	Abbottabad	compound	was	quite	high.	Indeed,
large	streams	course	through	the	neighborhood	in	which	the	compound	sits.
Given	the	high	water	table,	analysts	discounted	the	idea	that	bin	Laden	might
escape	through	a	tunnel,	but	they	were	concerned	that	he	might	have	some	kind



of	safe	room	or	vault	in	his	house.
Proponents	of	the	raid	option,	who	included	Panetta,	pointed	out	that	as	risky

as	it	was	to	send	in	the	SEALs,	if	they	did	raid	the	compound	and	bin	Laden
wasn’t	found,	there	was	still	a	pretty	decent	chance	that	they	could	just	leave	and
no	one	would	ever	know	about	the	operation.	And	even	if	a	handful	of	people	in
and	around	the	compound	did	find	out	about	it,	the	operation	could	simply	be
denied.	And,	in	any	event,	whoever	was	living	in	that	compound	wasn’t	going	to
create	a	public	stink,	as	he	was	clearly	trying	to	keep	a	low	profile.	A	Special
Operations	helicopter	assault	that	didn’t	net	bin	Laden	wouldn’t	violate
Pakistan’s	sovereignty	because	it	would	never	be	made	public,	while	a	bombing
raid	would	be	a	very	public	event,	so	any	chance	of	“plausible	deniability”	for
the	operation	would	go	out	the	window.
Another	option	was	to	fly	a	Predator	or	Reaper	drone	over	the	suspected	bin

Laden	residence	and	fire	a	small	missile	or	drop	a	small	bomb	on	the	compound.
General	Cartwright,	Obama’s	favorite	general,	was	pushing	this	approach.	The
idea	would	be	to	use	a	very	small	munition	to	hit	the	mysterious	“pacer”	whom
American	satellites	were	seeing	as	he	took	his	daily	walk.	Such	a	strike	required
a	very	high	degree	of	precision,	and	there	was	the	risk	that	the	drone	shot	might
simply	miss	its	target,	as	other	drone	strikes	aimed	at	high-value	targets	had	done
in	the	past,	but	the	risk	of	civilian	casualties	was	much	lower,	and	the	pushback
from	the	Pakistanis	would	likely	be	lower	than	from	a	conventional	air	strike.
There	would	still	be	the	problem	of	proving	bin	Laden	was	dead,	but	there	was
likely	to	be	subsequent	“chatter”	about	bin	Laden’s	“martyrdom”	among	the	al-
Qaeda	leadership,	which	American	satellites	would	be	able	to	pick	up.	And	al-
Qaeda	almost	always	eventually	confirmed	the	death	of	its	leaders	in
communiqués,	because	they	were	happy	to	announce	the	passing	of	one	of	their
“martyrs.”
Admiral	Mike	Mullen,	Obama’s	top	military	advisor,	was	skeptical	of	using

the	small	munition	as	soon	as	the	subject	came	up.	“From	my	perspective,”	he
says,	“it	was	a	system	that	had	not	been	tested.	I	think	we	have	hung	our	hopes
on	sophisticated	new	technologies	sometimes	too	soon	that	don’t	work	out.”
Instead	Mullen	favored	the	raid.
Michèle	Flournoy	was	also	one	of	the	proponents	of	the	raid,	because	“the

circumstantial	evidence	at	some	point	became	almost	overwhelming	in	that	it
was	very	hard	to	explain	this	compound	and	the	presence	of	certain	individuals
absent	the	presence	of	bin	Laden.	It	just	didn’t	make	any	sense.	Second,	I	felt
that	from	a	symbolic	and	strategic	point	of	view,	capturing	or	killing	Osama	bin



Laden	would	have	a	very	powerful	effect	on	al-Qaeda	on	top	of	the	losses	they
had	already	suffered.	Third,	we	expected	that	there	would	be	an	intelligence
trove	that	would	help	us	further	understand	the	network	and	create	further
opportunities	to	take	action	against	the	core	leadership	should	we	actually	go
in.”
At	the	March	14	meeting,	Admiral	McRaven	laid	out	the	raid	option,	telling

Obama	very	directly,	“Mister	President,	we	haven’t	thoroughly	tested	this	out	yet
and	we	don’t	know	if	we	can	do	it,	but	when	we	do,	I’ll	come	back	to	you	and
I’ll	tell	you	straight	up.”
Obama	asked,	“How	much	time	do	you	need?”
McRaven	said	he	would	need	three	weeks	to	rehearse	the	mission	thoroughly.
Obama	observed,	“Then	you’d	better	get	moving.”
The	officials	in	the	meeting	agreed	that	a	helicopter-borne	assault	team	was	a

risky	option.	Would	the	helicopters	be	detected	in	Pakistani	airspace?	And	what
would	the	Pakistanis	do	if	they	detected	them?	There	were	also	refueling	issues,
since	the	choppers	couldn’t	go	to	the	target,	hover,	land,	take	off,	and	make	it	all
the	way	back	to	Afghanistan.	How	likely	was	the	refueling	site	to	be	detected?
Once	the	Black	Hawks	were	over	the	compound,	what	were	the	potential	risks	to
the	helicopters?
Cartwright	mentioned	an	experimental,	radar-evading	stealth	helicopter	that

would	help	to	lower	the	possibility	that	the	Pakistanis	would	detect	the	raid,	but
his	comments	didn’t	get	much	traction	at	the	time.	When	the	meeting	broke	up,
many	of	the	participants	believed	that	Obama	was	leaning	toward	bombing	the
compound	with	a	B-2	bomber.	Hillary	Clinton	recalls,	“Everybody	left	those
meetings	totally	drained	because	of	the	consequences	and	the	stakes	that	we
were	dealing	with.”
On	March	16,	Raymond	Davis,	the	CIA	contractor	who	had	killed	the	two

Pakistanis	two	months	earlier,	was	released	from	jail	following	an	ingenious	deal
in	which	the	U.S.	government	paid	$2	million	of	Islam-sanctioned	“blood
money”	to	the	families	of	the	two	victims.	This	was	a	significant	development
for	the	small	group	at	the	White	House	planning	the	Abbottabad	operation,
because	there	was	a	real	concern	that	Davis,	who	was	passionately	hated	in
Pakistan,	might	end	up	getting	killed	in	his	Pakistani	prison	cell	following	any
kind	of	U.S.	assault	on	Abbottabad.	Now	that	Davis	was	a	free	man,	there	was
one	less	impediment	to	taking	some	kind	of	military	action	against	the
compound.
By	the	time	of	the	next	“principals”	meeting	with	Obama	in	the	White	House,



on	March	29,	the	B-2	bombing	option	had	been	largely	discounted.	When
Pentagon	planners	assessed	what	it	would	take	to	destroy	the	one-acre
compound,	they	found	that	it	would	require	dropping	thirty-two	2,000-pound
bombs.	This	not	only	would	incinerate	any	DNA	evidence	but	also	would	be	a
major	air	strike	in	a	crowded	city,	obliterating	the	compound	with	its	more	than
twenty	inhabitants	and	destroying	another	building	nearby.	Bombs	might	also
fall	short	of	the	target,	killing	still	more	civilians.	The	president	was	concerned
about	the	potential	number	of	civilian	casualties	and	lack	of	certainty	about
killing	bin	Laden.	There	was	also	the	furious	Pakistani	response	that	such	an
attack	would	assuredly	provoke	to	consider,	and	there	would	be	no	“sensitive
site	exploitation,”	which	is	CIA-speak	for	the	forensic	examination	of
computers,	cell	phones,	and	pocket	litter	that	typically	is	performed	following	a
raid	to	capture	or	kill	a	high-value	target.
What	remained	on	the	table	was	a	surgical	strike	by	a	“standoff”	weapon	such

as	a	drone,	the	helicopter-borne	assault	option,	and	a	wait-and-see	approach	that
boiled	down	to	trying	to	gather	more	definitive	intelligence.	During	this	meeting,
Obama	peppered	McRaven	with	questions	such	as	“What	if	there	is	a	safe	room
in	the	compound?”	“What	if	bin	Laden	isn’t	there?”	“How	do	you	get	bin	Laden
out	of	the	compound,	whether	dead	or	alive?”	“What	if	the	helicopters	have
mechanical	problems?”	“What	happens	if	we	meet	resistance	at	the	compound?”
Throughout	this	planning	process,	Defense	Secretary	Robert	Gates	was

consistently	one	of	the	most	skeptical	of	the	president’s	advisors.	His	was	a
voice	that	carried	great	weight,	as	he	had	worked	for	six	American	presidents;	he
was	working	for	Nixon’s	National	Security	Council	when	Obama	was	only
thirteen.	And	Gates	had	enough	experience	from	his	tenure	as	director	of	the
CIA	to	know	that	you	could	have	a	pretty	strong	circumstantial	case	and	still	be
wrong.	In	the	event	of	a	ground	attack	on	the	Abbottabad	compound,	he	was	also
concerned	about	the	level	of	risk	for	U.S.	forces	and	for	the	American
relationship	with	Pakistan.
Above	all,	Gates	was	concerned	about	a	replay	of	Operation	Eagle	Claw,	the

botched	effort	in	1979	to	release	the	fifty-two	American	hostages	held	in	the
U.S.	embassy	in	Tehran	during	the	Iranian	Revolution.	The	failed	rescue
operation	was	a	major	factor	in	making	Jimmy	Carter	a	one-term	president.
Eagle	Claw	was	something	Gates	had	lived	through	in	excruciating	detail	when
he	was	working	for	then-CIA	director	Stansfield	Turner	as	his	executive
assistant.	As	the	disaster	unfolded	in	Iran	on	November	4,	1979,	Gates	was	with
Turner	the	whole	night,	shuttling	between	the	CIA	and	the	White	House.	Gates



recalled,	“We	finally	left	the	White	House	at	about	1:30	in	the	morning.…	I	had
a	long,	sad	drive	home.”
Now,	more	than	three	decades	later,	another	Democratic	president	was

considering	putting	his	presidency	on	the	line	with	a	helicopter	assault	on	the
other	side	of	the	world	in	a	country	that	many	in	the	White	House	considered,	at
best,	a	duplicitous	ally.	Gates	repeatedly	pressed	in	White	House	meetings	as	the
planning	continued,	“What	if	you	have	a	helicopter	crash?”	“What	if	the
Pakistanis	respond	faster	than	you	think?”	“What	if	guys	get	pinned	down	in	the
compound?”	Flournoy	says	that	Gates	“didn’t	drink	the	Kool-Aid.	He	was
constantly	asking	the	hard	questions.”
As	the	helicopter-borne	assault	by	the	SEALs	became	more	plausible,

Flournoy	says	that	any	chance	that	the	Pakistanis	would	be	given	a	heads-up
became	increasingly	remote:	“Even	though	we	both	had	very	shared	interests	in
getting	bin	Laden,	their	concerns	about	having	the	U.S.	come	across	the	border
to	do	it	with	a	raid,	we	felt	that	that	could	create	enough	ambivalence	that	we
might	not	get	the	support	we	wanted.	At	the	end	of	the	day,	this	was	such	a
critical	objective,	and	there’s	such	a	vital	interest	at	stake,	and	the	risk	of
Pakistanis	either	losing	control	of	the	information	or	choosing	to	oppose	it
because	of	sovereignty	concerns—it	was	too	great.	And	the	decision	was	made
to	go	unilaterally,	but	to	tell	them	at	the	earliest	possible	opportunity.”
Now	that	the	decision	had	been	made	not	to	bring	the	Pakistanis	into	any

aspect	of	the	operation,	Obama	and	his	team	had	to	think	through	how	best	to
deal	with	whatever	their	reaction	might	be,	particularly	on	the	ground	in
Abbottabad,	should	the	president	green-light	the	raid.	A	senior	administration
official	explains:	“McRaven,	in	some	of	the	earliest	briefings,	was	very	sensitive
to	the	idea	that	we	don’t	want	to	create,	for	lack	of	a	better	word,	a	shit	storm
with	the	Pakistanis	if	we	don’t	need	to.	So	if	this	can	be	accomplished	in	a	way
that	did	not	result	in	dead	Pakistanis,	either	civilians	or	security	forces,	that’s	the
optimal	solution.”
McRaven	initially	came	up	with	an	assault	plan	that	would	have	had	the

SEALs	avoiding	any	kind	of	firefight	with	the	Pakistanis	unless	it	was	absolutely
necessary.	If	the	Pakistanis	did	show	up	in	force	at	the	compound,	McRaven’s
proposal	was	that	the	SEALs	set	up	a	defensive	perimeter	and	hold	them	at	bay.
Meanwhile,	senior	U.S.	officials	would	explain	to	their	Pakistani	counterparts
the	intelligence	case	on	bin	Laden	and	why	the	raid	had	taken	place,	in	the	hope
that	the	SEALs	would	eventually	be	able	to	leave	without	further	hindrance.
In	the	scenario	in	which	the	SEALs	were	surrounded	in	the	Abbottabad



compound	by	hostile	Pakistani	soldiers,	Obama’s	national	security	team
discussed	who	would	be	the	best	person	to	make	the	call	explaining	the	situation
to	the	most	powerful	man	in	Pakistan,	the	chief	of	army	staff,	General	Ashfaq
Parvez	Kayani.	As	this	discussion	went	on	without	a	clear	resolution,	it	was
plain	that	Obama	was	not	at	all	comfortable	with	this	scenario.	“The	premium	is
on	the	protection	of	our	force,	not	on	keeping	the	Pakistanis	happy,”	he
instructed	McRaven.	“I	want	you	to	plan	against	a	scenario	that	you	have	to	fight
your	way	out.	You	have	to	be	able	to	face	active	Pakistani	opposition	and	still
get	out	with	all	your	men	safe.”	The	shorthand	for	that	approach	became	the
“fight	your	way	out”	option.
The	Raymond	Davis	incident	helped	to	shape	the	thinking	of	those

considering	the	raid	option.	What	if	instead	of	one	American	CIA	contractor	in
jail,	you	ended	up	having	some	two	dozen	Navy	SEALs	in	Pakistani	custody
because	they	didn’t	have	the	firepower	to	fight	their	way	out?
Obama	did	not	get	into	the	tactical	details	of	where	the	Chinook	helicopters

carrying	the	backup	force	should	be	located,	nor	how	many	extra	SEALs	needed
to	be	added	to	the	attacking	force;	he	just	told	McRaven	the	force	had	to	be	able
to	fight	its	way	out.	“That	was	a	huge	fundamental	shift,	because	Bill	McRaven
thought	he	was	bringing	what	people	wanted,	which	was	a	‘don’t	piss	off	the
Paks’	approach,”	says	a	senior	administration	official.	McRaven	went	back	to	the
drawing	board	and	returned	with	a	variety	of	ways	he	could	protect	the	assault
team,	particularly	having	a	quick	reaction	force	that	was	deployed	deep	into
Pakistan,	rather	than	on	helicopters	stationed	at	the	Afghan-Pakistan	border,	as
previously	planned.	Mullen	says,	“Obama	is	the	one	that	put	in	the	Chinook-47s.
He	is	the	one	that	said,	‘There	is	not	enough	backup.’	”
Mullen,	who	had	visited	Pakistan	twenty-seven	times	when	he	was	chairman

of	the	Joint	Chiefs,	had	repeatedly	told	his	counterpart,	General	Kayani,	“If	we
know	we	can	find	Number	One	or	Number	Two	we	are	going	to	get	them.
Period.	And	we	are	going	to	get	them	unilaterally.	Period.”
On	April	11,	Panetta	met	at	CIA	headquarters	with	Lieutenant	General	Ahmad

Shuja	Pasha,	the	head	of	Pakistan’s	powerful	military	intelligence	agency,	ISI.
Pasha,	who	had	forged	a	personal	relationship	with	Panetta—calling	him	by	his
first	name,	Leon,	and	inviting	him	to	his	home	for	dinner	with	his	wife	when
Panetta	had	visited	Pakistan—complained	vociferously	about	the	amount	of	CIA
activity	going	on	in	Pakistan,	which	the	Raymond	Davis	affair	had	underlined.
Pasha	said,	“You	have	too	many	CIA	agents	in	this	country,	and	I	don’t	care	if
they’re	security	officers	or	case	officers	or	analysts.	There	are	too	many	of



them.”	Pasha	termed	the	meeting	a	“shouting	match.”	Panetta	described	it	in
gentler	terms,	but	it	strengthened	his	determination	to	keep	the	Pakistanis	out	of
the	loop	on	the	bin	Laden	raid,	and	it	increased	the	pressure	on	the	Agency	to	act
quickly,	since	it	was	obvious	that	ISI	was	now	going	to	start	cracking	down	on
CIA	activities	in	Pakistan.
While	the	White	House	continued	to	debate	the	various	COAs	over	the	course

of	five	days	in	early	April,	the	SEAL	team	from	DevGru’s	Red	Squadron	began
its	rehearsals	on	full-scale	models	of	the	compound	in	a	secret	facility	deep	in
the	forests	of	North	Carolina.	They	practiced	on	a	one-acre	replica	of	the
Abbottabad	compound,	fast-roping	down	from	Black	Hawks	onto	the	courtyard
of	the	compound	and	the	roof	of	its	main	building.	These	rehearsals	were
observed	by	the	overall	commander	of	Special	Operations,	Admiral	Eric	Olson,
a	thoughtful	Arabic	speaker	and	former	Navy	SEAL,	and	by	Mike	Vickers	from
the	Pentagon,	Admiral	McRaven,	and	Jeremy	Bash	of	the	CIA.	The	rehearsals
took	place	in	daytime	and	didn’t	include	a	practice	run	of	the	helicopter	ride	into
Abbottabad,	focusing	only	on	what	the	SEAL	team	would	do	“on	target.”
The	raid	would	employ	the	“stealth”	helicopters	Cartwright	had	suggested

using,	rendering	them	more	or	less	invisible	to	Pakistani	radar.	One	of	the	main
downsides	of	the	raid,	however,	was	how	soon	the	inhabitants	of	the	compound
might	get	tipped	off	by	the	sound	of	the	approaching	choppers.	Even	with	noise-
suppression	devices	on	the	stealth	Black	Hawks,	they	still	made	a	very	loud
sound	once	they	were	flying	in	the	immediate	vicinity.	Using	stopwatches,	the
observers	found	that	they	could	hear	the	“audio	signature”	of	the	helicopters
when	the	aircraft	were	about	a	minute	away	from	the	target.	McRaven	had
advertised	it	could	be	more	like	two	minutes,	because	wind	conditions	would
affect	how	the	sound	traveled.
During	the	rehearsals,	the	two	helicopters	flew	toward	the	compound	replica,

dropped	the	SEAL	teams	in	ninety	seconds,	and	were	quickly	gone.
Methodically,	the	SEALs	practiced	sweeping	the	compound	and,	as	they	were
finishing,	around	ten	minutes	later,	the	helicopters	swept	in	again	to	pick	them
up.
In	the	decade	since	9/11,	the	SEALs	had	done	many	hundreds	of	building

“take-downs”	in	hostile	environments	and	had	encountered	pretty	much	every
type	of	surprise	possible:	armed	women,	people	with	suicide	jackets	hidden
under	their	pajamas,	insurgents	hiding	in	“spider	holes,”	and	even	buildings
entirely	rigged	with	explosives.	The	SEALs	had	to	assume	they	might	encounter
any	one	of	these	types	of	threats	at	the	Abbottabad	compound.	As	a	result,	what



became	known	as	the	“McRaven	option”	was	constantly	“red-teamed,”	a	formal
process	by	the	SEALs	to	identify	potential	flaws	in	the	plan.	“McRaven	had	a
backup	for	every	possible	failure,	and	a	backup	to	the	failure	of	the	backup,	and
a	backup	to	the	failure	of	the	backup	of	the	backup.	It	was	a	multilayered	set	of
plans,”	recalls	Michèle	Flournoy.
When	the	SEALs	on	the	strike	team	were	finally	informed	who	their	target

was,	a	great	cheer	went	up;	there	was	no	ambiguity	about	the	purpose	of	their
mission,	or	about	the	commitment	of	the	men	who	were	undertaking	it.
The	SEAL	teams	rehearsed	again	for	a	week	in	mid-April,	in	the	high	deserts

in	Nevada,	which	replicated	the	likely	heat	conditions	and	the	elevation	of
Abbottabad,	which	sits	at	four	thousand	feet.	This	time	they	rehearsed	the	entire
mission	from	nighttime	takeoff	to	the	return	to	base	more	than	three	hours	later.
Again,	Olson,	McRaven,	Vickers,	and	Bash	observed	the	rehearsal,	this	time
joined	by	Admiral	Mullen.	The	observers	were	taken	into	a	hangar,	where	the
SEALs	walked	them	through	a	“rehearsal	of	concept”	drill	using	a	cardboard
model	of	the	compound.	The	SEAL	teams	then	flew	off	in	their	helicopters	for
about	an	hour.	When	they	returned,	the	outside	observers,	now	wearing	night
vision	goggles,	watched	them	as	they	assaulted	the	compound.	During	this
rehearsal,	wind	conditions	forced	the	helicopters	to	arrive	at	the	target	from	an
unexpected	direction.	This	reminded	the	observers	that	no	matter	how	many
times	the	assault	was	rehearsed,	there	were	still	going	to	be	some	“game-time”
decisions	to	make.	The	rehearsals	also	showed	that	the	whole	operation	on	the
ground	could	be	conducted	in	under	thirty	minutes—the	amount	of	time	the
Pentagon	had	determined	that	the	SEALs	would	have	before	they	were
interrupted	by	the	arrival	of	Pakistani	security	forces.
Mullen	had	a	great	deal	of	faith	in	McRaven,	whom	he	had	known	since	the

younger	officer	was	a	navy	captain	a	decade	earlier.	At	that	time,	McRaven	had
received	rave	reviews	about	his	work	in	the	Bush	White	House.	As	chairman	of
the	Joint	Chiefs,	Mullen	had	made	it	a	point	on	his	frequent	trips	to	Afghanistan
to	drop	in	at	the	JSOC	operations	center	at	Bagram	Air	Base,	outside	Kabul,
typically	around	midnight,	when	the	SEAL	missions	were	in	full	swing.	As	a
result,	Mullen	had	a	high	degree	of	confidence	in	the	skills	of	the	SEALs,	which
was	reaffirmed	when	he	observed	their	rehearsal	of	the	Abbottabad	raid.	“If	I	am
going	to	send	somebody	in	to	die,”	Mullen	explains,	“I	want	to	know	as	much
about	it	as	I	possibly	can.	I	also	had	the	opportunity	to	look	the	men	in	the	eye.
Every	single	one	of	them.	Personally.	I	also	felt	an	obligation	to	understand	as
much	as	I	could.	So	when	you	are	sitting	around	the	table	with	the	president	I



could	say,	‘I	have	confidence	and	here’s	why.	Here	is	what	I	watched.	Here	are
the	details.’	”
Following	the	rehearsals,	McRaven	went	to	the	White	House	to	give	Obama

and	his	top	national	security	advisors	his	assessment	of	the	plausibility	of	the
mission.	Tony	Blinken	says	of	McRaven,	“First	of	all,	it	helps	that	he’s	from
central	casting.	He	looks	and	sounds	the	part,	so	he	inspires	confidence,	but	you
also	got	the	very	strong	impression	that	this	was	not	a	guy	who	was	going	to	be
blustering	or	bragging.	This	was	a	guy	who	was	going	to	give	his	very	honest
assessment,	and	so	when	he	did,	he	had	a	lot	of	credibility,	and	it	also	created	a
tremendous	amount	of	reassurance.	And	basically	what	McRaven	told	us	was
after	they	modeled	this,	and	gamed	it,	and	rehearsed	it,	he	said,	‘We	can	do
this.’	”
At	one	point,	when	he	was	outlining	the	Abbottabad	helicopter	raid	to	Obama

and	his	war	cabinet,	McRaven	said,	“In	terms	of	difficulty,	compared	to	what
we’re	doing	on	a	nightly	basis	in	Afghanistan,	what	we’re	doing	in	Iraq,	this	is
not	among	the	most	difficult	missions	technically.	The	difficult	part	was	the
sovereignty	issue	with	Pakistan	and	flying	for	a	long	stretch	of	time	over
Pakistani	airspace.”
As	the	raid	planning	began	to	gel,	White	House	officials	had	to	think	through

what	would	happen	if	bin	Laden	was	captured.	Since	bin	Laden	had	repeatedly
said	he	would	rather	die	a	“martyr”	than	end	up	in	American	captivity,	this
scenario	was	regarded	as	quite	unlikely.	In	2004,	bin	Laden’s	former	bodyguard
Abu	Jandal	had	told	Al-Quds	Al-Arabi	newspaper,	“Sheikh	Osama	gave	me	a
pistol.…	The	pistol	had	only	two	bullets,	for	me	to	kill	Sheikh	Osama	with	in
case	we	were	surrounded	or	he	was	about	to	fall	into	the	enemy’s	hands	so	that
he	would	not	be	caught	alive.…	He	would	become	a	martyr,	not	a	captive,	and
his	blood	would	become	a	beacon	that	would	arouse	the	zeal	and	determination
of	his	followers.”	In	a	tape	posted	to	Islamist	websites	two	years	later,	bin	Laden
confirmed	his	willingness	to	be	martyred:	“I	have	sworn	to	only	live	free.	Even
if	I	find	bitter	the	taste	of	death,	I	don’t	want	to	die	humiliated	or	deceived.”
Still,	if	bin	Laden	were	to	conspicuously	surrender,	the	rules	of	engagement	the
SEALs	adhered	to	meant	that	he	would	have	to	be	taken	into	custody.
In	case	that	happened,	arrangements	were	made	to	have	a	high-value-detainee

interrogation	group,	consisting	of	lawyers,	interpreters,	and	experienced
interrogators,	standing	by	at	Bagram	Air	Base	in	Afghanistan.	Together	with	bin
Laden,	this	group	would	fly	to	the	aircraft	carrier	USS	Carl	Vinson,	which	would
be	cruising	off	the	coast	of	Pakistan	in	the	Arabian	Sea,	where	al-Qaeda’s	leader



would	then	be	interrogated	for	some	unspecified	length	of	time.
The	principals	met	again	with	the	president	on	April	12	and	19.	Panetta	told

Obama	that	the	intelligence	community	had	reached	a	point	of	diminishing
returns	with	regard	to	what	it	could	learn	about	the	compound.	They	were	seeing
“the	pacer”	almost	every	day	but	could	not	say	definitively	it	was	bin	Laden.	But
to	try	to	achieve	greater	certainty	by	using	a	human	spy	close	to	the	compound
would	greatly	increase	the	risk	of	detection.	Tony	Blinken	says,	“There	was
always	the	tension	between	wanting	to	be	more	certain	about	bin	Laden’s
presence	and	the	danger	that	pushing	the	envelope	on	trying	to	establish	his
presence	beyond	a	reasonable	doubt	would	compromise	what	we	were	doing.”
At	the	April	19	meeting,	President	Obama	gave	a	provisional	go-ahead	for	the
SEAL	raid.	The	president	asked	McRaven	how	much	notice	he	would	need	to	set
the	operation	in	motion.	McRaven	replied,	“I’ll	need	four	hours.”	Obama	said,
“I’ll	give	you	twenty-four.”	Some	senior	administration	officials	took	this	as	a
sign	that	Obama	was	now	leaning	toward	doing	the	raid.
At	the	White	House,	intense	secrecy	continued	to	surround	the	planning	for

Abbottabad;	no	more	than	a	dozen	officials	knew	about	it.	Ben	Rhodes,	Obama’s
strategic	communications	advisor,	had	noticed	that	over	the	past	months	there
had	been	a	series	of	meetings	in	the	Situation	Room,	the	topics	of	which	were
not	listed	on	the	manifest,	and	that	the	cameras	that	were	usually	on	in	the	room
had	been	turned	off.	“I	wasn’t	the	only	one	who	noticed	this	set	of	meetings,	but
nobody	wanted	to	talk	about	that,	right,	because	you	don’t	want	to	talk	about	the
meeting	you	are	not	invited	to,”	Rhodes	recalls.	Over	the	course	of	many	months
there	were	twenty-four	interagency	meetings	to	discuss	the	ripening	intelligence
picture	at	the	Abbottabad	compound.	These	discussions	were	described	on
attendees’	calendars	as	“non-meetings.”	No	“seconds”	could	attend	and	no
“read-ahead”	memos	were	prepared,	even	though	they	are	customary	for
meetings	of	the	president’s	national	security	staff.
By	mid-April,	in	order	to	develop	and	rehearse	the	various	COAs,	the

universe	of	people	who	were	being	read	into	the	bin	Laden	operation	was
growing,	although	the	intelligence	was	highly	compartmentalized	and	many	who
worked	on	the	operation	were	apprised	of	few	details.	John	Brennan,	Obama’s
top	counterterrorism	aide	and	the	former	CIA	station	chief	in	Saudi	Arabia,
started	planning	for	the	possibility	that	the	bin	Laden	intelligence	might	leak,
which	meant	bringing	Rhodes	into	the	secret.	Rhodes	would	be	able	to	run
interference	with	the	press	if	that	became	necessary.	Rhodes	recalls,	“In	the	past
I	have	had	to	engage	newspaper	editors	and	say,	‘Please	don’t	run	this,	and



here’s	why.’	And	Brennan	wanted	somebody	who	knew	how	to	do	that	in	case	it
leaked.”
On	9/11,	Rhodes,	then	in	his	early	twenties,	had	been	working	in	Brooklyn

and	had	an	unobstructed	view	of	the	World	Trade	Center	towers	coming	down.
He	remembers	the	moment	when	Brennan	briefed	him	about	bin	Laden:	“I	felt
the	enormous	weight	of	the	information	I’d	been	told.	When	you’re	in	this	job,
you	learn	a	lot	of	secrets,	but	this	was	different.	It’s	Osama	bin	Laden,	after	all,
and	you’re	anxious	about	it,	you’re	excited	about	it,	you’re	nervous	about	it.	The
inclination	is	to	want	to	discuss	that	with	people,	but	you	really	had	to	be	in	the
utmost	vigilance	about	protecting	this	information.”
Brennan,	Rasmussen,	of	the	NSC	staff,	and	McDonough,	Obama’s	deputy

national	security	advisor,	had	developed	a	“playbook”	for	the	various	scenarios
that	might	happen	during	and	after	the	raid.	They	started	compiling	it	weeks
before	the	president	had	made	a	final	decision	about	what	to	do	in	Abbottabad,
because	all	along	he	had	guided	them	by	saying,	“Keep	preparing.	I	haven’t
made	a	decision,	but	keep	all	the	options	moving	forward.	And	have	them	fully
developed.”	They	were	aware	that	once	the	Abbottabad	operation	was	under
way,	they	would	have	to	be	able	to	flip	a	switch	immediately	and	have	well-
thought-out	options	ready	for	all	the	diplomatic	maneuvers	and	public	statements
for	any	one	of	the	multiple	scenarios	that	might	happen	at	Abbottabad.	They
asked	Rhodes	to	help	them	to	think	about	the	strategic	messaging	that	would
follow	each	one	of	those	scenarios.
The	first	was	that	the	SEALs	went	into	the	compound	and	the	operation	was

relatively	clean	and	they	got	bin	Laden.	The	messaging	for	that	eventuality
wasn’t	too	complicated.
The	second	scenario	was	that	the	SEALs	went	in,	bin	Laden	wasn’t	there,	and

they	left	cleanly.	In	this	case,	there	would	be	no	messaging	at	all,	as	the	Obama
administration	stance	would	be	to	say	nothing,	and	the	hope	was	that	the
Pakistanis	wouldn’t	say	anything	either.
The	third	scenario	was	that	the	SEALs	found	bin	Laden	but	got	into	a	firefight

with	the	Pakistani	army,	or	that	lots	of	civilians	were	killed.	Or	even	worse,	there
was	a	firefight	and	civilian	casualities	and	bin	Laden	wasn’t	even	there.	This
would	cause	outrage	in	the	Muslim	world	and	severe	political	backlash	at	home.
Rhodes	says,	“So,	for	all	the	options	that	involved	him	not	being	there,	where	it
wouldn’t	be	deniable,	a	lot	of	work	was	put	into:	How	would	we	explain	how	we
thought	this	was	good	enough	to	do?	So	we	had	to	come	up	with	a	very	public
version	of	our	intelligence	case,	because	we	would	have	to	justify	why	we	took



this	incredible	risk	even	if	he	wasn’t	there.”
Rhodes	started	working	with	CIA	spokesman	George	Little,	the	only	other

“communicator”	read	into	the	Abbottabad	intelligence,	to	prepare	an	unclassified
version	of	the	bin	Laden	case	that	could	be	made	available	to	the	media	and	the
public	should	the	Abbottabad	operation	no	longer	be	covert.	Little,	a	tall,
bespectacled	intelligence	officer	with	a	PhD	in	international	relations,	worked	up
a	sixty-six-page	document	that	included	diagrams	of	the	compound.
In	mid-April,	John	Brennan	called	Mike	Leiter,	director	of	the	National

Counterterrorism	Center	(NCTC),	on	a	secure	video	teleconference	line	from	the
White	House	and	said,	“Mike,	we	want	someone	to	come	out	and	brief	you	on
the	compound	where	we	think	bin	Laden	might	be.”
“Who	else	can	I	tell?”	Leiter	asked	Brennan,	masking	his	irritation	that	he

hadn’t	been	told	about	this	development	earlier.
“No	one.”
“What	are	you	looking	for	me	to	do,	then?”	Leiter	asked.
“I	mostly	want	you	to	think	about	threats	to	the	homeland	that	could	come	out

of	a	successful	raid,”	Brennan	said.
Mike	Leiter	is	a	blunt,	fast-talking	former	federal	prosecutor	and	naval

aviator.	When	he	attended	Harvard	Law	School,	he	was	the	president	of	the
Harvard	Law	Review,	a	position	Barack	Obama	had	held	a	few	years	earlier.
Before	running	the	NCTC,	Leiter	had	worked	for	the	congressional	commission
that	examined	the	intelligence	debacle	surrounding	the	supposed	weapons	of
mass	destruction	in	Iraq,	and	had	written	much	of	its	final	report.	The	experience
of	delving	into	the	intelligence	failures	that	led	to	the	Iraq	War	colored	Leiter’s
reaction	to	the	bin	Laden	intelligence.
“I	had	seen	enough	failures	in	this	world	that	I	wasn’t	going	to	get	excited,”

he	says.	He	still	remembered	when	Agency	officials	had	told	Obama	how
pumped	they	were	to	have	a	real	lead	on	Ayman	al-Zawahiri,	and	it	turned	out
instead	to	be	an	al-Qaeda	double	agent/suicide	bomber	who	killed	seven	CIA
employees.
After	Leiter	had	been	fully	briefed,	his	gut	told	him	that	there	was	a	decent

chance	bin	Laden	was	living	in	the	compound,	but	there	were	aspects	of	the	case
that	bothered	him.	It	was	puzzling	that	there	were	no	guards	at	the	compound.
And	some	of	the	women	and	children	living	there	occasionally	traveled	for
extended	periods	around	Pakistan	to	visit	family	members.	When	the	women	and
children	traveled	from	Abbottabad,	they	carried	their	cell	phones,	which	seemed
a	significant	breach	of	bin	Laden’s	otherwise	stringent	operational	security.



In	Leiter’s	mind,	the	bin	Laden	case	was	far	from	a	“slam	dunk.”	Leiter	was
also	not	persuaded	by	the	claimed	regularity	with	which	things	occurred	or
didn’t	occur	at	the	compound.	Some	officials	were	saying	that	there	was	no
phone	communication	in	and	out	of	the	compound,	but	when	you	drilled	into	the
details	of	the	case,	the	NSA	was	finding	new	cell	phones	at	the	compound.	And
Leiter	was	also	concerned	by	the	gaps	in	the	“coverage”	of	the	compound.	There
were	no	eyes	on	the	compound	24/7,	either	by	the	Pakistani	agents	on	the	ground
or	by	the	spy	satellites	high	above	it.
On	Saturday,	April	23,	Leiter	went	to	the	White	House	to	meet	with	Brennan,

enumerated	the	gaps	that	he	saw,	and	suggested	that	he	put	together	a	Red	Team
of	analysts	who	would	be	tasked	to	come	up	with	alternative	explanations	for	the
intelligence	that	had	been	gathered.	Brennan	pointed	out	that	a	Red	Team	of
analysts	from	the	CIA	had	already	analyzed	the	data.	Leiter	countered	that	these
analysts	were	too	invested	in	the	case	to	be	completely	dispassionate.
“I	don’t	think	that	is	sufficient	if	this	is	successful	or	a	failure,”	he	said	to

Brennan.	“Certainly	if	this	is	a	failure,	John,	you	want	a	record	that	this	was
really	done	well.	And	even	if	it	is	successful,	you	still	want	to	be	able	to	stand	up
and	say,	‘We	did	this	really	carefully.’	John,	you	don’t	want	to	have	a	WMD
commission	come	back	and	say,	‘You	didn’t	red-team	this	one.’	I	wrote	that
chapter,	John.”
Brennan	agreed	that	the	Red	Team	was	a	good	idea,	instructing	Leiter,	“Talk

to	Michael	[Morell],	and	if	you	guys	agree,	great.	If	not,	come	talk	to	me.”	Leiter
then	went	to	see	Tom	Donilon,	the	national	security	advisor,	a	disciplined	and
demanding	lawyer	who	ran	a	tight	ship	for	Obama	at	the	National	Security
Council.	Closing	the	door	to	his	office,	Donilon	asked	Leiter,	“So,	what	do	you
think?”	Leiter	replied,	“The	thing	you	can’t	predict	is,	you	can	always	have	some
aircraft	accident.	I	was	an	aviator.	Flying	at	night	in	a	new	place—that	is	where
you	are	going	to	have	a	problem.”	Leiter	then	walked	Donilon	through	the
concerns	he	had	about	the	intelligence	case.	Donilon	was	also	puzzled	by	the
women	and	children	leaving	the	compound	and	was	more	dubious	about	the	case
than	Brennan,	who	was	by	now	convinced	that	bin	Laden	was	living	at	the
compound.	If	this	operation	went	wrong,	Donilon	was	ultimately	going	to	have
to	take	much	of	the	heat	for	it;	he	was	enthusiastic	about	the	Red	Team	concept.
Leiter	also	stopped	by	the	office	of	his	friend	Denis	McDonough.

McDonough,	the	deputy	national	security	advisor,	had	worked	as	Obama’s
foreign	policy	advisor	back	when	Obama	was	the	junior	senator	from	Illinois.
McDonough	told	Leiter	that	if	Obama	green-lighted	the	operation	in



Abbottabad,	it	was	scheduled	to	go	down	the	next	weekend,	on	Saturday	night.
That	happened	to	be	the	same	night	that	Leiter	was	getting	married	to	Alice
Brown,	in	front	of	250	guests	at	Meridian	House,	fifteen	blocks	north	of	the
White	House.	“Denis,	are	you	fucking	kidding	me?”	exclaimed	Leiter.	“This
weekend?	This	weekend!”	McDonough,	a	taciturn	Minnesotan,	assured	him	he
wasn’t	kidding.
The	ideal	time	to	do	the	helicopter	assault	was	when	there	was	no	illumination

from	the	moon.	That	would	help	to	ensure	that	the	Night	Stalkers	of	the	160th
Special	Operations	Aviation	Regiment,	who	would	fly	the	choppers	over	the
Afghanistan-Pakistan	border	using	night	vision	goggles	(NVG),	could	do	so
without	the	Pakistanis	noticing.	A	moonless	night	would	also	give	the	SEALs	a
considerable	advantage,	as	they	would	be	wearing	NVGs	as	they	stormed	the
compound.	There	would	be	no	moon	at	all	over	Pakistan	on	the	following
Saturday,	April	30.	A	Saturday	night	seemed	ideal	because	it	was	the	time	of
week	when	the	CIA	observed	the	lowest	level	of	Pakistani	military	activity.	The
next	moonless	night	would	not	be	until	June	1,	and	by	then	the	weather	would	be
significantly	hotter,	which	might	affect	how	well	the	choppers	could	fly.	Even
more	pressingly,	the	longer	they	waited,	the	greater	the	possibility	of	a	leak.
At	7:00	a.m.	on	Monday,	April	25,	Leiter	talked	to	Michael	Morell	at	the	CIA.

Before	Leiter	could	even	get	to	why	they	needed	a	Red	Team,	Morell	said,
“Absolutely,	I	think	it’s	a	great	idea.	We	need	to	do	it.”
Leiter	selected	two	analysts	from	the	National	Counterterrorism	Center	with

deep	knowledge	of	al-Qaeda:	Richard	(a	pseudonym),	who	had	more	than	two
decades	of	counterterrorism	work	under	his	belt	and	was	widely	respected	in	the
intelligence	community,	and	Rose	(a	pseudonym),	an	in-the-weeds	analyst	in	her
mid-thirties.	Two	CIA	analysts	who	had	played	no	role	in	developing	the	bin
Laden	intelligence	were	also	added	to	the	group.	Leiter	told	them	they	had	forty-
eight	hours	to	come	up	with	alternative	hypotheses	about	who	could	be	at	the
compound,	supported	by	the	best	arguments	they	could	come	up	with.
Leiter’s	team	explored	three	alternative	hypotheses	about	the	Abbottabad

compound:	First,	it	was	associated	with	bin	Laden,	but	he	wasn’t	there	now.
Second,	the	compound	was	the	residence	of	a	leader	in	al-Qaeda,	but	not	bin
Laden.	Third,	the	Kuwaiti	had	long	since	left	al-Qaeda	and	was	now	working	for
some	unidentified	criminal.
The	analysts	found	that	the	first	hypothesis	was	the	most	likely.	The	likelihood

that	the	compound	was	home	to	a	high-value	target	(HVT)	in	al-Qaeda	other
than	bin	Laden	was	significantly	lower,	because	bin	Laden’s	deputy,	Ayman	al-



Zawahiri,	was	not	known	to	be	living	in	this	part	of	Pakistan,	while	the	Kuwaiti
had	never	had	any	connection	to	Zawahiri,	nor	did	the	number	of	wives	and
children	in	the	compound	match	up	with	what	was	known	about	Zawahiri’s
family.	Could	it	be	some	other	al-Qaeda	HVT	who	was	not	known	to	the
intelligence	community?	Leiter	says	this	was	considered	unlikely.	“We	actually
thought	we	had	a	pretty	good	handle	on	all	the	HVTs.	This	is	what	everyone	was
doing	for	ten	years.”	The	possibility	that	it	was	a	criminal	unconnected	to	al-
Qaeda	living	at	the	compound	was	also	considered	unlikely,	given	the	historical
connections	that	the	Kuwaiti	had	to	al-Qaeda’s	leader.
At	the	end	of	this	exercise,	Richard	was	on	the	low	end	of	the	Red	Team

analysts,	with	only	40	percent	confidence	that	bin	Laden	was	living	at	the
compound,	while	one	of	the	CIA	analysts	was	on	the	high	end,	with	an	estimate
in	the	60	percent	range.	Still,	all	the	analysts	concluded	that	none	of	the
alternative	hypotheses	was	as	likely	as	the	theory	that	it	was	bin	Laden	at	the
compound.
As	the	Red	Team	was	finalizing	its	work	on	Wednesday,	April	27,	the	White

House	posted	online	the	president’s	long-form	1961	birth	certificate	from	the
state	of	Hawaii.	So-called	birthers,	including	the	publicity-hungry	billionaire
Donald	Trump,	had	made	a	political	issue	out	of	Obama’s	citizenship,	claiming
that	he	was	not	actually	born	in	the	United	States,	which	would	make	him
ineligible	to	be	president.	Obama	said	he	had	released	the	document	to	try	to	end
the	“silliness”	about	his	place	of	birth,	which	was	distracting	the	country	from
more	serious	issues.	The	day	before	the	release	of	Obama’s	birth	certificate,	the
SEAL	teams	had	already	left	their	base	on	the	coast	of	Virginia	to	fly	to	Bagram
Air	Base	in	Afghanistan.
Michèle	Flournoy	and	Mike	Vickers	decided	to	make	a	last-ditch	effort	to	get

Robert	Gates	to	back	the	raid.	In	Gates’s	office	at	the	Pentagon,	Flournoy	and
Vickers	walked	their	boss	through	the	raid	and	its	risks	and	the	measures	that
had	been	taken	to	mitigate	those	risks.	Gates	seemed	to	be	persuaded,	but	after
four	and	a	half	decades	in	government,	he	had	long	mastered	how	to	play	his
cards	close	to	the	vest.
On	the	other	side	of	the	world,	the	CIA	spies	on	the	ground	in	Abbottabad

contacted	their	bosses	in	Virginia	with	the	news	that	the	Kuwaiti’s	wife,	Mariam,
as	well	as	their	four	children,	had	just	returned	from	one	of	their	frequent	trips
around	Pakistan	to	visit	family,	and	they	were	all	now	back	at	the	Abbottabad
compound.	Some	intelligence	officials	continued	to	puzzle	over	this:	If	bin
Laden	was	really	there,	why	would	he	risk	letting	these	folks	visit	their	relatives?



12	THE	DECISION

	

ON	THURSDAY,	APRIL	28,	the	day	following	the	release	of	Obama’s	birth
certificate,	Leiter	presented	the	findings	of	the	Red	Team	to	the	president	and	his
war	cabinet.	“Bottom	line	is,	the	Red	Team	did	not	find	anything	or	conclude
anything	revolutionary	or	new	from	what	the	previous	team	had,”	Leiter	told
them.
For	those	who	were	in	favor	of	the	raid,	such	as	Michèle	Flournoy	and	Mike

Vickers,	the	Red	Team	findings	didn’t	alter	their	views.	“It	really	didn’t	change
anything,”	explains	Vickers.	“People’s	estimates	before	this	ranged	from	maybe
sixty	to	eighty	percent	believing	that	bin	Laden	was	there.	And	then	the	Red
Team,	a	couple	of	them	came	back	and	said	sixty	percent,	and	one	guy	said	forty
percent,	but	he	said	his	forty	percent	was	better	than	any	other	explanation.”
Leiter	addressed	Obama	directly,	saying,	“Even	if	you’re	at	the	forty	percent

low	end	of	this	range,	Mister	President,	that’s	still	about	thirty-eight	percent
better	than	we’ve	been	for	ten	years.”
Still,	that	one	estimate	of	40	percent	was	discomfiting	to	some.	John	Brennan

recalls,	“Some	of	us	thought,	‘Whoa!	We	thought	the	prospects	were	higher	that
he	was	in	there.’	And	the	president	recognized	that	when	people	were	saying,
‘Well,	there’s	only	40	percent	of	a	chance,’	that	some	people	were	going	to	get	a
little	bit	soft	on	this.”
Ben	Rhodes	says,	“There	was	a	deflation	in	the	room,	because	what	you’re

looking	for	as	you’re	getting	closer	to	the	call	is	greater	certainty,	not	less.	So
essentially	it	played	into	all	the	fears	that	people	had	about	what	could	go	wrong.
Is	it	worth	the	risk?”
Similarly,	Tony	Blinken	says,	“I	think,	if	anything,	the	Red	Team	actually

brought	down	the	level	of	certainty;	the	positive	ID	percentage	was	higher
before	the	Red	Team	got	done.	So	I	think	we	went	from	maybe	seventy/thirty	or
sixty-five/thirty-five	to	fifty-five/forty-five	or	even	fifty/fifty.”
Director	of	National	Intelligence	James	Clapper,	who	had	spent	more	than

four	decades	in	the	intelligence	business,	says	the	discussion	of	exact
percentages	gave	the	impression	of	precision,	but	“in	the	end	it	was	subjective.	It



didn’t	matter	whether	the	percentage	of	confidence	was	40	percent	or	80	percent.
It	seemed	like	the	closer	you	were	to	working	the	problem,	the	in-the-trenches
analysts	who	were	really	doing	the	legwork	here,	doing	the	grunt	work,	were
very	confident.	And	as	you	got	concentric	circles	away	from	them,	the
confidence	sort	of	went	down.”	Clapper	personally	felt	“it	was	the	most
compelling	case	we	had	had	in	ten	years.	And	sure,	it	would’ve	been	nice	to
have	somebody	inside	the	compound—the	maid	or	the	cook	we	could’ve
recruited—someone	who	could	say,	‘Yeah,	that’s	him	and	that’s	who’s	there.’
Well,	we	didn’t	have	that.”
For	those	who	were	inclined	to	oppose	the	raid,	such	as	Defense	Secretary

Robert	Gates,	the	Red	Team	analysis	confirmed	their	doubts.	Gates	said,	“I	think
this	Red	Team	is	really	an	outstanding	piece	of	work,	and	I	find	it	very
persuasive.”	Persuasive,	in	other	words,	that	bin	Laden	might	well	not	be	living
in	the	Abbottabad	compound.
CIA	director	Leon	Panetta	spoke	up,	saying	firmly,	“When	you	put	it	all

together,	we	have	the	best	evidence	since	Tora	Bora,	and	that	makes	it	clear	we
have	an	obligation	to	act.	If	I	thought	delaying	this	could	produce	better
intelligence,	that	would	be	one	thing,	but	because	of	the	nature	of	the	security	at
the	compound,	we’re	probably	at	the	point	where	we	have	got	the	best
intelligence	we	can	get.	It’s	now	time	to	make	a	decision	not	about	whether	or
not	we	should	do	something	about	it,	but	what	to	do	about	it.	We’ve	come	this
far.	There’s	no	turning	back.	We	have	enough	information	such	that	the
American	people	would	want	us	to	act.”
At	the	conclusion	of	this	lengthy	discussion,	Obama	summed	up	the	case:	“All

right,	guys.	In	the	end,	it’s	fifty-fifty	that	he’s	there.”
Leiter	had	also	been	tasked	to	think	through	what	kind	of	reaction	an	assault

on	the	Abbottabad	compound	might	cause	overseas	and	at	home.	Overseas,	the
worst	case	was	that	the	U.S.	embassy	in	Pakistan,	one	of	the	largest	in	the	world,
would	be	overrun	by	protestors	and	that	Pakistani	security	forces	would	do	little
to	stop	them—a	replay	of	what	had	happened	in	1979,	when	the	embassy
building	in	Islamabad	was	attacked	by	an	angry	mob	and	burned	to	the	ground.
Leiter	and	his	team	also	looked	at	the	possible	threats	from	“homegrown”
terrorists,	who	might	attack	U.S.	military	installations	or	government	buildings
when	they	heard	the	news	of	bin	Laden’s	death.	Leiter	briefed	both	these	worst-
case	scenarios	to	everyone	in	the	room.
Obama	gave	everyone	ample	opportunity	to	speak.	Toward	the	end	of	the

meeting,	the	president	methodically	went	around	the	room	and	asked	everyone,



“Where	are	you	on	this?	What	do	you	think?”	So	many	officials	prefaced	their
comments	with	the	words	“Mister	President,	this	is	a	very	hard	call”	that	the
Situation	Room	began	to	fill	with	laughter,	the	only	moments	of	levity	in	a	tense
two-hour	meeting.
Joe	Biden,	who	had	been	elected	to	the	U.S.	Senate	when	Obama	was	eleven,

and	had	been	chairman	of	the	Senate	Foreign	Relations	Committee	before
becoming	vice	president,	was	worried	about	the	local	fallout	from	the	raid:	a
possible	firefight	with	the	Pakistanis	or	an	incident	at	the	U.S.	embassy	in
Islamabad.	“We	need	greater	certainty	that	bin	Laden	is	there,”	he	advised.	“The
risks	to	the	Pakistan	relationship	and	its	importance	are	such	that	we	need	to
know	more	before	acting.”	Referring	to	the	earlier	discussion	of	percentages	and
close	calls,	Biden	said,	“You	know,	I	didn’t	know	we	had	so	many	economists
around	the	table.”	Biden	concluded,	“We	owe	the	man	a	direct	answer.	Mister
President,	my	suggestion	is:	Don’t	go.”
Robert	Gates	continued	to	be	skittish	about	the	raid,	saying,	“There	is	a	degree

of	risk	associated	with	the	raid	option	that	I	am	uncomfortable	with.	An	option
of	some	kind	of	precision	strike,	I	would	be	more	comfortable	with	that.”	Gates
again	raised	the	Operation	Eagle	Claw	and	Black	Hawk	Down	incidents,	as	he
had	repeatedly	during	earlier	meetings	with	Obama.	The	secretary	of	defense
reminded	Obama’s	war	cabinet	that	he	had	been	in	the	White	House	the	night	the
Eagle	Claw	mission	imploded.
Gates	and	Biden	pointed	out	that	a	raid	in	Abbottabad	would	likely	cause	a

permanent	rupture	in	America’s	relations	with	Pakistan,	and	that	would	mean	the
end	of	both	the	land	and	air	corridors	across	Pakistan	that	were	critical	to	the
resupply	of	the	100,000	American	soldiers	in	neighboring	Afghanistan.	It	would
also	mean	an	end	to	the	Pakistanis’	grudging	acquiescence	to	the	use	of	their
territory	to	launch	drone	strikes—attacks	that	had	proven	devastating	to	the
leadership	of	al-Qaeda	in	Pakistan’s	tribal	regions.
With	both	Gates	and	Biden	still	leery	of	the	largely	circumstantial	intelligence

and	the	toll	that	a	raid	would	place	on	the	critical	U.S.-Pakistani	relationship,
that	made	two	out	of	the	three	most-senior	officials	in	Obama’s	cabinet	against
the	SEAL	helicopter	assault.
Obama’s	top	military	advisor,	Admiral	Mike	Mullen,	had	never	prepared	a

presentation	for	the	president	with	as	much	care	as	the	one	he	now	delivered.
Using	a	pack	of	a	dozen	slides	with	notes	on	them,	Mullen	walked	Obama
through	the	final	brief	of	the	raid	plan.	Mullen	said	he	had	attended	the	full-scale
rehearsal	of	the	raid	and	that	“Bill’s	[McRaven’s]	team	can	do	this.”	Mullen’s



strong	advocacy	of	the	raid	was	unusual,	because	Gates	and	he	were	usually	in
lockstep	on	key	national	security	issues,	as	they	had	been	about	mounting	a
large-scale	counterinsurgency	campaign	in	Afghanistan.	Now	Obama’s	secretary
of	defense	and	his	chairman	of	the	Joint	Chiefs	were	advocating	different
courses	of	action.
General	Cartwright	was	still	in	favor	of	deploying	a	tiny	drone-fired	munition

to	take	out	bin	Laden,	an	option	that	remained	on	the	table	during	the	April	28
meeting.	The	smallest	bomb	commonly	dropped	by	the	U.S.	Air	Force	was	five
hundred	pounds.	The	kind	of	device	Cartwright	was	advocating	was	minute	by
comparison,	and	was	known	as	a	small	tactical	munition.	For	the	past	three
years,	Raytheon	had	been	developing	such	a	weapon,	a	thirteen-pound	“smart”
bomb	that	was	two	feet	long	and	steered	by	a	GPS-guided	system.	But	this	tiny
bomb	came	with	a	raft	of	potential	problems.	Such	a	weapon	had	never	before
been	fired	in	combat,	and	because	it	was	GPS-guided,	it	was	a	“fire	and	forget”
device	whose	targeting	could	not	be	adjusted	while	it	was	in	flight,	as	that	of	a
laser-guided	bomb	could	be.	What	if	this	experimental	weapon	failed	to
detonate?	Or	missed?	Or	took	out	the	wrong	guy	on	the	compound?	Or	even
exploded	at	the	target	but	failed	to	kill	him?	Any	of	these	scenarios	would	be	a
replay	of	the	August	1998	cruise	missile	attacks	Bill	Clinton	had	ordered	to	kill
bin	Laden	after	al-Qaeda	bombed	the	two	U.S.	embassies	in	Africa.	The	cruise
missiles	missed	bin	Laden	and	helped	turn	him	into	a	global	celebrity.
Hillary	Clinton	gave	a	long,	lawyerly	presentation	that	examined	both	the

upsides	and	the	downsides	of	the	raid	option.	It	wasn’t	clear	where	she	was
going	with	it	until	she	summarized	it:	“It’s	a	very	close	call,	but	I	would	say:	Do
the	raid.”	Clinton	says,	“I	made	a	long	presentation	because	the	president	is	a
very	thoughtful,	analytical	decision	maker,	and	he	is	more	likely	to	listen	to	an
argument	that	is	not	filled	with	passion	and	emotion.	So	I	wanted	to	lay	out	in	a
very	methodical	way	the	pluses	and	the	minuses	as	I	understood	them	of	the
various	options.	And	then	to	conclude	that,	given	what	was	at	stake,	this	was	one
of	the	moments	that	I	thought	called	for	a	decision,	despite	the	risk.”
When	it	was	his	turn	to	address	Obama,	Leiter	said,	“Mister	President,	my

first	choice	would	be	that	we	wait	and	collect	more	[intelligence],	but	I	am	being
told	by	the	operators	there	is	nothing	more	that	can	be	collected	without
excessive	risk.	And	I	can’t	second-guess	them	on	that.”	Leiter	also	endorsed	the
use	of	the	drone-fired	munition	because	he	thought	the	political	risks	of	such	an
attack	were	so	much	lower	than	those	associated	with	the	raid.
Leon	Panetta,	who	had	been	Bill	Clinton’s	chief	of	staff	and	before	that	a



nine-term	congressman,	knew	a	thing	or	two	about	the	realities	of	politics.	He
delivered	a	persuasive	political	argument	in	favor	of	the	raid	and	of	doing	it	as
soon	as	feasible.	“I’ve	always	used	the	test,	Mister	President,	as	somebody	that’s
been	in	public	office:	What	would	the	average	American	say	if	he	or	she	knew
what	we	were	talking	about?	And	I	think	if	you	told	the	average	American—we
have	the	best	intelligence	we’ve	had	since	Tora	Bora,	we	have	the	chance	to	get
the	number	one	terrorist	in	the	world	who	attacked	us	on	9/11—I	think	that	they
would	say	‘we	gotta	go.’	”	Hillary	Clinton	voiced	a	related	point:	enough	people
already	knew	about	the	bin	Laden	intelligence	that	it	would	eventually	leak.
John	Brennan,	Obama’s	top	counterterrorism	advisor,	urged	a	go	on	the	raid.

He	had	already	told	the	president	privately	that	the	CIA	officials	who	had
developed	the	intelligence	on	Abbottabad	were	“the	people	that	have	been
following	bin	Laden	for	fifteen	years.	This	has	been	their	life’s	work,	this	has
been	their	life’s	journey,	and	they	feel	it	very	much	in	their	gut	that	bin	Laden	is
at	that	compound.	I	feel	pretty	good,	if	not	certain,	that	bin	Laden	is	at	that
compound.”
Denis	McDonough,	the	deputy	national	security	advisor,	and	his	boss,	Tom

Donilon,	were	also	supportive	of	the	raid.	Ben	Rhodes,	Michèle	Flournoy,	Tony
Blinken,	Mike	Vickers,	Robert	Cardillo,	and	Nick	Rasmussen	all	endorsed	the
raid,	as	did	the	director	of	national	intelligence,	Jim	Clapper,	who	said,	“It	is	the
option	most	fraught	with	risk,	but	in	my	view	the	most	important	thing	for	this	is
that	we	have	eyes	and	ears	and	brains	on	the	ground.”
Obama	listened	to	the	counsel	of	his	senior	advisors	intently,	but	kept	his	own

views	to	himself.	One	of	the	officials	in	the	room	who	had	attended	countless
meetings	with	the	president	observes,	“He’s	very	hard	to	read.	He’s	an
introverted	guy.	He’s	a	thinker.”	As	the	meeting	wound	up,	at	around	7:00	p.m.,
the	president	said,	“This	is	a	close	call	and	not	one	that	I’m	ready	to	make	now.	I
need	to	go	think	about	this.	I’m	going	to	sleep	on	it.	I’ll	give	an	order	in	the
morning.”	Obama	felt	that	those	who	had	voiced	doubts	about	the	intelligence
case	and	raid	option	had	helped	improve	the	operational	planning	for	the	raid,
particularly	the	ability	of	the	SEALs	to	fight	their	way	out	of	Abbottabad,	if	it
came	to	that.
Obama	wrestled	with	the	options,	knowing	that	the	burden	of	this	decision

was	going	to	be	on	his	shoulders	for	the	rest	of	his	life.	He	felt	that	“the	most
difficult	part	is	always	the	fact	that	you’re	sending	guys	into	harm’s	way.	And
there	are	a	lot	of	things	that	could	go	wrong.	I	mean	there’re	a	lot	of	moving
parts	here.	So	my	biggest	concern	was,	if	I’m	sending	those	guys	in	and



Murphy’s	Law	applies	and	something	happens,	can	we	still	get	our	guys	out?	So
that’s	point	number	one.	Point	number	two,	these	guys	are	going	in	in	the	darkest
of	night.	And	they	don’t	know	what	they’re	going	to	find	there.	They	don’t	know
if	the	building	is	rigged.	They	don’t	know	if	there	are	explosives	that	are
triggered	by	a	particular	door	opening.	So	huge	risks	that	these	guys	are	taking.”
Despite	those	risks,	Obama	decided	to	forgo	the	drone	option:	“I	thought	it	was
important	if	we	were	going	to	go	into	a	sovereign	country,	that	we	had	to	have
some	proof	that	in	fact	it	was	bin	Laden,	rather	than	just	firing	a	missile	into	a
compound.”	Also,	while	this	may	have	been	a	fifty-fifty	intelligence	case,
Obama	had	100	percent	confidence	in	McRaven	and	the	SEALs’	ability	to
execute	the	mission.
Obama	knew	the	stakes	were	high:	“Obviously	I	knew	that	if	we	were

unsuccessful,	there	was	the	potential	for	not	only	loss	of	life—the	incredibly
brave	SEALs	who	were	going	in—but	also	there	would	be	huge	geopolitical
ramifications.”	Obama	couldn’t	help	wondering,	“What	if	the	mysterious	pacer
was	a	prince	from	Dubai	just	keeping	a	low	profile?”
Obama	has	always	been	a	risk	taker,	albeit	a	highly	disciplined	one.	After	all,

he	took	on	Hillary	Clinton,	a	supposed	shoo-in	for	the	Democratic	nomination
for	president,	after	he	had	served	only	two	years	in	the	Senate.	In	2009,
President	Obama,	previously	the	“antiwar”	candidate,	tripled	the	number	of
troops	in	Afghanistan	over	what	President	Bush	had	deployed	there.	When
Egyptians	rose	up	against	their	octogenarian	dictator,	Hosni	Mubarak,	in
February	2011,	Obama,	against	the	advice	of	nearly	his	entire	cabinet—who
argued	“better	the	devil	you	know”—called	Mubarak	and	told	him	it	was	time	to
step	down.	In	March	2011,	as	Moammar	Gadhafi	moved	to	exterminate	the
burgeoning	opposition	movement	in	Libya,	Obama	went	within	days	to	the
United	Nations	and	NATO	and	set	in	motion	the	military	campaign	that	toppled
the	Libyan	dictator,	a	campaign	for	which	he	was	roundly	criticized	by	both	the
Left	and	the	Right.	Both	Gates	and	Biden	had	advised	Obama	against	getting
involved	in	Libya.
Despite	Biden’s	warnings	about	the	irreparable	damage	to	the	U.S.-Pakistani

relationship	that	a	raid	in	Abbottabad	might	cause,	Obama	felt	that	whatever
happened	as	a	result	of	the	raid,	the	American	relationship	with	Pakistan	could
absorb	the	blow,	particularly	if	efforts	to	repair	the	damage	were	made	right
away.	And	as	for	those	who	argued	that	the	best	approach	was	to	wait	and	gather
more	certain	intelligence,	Obama	had	concluded	by	mid-April	that	the
intelligence	case	was	never	going	to	be	certain.	Now	that	the	circle	of	knowledge



about	Abbottabad	had	expanded,	there	was	also	the	real	risk	that	if	they	waited
for	the	next	favorable	lunar	cycle	to	mount	the	raid,	word	could	trickle	out	about
the	Abbottabad	compound,	and	there	might	not	be	another	opportunity	to	find
bin	Laden.
Obama	rolls	the	dice	after	considerable	deliberation,	but	roll	them	he	does.

With	Osama	bin	Laden	as	the	prize,	Obama	was	prepared	to	ignore	the	advice
both	of	his	vice	president	and	his	secretary	of	defense	and	roll	the	dice	one	more
time.	Obama	says,	“Even	though	I	thought	it	was	only	fifty-fifty	that	bin	Laden
was	there,	I	thought	it	was	worth	us	taking	a	shot.…	And	the	reason	that	I
concluded	it	was	worth	it	was	that	we	have	devoted	enormous	blood	and	treasure
in	fighting	back	against	al-Qaeda,	ever	since	2001.	And	even	before	with	the
embassy	bombing	in	Kenya.	And	so	part	of	what	was	in	my	mind	was	all	those
young	men	that	I	visited	who	are	still	fighting	in	Afghanistan,	and	the	families	of
victims	of	terrorism	that	I	talk	to.	And	I	said	to	myself	that	if	we	have	a	good
chance	of	not	completely	defeating,	but	badly	disabling	al-Qaeda,	then	it	was
worth	both	the	political	risks	as	well	as	the	risks	to	our	men.”
On	Friday,	April	29,	at	8:20	a.m.	in	the	White	House	Diplomatic	Reception

Room,	Obama	gathered	Donilon,	McDonough,	Brennan,	and	Chief	of	Staff	Bill
Daley	in	a	semicircle	around	him.	“Is	there	anything	new?”	he	asked.	“Have	you
guys	changed	your	mind	about	the	raid?”	The	advisors	all	told	him	they	believed
it	was	the	right	thing	to	do	and	strongly	recommended	he	go	forward	with	it.
Obama	said	simply,	“I’ve	considered	the	decision:	It’s	a	go.	And	the	only

thing	that	makes	it	not	a	go	is	if	Bill	McRaven	and	his	folks	believe	that	either
weather	or	conditions	on	the	ground	increase	the	risk	to	our	forces.”	Obama
instructed	Donilon	to	issue	the	orders	that	would	set	in	motion	the	operation.
Donilon	says,	“I’ve	been	in	Washington	a	long	time.	This	is	the	third	president	I
have	served.	I	first	came	to	work	in	the	White	House	in	June	of	1977,	and	those
moments	still	really	strike	me,	that	we	ask	one	person	in	our	system	to	make
these	incredibly	difficult	calls	on	behalf	of	three	hundred	million	Americans.”
Tony	Blinken	heard	the	news	shortly	afterward.	“I	thought,	‘Man,	that	is	a

gutsy	call.’	First,	we	don’t	know	for	sure	bin	Laden	is	there;	the	evidence	is
circumstantial.	Second,	most	of	his	most	senior	advisors	had	recommended	a
different	course	of	action.	I	remember	when	he	left	the	meeting	the	previous	day,
I	was	not	convinced	he	was	going	to	do	it.	Leaving	that	meeting,	I	think	a	lot	of
people	had	visions	of	Jimmy	Carter	in	their	heads.”
Directly	after	giving	the	“go”	order	for	Abbottabad,	Obama	boarded	Marine

One	at	8:30	a.m.	with	his	family	for	the	short	hop	to	Andrews	Air	Force	Base,



where	they	then	took	Air	Force	One	down	to	Tuscaloosa,	Alabama,	one	of	the
cities	hardest	hit	by	a	week	of	tornadoes	that	had	touched	down	across	eight
states.	“I’ve	never	seen	devastation	like	this,”	said	Obama,	standing	in	the	rubble
in	Tuscaloosa.
Meanwhile,	Donilon	signed	an	official	authorization	for	the	Abbottabad

operation.	Around	the	same	time,	officials	at	the	American	consulate	in	the
northwestern	city	of	Peshawar—not	far	from	the	tribal	areas	where	al-Qaeda	and
a	number	of	Taliban	groups	were	headquartered—were	told	to	evacuate.	This
evacuation	order	was	framed	as	having	to	do	with	recent	kidnapping	threats,	but
was	actually	because	of	the	impending	operation.
That	afternoon,	Obama	flew	to	Kennedy	Space	Center	in	Florida,	where	he

met	with	Representative	Gabrielle	Giffords,	the	Arizona	congresswoman	who
was	slowly	recovering	from	being	shot	in	the	head	by	a	deranged	man.	Obama
was	attending	the	launch	of	the	space	shuttle	Endeavor,	which	was	commanded
by	Giffords’s	husband,	Mark	Kelly.	That	evening,	Obama	gave	the
commencement	address	at	Miami	Dade	College,	returning	to	the	White	House	at
11:30	p.m.
At	the	JSOC	headquarters	in	Afghanistan	at	Bagram	Air	Base,	just	north	of

Kabul,	Admiral	McRaven	gave	a	tour	to	a	visiting	“codel,”	a	delegation	of
visitors	from	Congress.	He	gave	no	hint	that	he	was	just	about	to	launch	the	most
important	operation	of	his	life.
Throughout	the	long	day	in	Alabama	and	Florida,	Obama	kept	his	game	face

on.	He	said	later	that	the	Abbottabad	operation	“was	weighing	on	me,	but,	you
know,	something	I	said	during	the	campaign	that	I’ve	learned	over	and	over
again	in	this	job,	is	the	presidency	requires	you	to	do	more	than	one	thing	at	a
time.”
One	of	those	things	was	to	attend	the	White	House	Correspondents’	Dinner	on

Saturday	evening—the	nearest	thing	to	Oscar	night	that	dowdy	Washington,
D.C.,	has	to	offer.	It	is	an	annual	tradition	going	back	decades	in	which	the
president	and	pretty	much	every	other	important	official	in	the	administration—
as	well	as	many	who	like	to	think	of	themselves	as	important—gather	with	the
Washington	press	corps	for	a	black-tie	dinner.	Adding	a	little	tinsel	to	the
proceedings,	New	York	media	moguls	attend,	and	a	sprinkling	of	Hollywood
stars	and	business	heavyweights	fly	in	for	the	night.	The	evening’s	entertainment
generally	consists	of	a	comic	who	gently	roasts	politicians	on	both	sides	of	the
aisle,	while	the	president	takes	a	few	pot	shots	of	his	own	at	his	critics	and	the
press.



Unbeknownst	to	the	Washington	press	corps,	the	2011	Correspondents’
Dinner	had	been	the	subject	of	intense	discussions	in	the	Situation	Room	in
recent	days.	Should	the	Abbottabad	operation	be	delayed	until	after	the	dinner?
There	was	sound	reason	to	consider	this	idea,	because	if	the	raid	went	badly,	the
plan	was	to	try	to	keep	it	a	covert	action	and	not	acknowledge	it,	but	you
couldn’t	do	that	very	well	if	just	about	all	the	senior	national	security	officials
attending	the	dinner	suddenly	got	up	and	left	to	deal	with	the	fallout	from	a
botched	raid.	Similarly,	if	the	president	canceled	his	appearance	at	the	dinner	at
the	very	last	minute,	the	press	corps	would	surely	sense	that	something	was	up
and	start	digging	into	what	had	caused	the	cancellation.	Officials	discussed	how
they	might	throw	the	press	off	the	scent	by	simply	announcing	that	the	president
had	the	flu.	The	counterargument	was	that	if	the	Obama	administration	delayed
the	operation	and	then	it	came	out	that	they	had	missed	an	opportunity	to	get	bin
Laden	because	of	the	dinner,	it	would	be	a	public	relations	disaster	of	biblical
proportions.
Obama	was	reluctant	to	consider	moving	the	Abbottabad	operation	until	after

the	Correspondents’	Dinner.	“The	only	thing	that	was	going	to	drive	the	‘go’	or
‘no	go’	on	this	mission	were	the	mission	requirements	of	the	SEALs	in	the
field,”	he	said.	By	Friday	night,	the	discussion	about	what	to	do	about	the	dinner
was	rendered	moot,	as	it	was	predicted	that	there	was	going	to	be	excessive
cloud	cover	in	northern	Pakistan	the	following	evening.	McRaven	decided	to
push	the	mission	back	twenty-four	hours,	to	Sunday	night.
On	Saturday	afternoon,	during	a	break	from	rehearsing	his	speech	for	the

Correspondents’	Dinner,	Obama	called	McRaven	for	a	final	status	check,	as	it
was	by	now	late	Saturday	night	in	Afghanistan.	During	a	twelve-minute	phone
call,	McRaven	affirmed	that	they	were	ready	to	go.	The	president	concluded	the
call,	saying,	“I	couldn’t	have	any	more	confidence	in	you	than	the	confidence	I
have	in	you	and	your	force.	Godspeed	to	you	and	your	forces.	Please	pass	on	to
them	my	personal	thanks	for	their	service	and	the	message	that	I	personally	will
be	following	this	mission	very	closely.”
Operation	Neptune	Spear	was	now	a	go.	The	name	given	to	the	mission	was	a

nod	to	the	trident	wielded	by	Neptune,	the	mythological	god	of	the	sea,	that
appears	on	the	badge	awarded	to	all	those	who	qualify	as	SEALs.
At	7:00	p.m.	Saturday,	Barack	and	Michelle	Obama	showed	up	as	scheduled

at	the	cavernous	banquet	hall	of	the	Washington	Hilton,	the	president	in	black	tie
and	the	first	lady	in	a	brown	silk	sleeveless	gown	with	a	plunging	neckline.	At
the	back	of	his	mind,	Obama	was	turning	over	the	details	of	the	Abbottabad



operation,	but	he	still	managed	to	deliver	a	hilarious	after-dinner	monologue
centered	largely	on	the	faux	controversy	about	whether	he	was	actually	an
American	citizen.	In	the	audience	was	Donald	Trump,	the	blowhard	billionaire
who	had	been	especially	vocal	in	questioning	the	president’s	citizenship,	and
who	hosted	the	NBC	reality	show	Celebrity	Apprentice.	Obama	began	his
monologue	by	saying,	“My	fellow	Americans	…	Donald	Trump	is	here	tonight!
Now,	I	know	that	he’s	taken	some	flak	lately,	but	no	one	is	happier,	no	one	is
prouder	to	put	this	birth	certificate	matter	to	rest	than	‘the	Donald.’	And	that’s
because	he	can	finally	get	back	to	focusing	on	the	issues	that	matter—like,	did
we	fake	the	moon	landing?…	But	all	kidding	aside,	obviously,	we	all	know
about	[Donald	Trump’s]	credentials	and	breadth	of	experience.	For	example—
no,	seriously,	just	recently,	in	an	episode	of	Celebrity	Apprentice—at	the
steakhouse,	the	men’s	cooking	team	did	not	impress	the	judges	from	Omaha
Steaks.	And	there	was	a	lot	of	blame	to	go	around.	But	you,	Mister	Trump,
recognized	that	the	real	problem	was	a	lack	of	leadership.	And	so	ultimately,	you
didn’t	blame	Lil’	Jon	or	Meatloaf.	You	fired	Gary	Busey.	And	these	are	the	kind
of	decisions	that	would	keep	me	up	at	night.	Well	handled,	sir.	Well	handled.”
Trump	listened	to	the	president’s	deft	skewering	with	a	pained	smirk.
Laughing	along	at	the	dinner	were	many	of	the	key	players	in	the	impending

bin	Laden	operation:	Leon	Panetta,	Robert	Gates,	Tom	Donilon,	Admiral	Mike
Mullen,	Mike	Vickers,	and	White	House	chief	of	staff	Bill	Daley.	The	emcee	of
the	dinner,	comedian	Seth	Meyers,	at	one	point	made	a	joke	about	the	long	hunt
for	bin	Laden.	“People	think	bin	Laden	is	hiding	in	the	Hindu	Kush,”	quipped
Meyers,	“but	did	you	know	that	every	day	from	4	to	5	p.m.	he	hosts	a	show	on
C-SPAN?”	Obama	let	rip	a	big	guffaw	at	that	one.
ABC	News	anchor	George	Stephanopoulos	had	gotten	wind	of	the	fact	that,

somewhat	unusually,	the	White	House	was	going	to	be	closed	to	all	tours	the
following	day.	Chatting	with	Bill	Daley,	Stephanopoulos	quizzed	him:	“You
guys	have	got	something	big	going	on	over	there?”	Daley	was	momentarily
spooked,	but	recovered,	saying	blandly,	“Oh	no.	It’s	just	a	plumbing	issue,”
which	seemed	to	satisfy	Stephanopoulos.
A	few	blocks	away,	at	the	historic	Meridian	House,	Mike	Leiter	was	married

to	Alice	Brown.	The	judge	conducting	the	ceremony	was	Laurence	Silberman,
who	had	led	the	commission	that	examined	why	the	CIA	had	mistakenly
concluded	that	Saddam	Hussein	had	reconstituted	his	weapons	of	mass
destruction.	In	less	than	twenty-four	hours	the	CIA	would	have	a	chance	to	wipe
away	the	memory	of	that	grim	chapter	in	its	history.	Or	it	might	be	embarrassed



again.



13	DON’T	TURN	ON	THE	LIGHT

	

JUST	AFTER	MIDNIGHT,	the	residents	of	the	bin	Laden	compound	were	startled
awake	by	the	strange	sounds	of	explosions	nearby.	Bin	Laden’s	daughter
Maryam,	age	twenty,	rushed	upstairs	to	his	top-floor	bedroom	to	ask	what	was
going	on.	“Go	downstairs	and	go	back	to	bed,”	he	told	her.
Then	bin	Laden	told	his	wife	Amal,	“Don’t	turn	on	the	light.”	It	was	a

pointless	admonition.	Someone—it	is	still	not	clear	exactly	who—had	taken	the
sensible	precaution	of	turning	off	the	electricity	feeding	the	neighborhood,	thus
giving	the	SEALs	a	large	advantage	on	that	moonless	night.	Indeed,	those	would
be	the	last	words	Osama	bin	Laden	would	ever	utter.

SIX	HOURS	EARLIER,	around	8:00	a.m.	Eastern	Time	on	Sunday,	May	1,	Obama’s
national	security	staffers	had	begun	arriving	at	the	White	House.	Some	of	them
drifted	over	to	a	nearby	Starbucks	to	get	caffeinated	for	what	was	obviously
going	to	be	a	very	long	day.	One	or	two	of	them	were	a	little	the	worse	for	wear
from	having	attended	the	White	House	Correspondents’	Dinner	the	night	before.
Deputy	National	Security	Advisor	Denis	McDonough	had	gone	to	his	friend
Mike	Leiter’s	wedding.	After	a	late	night—“It	was	my	wedding,	for	God’s
sake!”—Leiter,	who	had	already	postponed	his	honeymoon,	told	his	new	bride
he	had	to	go	to	the	White	House	for	some	important	meetings.	“I	might	not	be
back	for	a	while.	I	can’t	tell	you	why.	You’ll	understand	later,”	he	said.	Leon
Panetta	got	up	early	that	morning.	While	shaving	he	looked	at	himself	in	the
mirror	and	thought,	“The	next	time	I	look	in	this	mirror,	we	will	have
accomplished	something	significant,	or	I	will	have	to	be	explaining	myself	to	a
lot	of	people.”
The	nation’s	top	security	officials	were	careful	to	project	a	show	of	business

as	usual.	As	was	his	habit,	Panetta,	a	committed	Catholic,	attended	Sunday
Mass.	At	about	9:45	a.m.,	President	Obama	left	the	White	House	for	his	usual
round	of	golf	at	Andrews	Air	Force	Base,	but	he	played	only	nine	holes.	At
10:00	a.m.	the	“deputies”	meeting	began.	The	subcabinet	officials	assembled
there	each	had	thick	briefing	books	that	featured	options	labeled	“branches”	and



“sequels,”	covering	pretty	much	every	contingency	that	might	arise	during
Operation	Neptune	Spear.
At	around	noon,	the	principals	of	Obama’s	cabinet	began	arriving	at	the	White

House.	So	as	not	to	attract	attention,	the	armor-plated	limos	of	cabinet	officials
such	as	Hillary	Clinton	were	not	parked	in	their	usual	spots	near	the	West	Wing,
where	the	inquisitive	White	House	press	corps	might	notice	them.	The	White
House	had	canceled	all	tours	so	that	tourists	wouldn’t	see	all	the	unusual
comings	and	goings.	Katie	Johnson,	the	president’s	personal	secretary,	had
scheduled	a	White	House	tour	for	the	stars	of	the	movie	The	Hangover,	who
were	in	town	for	the	Correspondents’	Dinner,	and	she	asked	Ben	Rhodes	if	he
could	grant	an	exception.	Rhodes	told	her	it	wouldn’t	be	possible.
The	White	House	national	security	team	had	set	up	secure	communications	in

the	Situation	Room,	connected	to	Admiral	McRaven,	who	was	by	now	in
Jalalabad,	in	eastern	Afghanistan.	The	“Sit	Room”	was	also	in	secure
communication	with	Panetta’s	offices	at	CIA	headquarters	and	with	the	Ops
Center	in	the	Pentagon,	where	General	Cartwright	was	monitoring	all	the
intelligence	feeds	coming	in	from	the	field	and	had	a	team	of	some	thirty	officers
standing	by	to	respond	to	any	contingency.
Cartwright’s	team	had	created	an	operational	matrix	that	covered	any	likely

eventuality:	a	helicopter	going	down,	bin	Laden	taken	alive,	a	dead	bin	Laden,
an	injured	bin	Laden,	and	someone	other	than	bin	Laden	living	at	the	compound.
Cartwright’s	biggest	concern	was	that	Pakistan’s	premier	military	academy	was
less	than	a	mile	away	from	the	compound.	Might	a	large	force	of	Pakistani
soldiers	be	up	at	night	for	some	reason	and	stumble	on	the	operation?	This	could
lead	to	a	shootout	with	the	Pakistanis.	Not	good.	If	Pakistani	troops	did	suddenly
appear	in	force,	the	plan	was	for	the	SEALs	to	try	to	avoid	a	firefight	and	to	sit
tight	in	the	compound	while	senior	U.S.	military	officials	in	Washington	tried	to
negotiate	their	safe	passage.	But	the	SEALs	had	enough	firepower	and	backup
with	the	quick	reaction	force	(QRF)	on	the	Chinooks	that	they	could	fight	their
way	out,	if	it	came	to	that.
At	1:00	p.m.	Eastern	Time,	as	night	fell	seven	thousand	miles	to	the	east,	in

Pakistan,	Obama’s	war	cabinet	began	to	gather	in	the	Sit	Room.	Across	the
Potomac	River,	in	Langley,	Virginia,	Panetta	was	in	a	spacious	conference	room
on	the	top	floor	of	CIA	headquarters.	The	room	had	been	transformed	into	a
command	center,	with	maps	on	the	walls,	computers	monitoring	the	operation,
and	two	large	screens	with	secure	video	streams,	one	linked	to	the	Situation
Room,	the	other	to	Admiral	McRaven	in	Jalalabad.



“What	do	you	think?”	Panetta	asked	CIA	Deputy	Director	Michael	Morell.
“I	won’t	be	surprised	if	bin	Laden	is	there.	And	I	won’t	be	surprised	if	he	isn’t

there,”	Morell	said.
“That’s	where	I	am,”	Panetta	agreed.
Also	observing	the	operation	at	the	CIA	was	Admiral	Eric	Olson,	a	veteran	of

the	Black	Hawk	Down	incident	in	Somalia	in	1993,	now	the	overall	commander
of	Special	Operations.	Olson	had	been	awarded	the	Silver	Star	for	“conspicuous
gallantry”	in	Somalia	and	was	keenly	aware	of	how	a	U.S.	helicopter	assault	in	a
foreign	city	could	go	badly	wrong.
The	CIA	director	narrated	developments	to	the	officials	at	the	White	House	as

he	heard	them	from	McRaven.	Panetta	was	in	nominal	control	of	the	operation
so	that	it	would	remain	covert	and	so	that	the	White	House	would	preserve
“deniability”	should	bin	Laden	not	be	at	the	compound	and	the	raid	go
undetected	by	the	Pakistanis.	But	the	CIA’s	“command	and	control”	of	the
operation	was	a	fiction;	the	real	commander	was	McRaven.
At	1:22	p.m.,	Panetta	ordered	McRaven	to	perform	the	raid,	telling	him,	“Go

in	there	and	get	bin	Laden,	and	if	bin	Laden	isn’t	in	there,	get	the	hell	out!”
At	2:00	p.m.,	Obama	returned	from	his	golf	game	and	went	straight	to	the	Sit

Room	for	the	final	meeting	with	his	national	security	team	as	Operation	Neptune
Spear	commenced.	At	2:05	p.m.,	Leon	Panetta	began	one	more	overview	of	the
operation.
It	was	now	just	past	11:00	p.m.	in	Abbottabad,	and	the	bin	Laden	household

was	in	bed.	And	given	the	time	difference	between	Pakistan	and	Afghanistan,	it
was	just	past	10:30	p.m.	in	Jalalabad,	where	the	U.S.	Navy	SEAL	team,
consisting	of	twenty-three	“operators”	and	an	interpreter—a	“terp,”	in	military
parlance—were	readying	themselves	to	board	two	Black	Hawk	choppers.	The
helicopters	would	carry	them	more	than	150	miles	to	the	east,	perhaps	to
confront	the	man	responsible	for	the	deadliest	mass	murder	in	American	history.
The	men	carried	small	cards	filled	with	photos	and	descriptions	of	bin	Laden’s
family	and	the	members	of	his	entourage	who	were	believed	to	be	living	at	the
compound.	Also	along	for	the	operation	was	a	combat	dog	named	Cairo,
wearing	body	armor	just	like	his	SEAL	teammates.
Half	an	hour	later,	at	about	11:00	p.m.	local	time,	the	two	Black	Hawks	took

off	from	the	Jalalabad	airfield,	heading	east	toward	the	Pakistani	border,	which
they	would	cross	in	about	fifteen	minutes.	The	MH-60	choppers	were	modified
so	as	to	remain	undetected	by	Pakistani	radar	stations,	which	were	in
“peacetime”	mode,	unlike	the	radar	facilities	on	the	border	Pakistan	shared	with



its	longtime	enemy	India,	which	were	always	on	heightened	alert.	Painted	with
exotic	emulsions	designed	to	help	them	evade	radar,	the	modified	MH-60s	also
gave	off	a	low	heat	“signature”	in	flight,	and	their	tail	rotors	had	been	designed
to	make	them	less	noisy	and	less	susceptible	to	radar	identification.	On	top	of
that,	the	helicopters	flew	“nap-of-the-earth,”	which	means	perilously	low	and
very,	very	fast—only	a	few	feet	above	the	ground,	driving	around	trees	and
hugging	the	riverbeds	and	valleys	that	penetrate	the	foothills	of	the	Hindu	Kush
mountain	range.	This	also	made	them	harder	to	detect	by	radar.	After	crossing
the	Pakistani	border,	the	choppers	swung	north	of	Peshawar	and	its	millions	of
residents	and	eyeballs.	The	total	flight	time	to	the	target	was	about	an	hour	and	a
half.
The	secrecy	surrounding	the	bin	Laden	raid	was	so	intense	that	of	the	150,000

American	and	NATO	soldiers	in	Afghanistan,	the	only	one	who	had	been	briefed
about	the	operation	was	their	overall	commander,	General	David	Petraeus,	who
had	received	a	heads-up	three	days	earlier.	As	on	most	nights	in	Afghanistan,
there	were	some	dozen	Special	Forces	operations	launching	that	night	to	capture
or	kill	militant	commanders.	The	bin	Laden	raid	was	different	not	only	because
of	the	target	but	also	because	it	was	taking	place	in	a	country	that	the	United
States	was	nominally	allied	to	but	that	had	not	been	notified	of	the	operation.
Shortly	before	midnight,	Petraeus	strolled	into	the	ops	center	in	NATO

headquarters	and	asked	everyone	except	one	officer	to	leave.	He	then	opened	up
a	classified	chat	room	on	a	computer	that	allowed	him	to	monitor	the	operation.
If	needed,	Petraeus	was	ready	to	order	U.S.	aircraft	in	Afghanistan	to	respond	to
Pakistani	jets	trying	to	intercept	or	even	attack	the	American	helicopters	now
entering	their	airspace.
Once	the	two	Black	Hawks	were	inside	Pakistan’s	airspace,	three	bus-size

Chinook	helicopters	took	off	from	the	Jalalabad	airfield.	One	landed	just	inside
the	Afghan	border	with	Pakistan,	and	two	flew	on	to	Kala	Dhaka,	in	the
mountainous	region	of	Swat,	about	fifty	miles	northwest	of	Abbottabad,	landing
on	a	flat	beachlike	area	on	the	banks	of	the	broad	Indus	River.	This	part	of
northern	Pakistan	was	barely	populated	and	wasn’t	controlled	by	either	the
Taliban	or	the	Pakistani	government.	On	these	two	Chinooks	was	the	QRF,
consisting	of	two	dozen	SEALs	who	would	go	forward	if	the	SEALs	on	the
Black	Hawks	encountered	serious	opposition	when	they	landed	at	the
compound.	The	Chinooks	also	carried	bladders	of	fuel	for	the	Black	Hawks,
which	would	need	to	be	refueled	on	the	flight	back	to	Afghanistan.



ADJOINING	THE	WHITE	HOUSE	situation	room,	which	can	accommodate	more	than
a	dozen	senior	officials	at	a	large,	highly	polished	wooden	table	and	a	couple
dozen	more	staffers	on	the	“backbencher”	seats	around	the	walls,	is	a	much
smaller	meeting	room.	Like	the	Sit	Room,	this	conference	room	has	secure	video
and	phone	communications,	but	it	has	only	a	small	table	and	can	comfortably
accommodate	only	seven	people.	In	this	room	was	Brigadier	General	Marshall
B.	“Brad”	Webb,	a	deputy	commander	of	JSOC,	dressed	in	a	crisp	blue	air	force
uniform	festooned	with	ribbons,	monitoring	the	SEAL	teams	on	the	raid	in	real
time	on	a	laptop,	together	with	another	JSOC	officer.	On	the	video	monitors	of
the	small	conference	room,	grainy	video	of	the	unfolding	raid	was	fed	in	from	a
bat-shaped	RQ-170	Sentinel	stealth	drone	flying	more	than	two	miles	above
Abbottabad.
National	Security	Advisor	Tom	Donilon	stopped	by	the	small	conference

room	and	asked	what	the	officers	were	doing.	Told	that	they	were	getting	ready
to	unplug	their	equipment	and	move	it	into	the	main	Situation	Room,	Donilon
said,	“No,	you’re	not.	Shut	this	off.	I	don’t	want	this	going	on.”	Donilon	didn’t
want	to	leave	anyone	with	the	impression	that	the	president	was	micromanaging
a	military	mission	for	which	he’d	already	approved	the	plan.	The	officers
pointed	out	that	if	they	shut	down	their	equipment	there	would	no	longer	be	a
way	to	communicate	with	McRaven.	“Okay,”	Donilon	said,	“you	have	to	keep	it
all	in	this	room.”
Next	door,	a	debate	was	percolating	in	the	Situation	Room	about	whether	the

president	should	be	monitoring	the	operation	live	as	it	happened.	Leiter	recalls,
“The	White	House,	as	only	the	White	House	can,	had	an	endless	debate	about
whether	or	not	the	president	should	monitor	in	real	time.	What	if	something	went
wrong	and	the	president	said	something	or	did	something?	I	wasn’t	going	to	sit
around	and	wait	for	the	debate	to	be	solved.	I	was	going	to	watch	the	damn
thing.”
Leiter	went	into	the	small	conference	room	to	watch	the	feed	from	the	stealth

drone,	and	was	soon	followed	by	members	of	Obama’s	cabinet.	“Slowly,	onesies
and	twosies,	they	kept	poking	their	head	in,”	Leiter	recalls.	Vice	President	Joe
Biden	drifted	in,	and	then	Robert	Gates	and	Hillary	Clinton,	and	suddenly	the
room	was	full,	with	many	of	Obama’s	top	intelligence	and	counterterrorism
officials	jammed	up	against	the	wall	or	peering	through	the	doorway	to	get	a
better	look	at	the	unfolding	drama.
The	debate	about	whether	the	president	should	be	monitoring	the	operation

was	settled	when	Obama	popped	into	the	room	and	announced,	“I	need	to	watch



this,”	and	settled	himself	into	a	chair	off	to	one	side	of	the	cramped	room.
Dozens	of	other	officials	at	the	CIA	and	the	Pentagon	also	were	monitoring	the
same	video	feed.
The	men	and	women	in	the	room	were	updated	about	each	key	milestone

along	the	way	as	the	helicopters	entered	Pakistan’s	airspace	and	headed	toward
Abbottabad.	The	tension	was	palpable.	Leiter,	who	used	to	fly	attack	jets	for	the
navy,	says,	“The	only	thing	I	can	compare	it	to	is	landing	a	plane	on	an	aircraft
carrier	at	night.”	There	was	very	little	discussion,	except	every	once	in	a	while
an	official	would	ask	for	clarification	of	what	was	going	on,	such	as	“Why	is	that
helo	there?	What	are	they	doing	now?”	If	he	could,	Webb	answered	the	question
immediately;	otherwise	he	made	a	quick	call	to	find	out	what	was	happening.
The	Black	Hawks	approached	Abbottabad	from	the	northwest.	Once	the

helicopters	reached	their	destination,	the	carefully	planned	operation	began	to
unravel.	As	the	first	chopper	tried	to	land	in	the	largest	courtyard	in	the
compound,	it	suddenly	lost	altitude.	The	combination	of	the	additional	weight	of
the	stealth	technology	and	the	higher-than-expected	temperatures	in	Abbottabad
had	degraded	its	performance,	causing	an	aerodynamic	phenomenon	known	as
“settling	with	power,”	meaning	an	unexpectedly	fast	drop.	When	the	SEALs	had
practiced	the	maneuver	on	a	replica	of	the	compound	in	the	States,	the
compound’s	outer	walls	had	been	represented	by	chain-link	fencing,	whereas	the
actual	walls	were	made	of	concrete.	The	thick	walls	likely	gave	more	energy	to
the	Black	Hawk’s	rotor	wash	and	contributed	to	the	chopper’s	instability.
Because	of	that	instability,	the	tail	of	the	craft	clipped	one	of	the	compound
walls,	breaking	off	the	critical	tail	rotor.	Now	the	pilot	could	no	longer	control
the	chopper.	Relying	on	his	training,	he	avoided	a	potentially	catastrophic	crash
by	burying	the	helo’s	nose	in	the	dirt	in	the	large	yard	where	the	compound
occupants	grew	crops.	Because	of	his	quick	thinking,	the	SEALs	on	the	chopper
did	not	sustain	serious	injuries	and,	after	gathering	their	wits	about	them,	were
able	to	clamber	out	of	the	downed	bird.
The	plan	had	been	for	both	Black	Hawks	to	drop	off	the	two	dozen	men,

lingering	for	only	a	couple	of	minutes	before	flying	out	to	a	distant	rendezvous
point,	where	they	would	then	wait	for	the	signal	to	return	for	the	SEAL	team	at
the	end	of	the	mission.	The	hope	was	that	any	curious	locals	would	assume	that
the	two	choppers	were	visiting	the	nearby	military	academy.	Now	one	Black
Hawk	was	down	and	any	chance	that	the	mission	might	remain	“deniable”	to	the
media	and	public	was	gone.	So	was	the	element	of	surprise.
Obama	grimly	watched	this	all	unfold	on	the	grainy	video	feed	being	beamed



back	from	the	drone	high	above	the	compound.	The	feed	clearly	showed	that	the
rotors	of	the	first	helicopter	had	stopped	spinning.	Then	the	second	helicopter,
instead	of	hovering	and	dropping	some	SEALs	on	the	roof	of	the	main
compound	building,	simply	disappeared	out	of	the	shot.
“We	could	see	that	there	were	problems	initially	with	one	of	the	helicopters

landing.	So	right	off	the	top,	everybody,	I	think,	was	holding	their	breath.	That
wasn’t	in	the	script,”	says	Obama.	“And	when	our	helicopter	tail	didn’t	get	over
the	wall	into	the	yard	there	and	we	knew	that	it	was	lost,	which	meant	you	had	to
bring	in	the	standby	helicopter	for	the	extraction,	those	were	really	intense
moments,”	echoes	Secretary	Clinton.	“This	was	like	any	episode	of	24	or	any
movie	you	could	ever	imagine.”
General	James	Clapper,	the	director	of	national	intelligence,	was	an	old	friend

of	Robert	Gates,	who	was	sitting	in	front	of	him,	also	transfixed	by	the	footage
of	the	chopper	going	down.	Clapper	looked	over	at	Gates,	who	was	ashen.	“I
know	his	heart	was	in	his	throat	then,”	says	Clapper.	Clapper’s	deputy	Robert
Cardillo	says,	“I	could	almost	hear	heartbeats	in	the	room.”	Vice	President	Biden
fingered	his	rosary	beads.
In	Panetta’s	conference	room	at	the	CIA,	now	packed	with	some	two	dozen

officials	from	the	Agency,	Joint	Special	Operations	Command,	and	other	parts	of
the	intelligence	community,	there	was	silence	as	the	footage	of	the	downed
helicopter	flickered	on	the	screen.	A	female	analyst	who	had	worked	on	the	bin
Laden	account	for	years	nervously	piped	up,	“Is	that	good?”
In	his	Texas	drawl,	Admiral	McRaven	addressed	Panetta	without	any

discernible	shift	in	tone,	saying,	“We	will	now	be	amending	the	mission.
Director,	as	you	can	see,	we	have	a	helicopter	down	in	the	courtyard.	My	men
are	prepared	for	this	contingency	and	they	will	deal	with	it.”	Within	a	matter	of
seconds,	McRaven	could	see	on	his	video	feed	of	the	operation	that	the	SEAL
team	on	the	downed	helicopter	had	made	it	out	of	the	bird	without	any	serious
problems.	About	a	minute	later,	McRaven	said,	“I’m	pushing	the	QRF	to	the
objective,”	meaning	that	the	SEALs	waiting	in	the	Chinook	about	twenty
minutes’	flying	time	to	the	north	of	the	compound	would	now	scramble	to	get	to
Abbottabad.
Despite	the	contingency	plans,	some	of	the	officials	observing	the	chopper

crash	were	haunted	by	the	knowledge	that	it	was	after	just	this	kind	of	mishap
that	an	operation	could	spiral	badly	out	of	control.	The	deadliest	battle	in	the
history	of	the	SEALs	had	taken	place	six	years	earlier,	in	Kunar,	in	eastern
Afghanistan,	where	the	Taliban	had	ambushed	a	group	of	four	SEALs,	three	of



whom	were	killed.	The	mission	that	was	launched	to	try	to	extricate	the	SEALs
turned	into	a	fiasco	when	one	of	the	rescue	helicopters	went	down,	killing	all
eight	SEALs	and	eight	Special	Operations	aviators	on	board.
After	the	helicopter	went	down	in	the	Abbottabad	compound,	Mullen’s

biggest	concern	“was	that	someone	at	the	White	House	would	reach	in	and	start
micromanaging	the	mission.	It	is	potentially	the	great	disadvantage	about
technology	that	we	have	these	days.	And	I	was	going	to	put	my	body	in	the	way
to	try	to	stop	that.	Obviously,	there	was	one	person	I	couldn’t	stop	doing	that,
and	that	was	the	president.”	Obama	let	the	mission	proceed.

AT	THE	COMPOUND,	three	SEALs	from	the	downed	chopper	ran	across	the	small
field	where	the	Black	Hawk	had	crashed	and	opened	a	door	on	one	of	the	inside
walls	of	the	compound,	leading	to	a	self-contained	annex	area.	There	they	found
the	simple	garage	where	the	Kuwaiti	parked	his	jeep	and	van	and	the	one-story
building	where	he	lived	with	his	family.	The	Kuwaiti	poked	his	head	out	from
behind	a	metal	gate	in	this	building,	and	the	SEALs	shot	him	twice	in	the	chin,
killing	him.	They	also	wounded	the	Kuwaiti’s	wife	with	a	shot	to	her	right
shoulder.	Their	silenced	weapons	made	little	noise.	(The	courier’s	AK-47	was
later	found	by	his	bedside.	It	seems	unlikely	that	he	fired	it,	given	its	location
and	the	fact	that	no	casings	from	such	a	weapon	were	later	found	at	the	scene.)
Meanwhile,	the	second	Black	Hawk	pilot	had	seen	what	happened	to	the	first

chopper	and	shifted	gears.	Plan	A	had	been	to	hover	above	the	roof	of	bin
Laden’s	bedroom	so	that	a	few	SEALs	could	fast-rope	down	onto	it	and	surprise
bin	Laden	while	he	slept.	Now	the	pilot	opted	for	Plan	B:	the	safer	course	of
settling	the	bird	down	just	outside	the	compound	walls	in	a	field	of	crops.	A
small	group	of	SEALs	jumped	out,	four	of	them	to	secure	the	outside	perimeter
of	the	compound,	together	with	the	interpreter	and	Cairo,	a	Belgian	Malinois,
similar	to	a	German	shepherd.	The	dog	would	track	any	“squirters,”	or	people
trying	to	escape	from	the	compound,	and	would	discourage	inquisitive	neighbors
from	getting	too	close.	Most	Muslims	consider	dogs	to	be	“unclean”	and	are
wary	of	them,	in	particular	attack	dogs	such	as	Cairo.	Cairo	had	also	been
trained	to	hunt	for	any	hidden	chambers	or	vaults	inside	the	compound	that
might	be	hiding	bin	Laden.	The	remaining	eight	SEALs	on	the	second	chopper
jumped	out	and	set	an	explosive	charge	on	a	solid	metal	door	on	one	of	the
compound’s	exterior	walls,	but	when	the	gate	was	blown	off	its	hinges,	they
were	greeted	by	the	sight	of	a	large	brick	wall—a	dead	end.	Soon	after	that,	their
colleagues	from	the	downed	chopper	let	them	in	through	the	main	gate	of	the



compound,	saving	them	the	trouble	of	blowing	through	the	massive,	thick
exterior	wall.
Up	in	his	top-floor	bedroom,	bin	Laden	had	become	a	victim	of	his	own

security	arrangements.	The	few	windows	ensured	that	no	one	could	look	in	to
see	him,	but	now	it	was	impossible	for	him	to	see	what	was	going	on	outside	the
small	room	he	shared	with	his	beloved	Amal.	Dressed	in	tan	shalwar	kameez
robes,	the	leader	of	al-Qaeda	just	waited	in	the	dark	in	silence	for	about	fifteen
minutes,	seemingly	mentally	paralyzed	as	the	Americans	stormed	his	last	refuge.
With	no	moon	and	the	electricity	out,	it	was	pitch	black,	which	must	have	added
to	his	confusion.	Sewn	into	his	clothing	were	several	hundred	euros	and	two
phone	numbers,	one	for	a	cell	phone	in	Pakistan	and	another	for	a	call	center	in
Pakistan’s	tribal	regions.	This	was	the	extent	of	bin	Laden’s	escape	plan,	and	it
wasn’t	going	to	be	of	much	help	to	him	now.
Three	SEALs	went	from	the	Kuwaiti’s	one-story	building	through	a	metal

gate	in	a	wall	inside	the	compound	and	found	themselves	in	a	grassy	courtyard
in	front	of	the	main	house.	The	SEALs	entered	the	ground	floor.	On	their	left
was	a	bedroom	where	they	shot	Abrar,	the	Kuwaiti’s	brother,	and	his	wife,
Bushra,	killing	them	both.	They	were	unarmed.	At	this	point,	the	officials	at	the
White	House	could	no	longer	see	what	was	going	on,	as	the	drone	flying	high
above	the	compound	was	feeding	back	video	only	of	the	exterior	of	the	bin
Laden	residence.	Obama	remembers,	“We	were	really	in	a	blackout	situation	and
it	was	hard	for	us	to	know	what	exactly	was	taking	place.	We	knew	that	gunshots
were	taking	place,	and	we	knew	some	explosions	were	taking	place.”
The	SEAL	team	had	no	idea	what	the	layout	of	the	floors	inside	bin	Laden’s

house	might	be.	As	they	moved	deeper	inside,	they	passed	a	kitchen	and	two
large	storage	rooms.	Near	the	back	of	the	house,	which	had	a	bunker-like	feel,
was	a	stairwell.	Blocking	their	way	to	the	upper	two	floors	was	a	massive,
locked	metal	gate.	The	SEALs	blasted	their	way	through	this	gate	with	the
breaching	materials	they	were	carrying.
Leiter	says	that	he	was	concerned	that	the	house	might	be	booby-trapped	with

bombs,	a	technique	al-Qaeda	had	perfected	in	Iraq:	“I	kept	waiting	for	some	big
explosion	from	the	house	that	just	made	everything	sink.”	Brennan	was	also
anxious:	“Might	there	be	a	quick	reaction	force	that	bin	Laden	may	have	had,
security	that	we	didn’t	know	about?”
As	the	SEALs	ran	up	to	the	second	floor,	they	encountered	bin	Laden’s

twenty-three-year-old	son,	Khalid,	whom	they	shot	on	the	staircase.	He	appears
to	have	been	unarmed.	Knots	of	children	were	now	gathering	on	the	stairs	and



landings	of	the	bin	Laden	residence.
On	a	shelf	in	his	bedroom	were	the	AK-47	and	Makarov	machine	pistol	that

were	bin	Laden’s	constant	companions,	but	he	didn’t	reach	for	them.	Instead,	he
opened	a	metal	gate,	which	blocked	all	access	to	his	room	and	could	be	opened
only	from	the	inside,	and	quickly	poked	his	head	out	to	see	what	the	commotion
was.	He	was	immediately	spotted	by	the	SEALs,	who	bounded	up	the	next	flight
of	stairs.	At	this	point,	unless	bin	Laden	walked	out	of	his	bedroom	with	his
hands	up	and	said,	“I	surrender,”	there	was	no	chance	that	he	would	be	taken
alive.	Retreating	inside,	bin	Laden	made	the	fatal	error	of	not	locking	this	gate
behind	him,	allowing	the	SEALs	to	run	past	it	into	a	short	hallway.	They	then
turned	right	into	his	bedroom.
Hearing	the	sounds	of	strange	men	rushing	into	their	room,	Amal	screamed

something	in	Arabic	and	threw	herself	in	front	of	her	husband.	The	first	SEAL
who	charged	into	the	room	shoved	her	aside,	concerned	she	might	be	wearing	a
suicide	bomb	vest.	Amal	was	then	shot	in	the	calf	by	another	of	the	SEALs	and
collapsed	unconscious	onto	the	simple	double	mattress	she	shared	with	bin
Laden.	Bin	Laden	was	offering	no	resistance	when	he	was	dispatched	with	a
“double	tap”	of	shots	to	the	chest	and	his	left	eye.	It	was	a	grisly	scene:	his
brains	spattered	on	the	ceiling	above	him	and	poured	out	of	his	eye	socket.	The
floor	near	the	bed	was	smeared	with	bin	Laden’s	blood.
For	all	his	bluster	that	he	would	go	down	fighting	and	his	bodyguards	would

shoot	him	if	he	were	ever	found	by	the	Americans,	when	the	moment	finally
came,	bin	Laden	went	out	not	with	a	bang	but	with	a	whimper.	The	fifty-four-
year-old	bin	Laden	may	have	grown	complacent	or	tired	during	his	decade	on
the	run;	he	had	no	real	escape	plan,	and	there	was	no	secret	passageway	out	of
his	house.	Perhaps	he	expected	some	kind	of	warning	that	never	came.	Or
perhaps	he	knew	that	a	firefight	inside	the	enclosed	spaces	of	his	house	would
likely	end	up	killing	some	of	his	wives	and	children.	After	all,	the	SEALs	shot	to
kill	or	to	wound	most	of	the	adults	they	encountered	in	the	compound,	killing
four	men	and	one	woman	and	wounding	two	other	women.	Of	the	eleven	adults
in	the	compound	that	night—which	included	three	of	bin	Laden’s	older	children:
Khalid,	Maryam,	and	Sumaiya—a	total	of	seven	were	shot	in	the	space	of	a
quarter	of	an	hour.
On	the	audio	feed,	McRaven	heard	the	SEAL	team	give	the	code	word

Geronimo.	Each	step	of	the	operation	had	been	labeled	with	a	letter	of	the
alphabet,	and	G	meant	that	bin	Laden	was	“secured.”	McRaven	relayed	the	word
Geronimo	to	the	White	House.	But	this	was	ambiguous:	Was	bin	Laden	captured



or	dead?	So	McRaven	asked	the	SEAL	ground	force	commander,	“Is	he	EKIA
[Enemy	Killed	in	Action]?”	A	few	seconds	later,	the	answer	came	back:	“Roger,
Geronimo	EKIA.”	Then	McRaven	announced	to	the	White	House,	“Geronimo
EKIA.”
There	were	gasps	in	the	Situation	Room,	but	no	whoops	or	high	fives.	The

president	quietly	said,	“We	got	him,	we	got	him.”
It	was	still	the	middle	of	the	night	in	Pakistan,	and	the	SEALs	were	able	to	see

only	through	the	murky,	pixilated	green	light	of	night	vision	goggles.	McRaven
came	on	the	line	again	to	say,	“Look,	I’ve	got	a	Geronimo	call,	but	I	need	to	tell
you	it’s	a	first	call.	This	is	not	a	confirmation.	Please	keep	your	expectations
managed	a	little	here.	Most	operators	when	they	are	on	a	mission	their
adrenaline	is	sky	high.	Yes,	they	are	professional,	but	let’s	not	count	on	anything
until	they	get	back	and	we	have	some	evidence.”	McRaven	also	pointed	out,
“We’ve	got	SEALs	on	the	ground	without	a	ride.”
The	SEALs’	next	task	was	to	blow	up	the	downed	helicopter	crammed	with

secret	avionics	and	clad	in	stealth	technology.	Then	they	had	to	get	out	of
Pakistan	without	encountering	Pakistani	forces	on	the	ground	or	in	the	air.
Everyone	following	the	operation	knew	that	there	was	much	that	could	still	go
wrong.	Obama	says,	“All	of	us,	I	think,	took	pause,	not	wanting	to	get	too
excited:	Number	one	because	they’re	operating	in	pitch	darkness	and
identification	could	not	be	certain.	Number	two,	our	guys	still	weren’t	out	of
there.”
Leiter	says,	“We	were	just	amazed	by	the	lack	of	a	Pakistani	response.	It	was,

even	by	Pakistani	standards,	remarkably	slow.”	Belatedly,	the	Pakistanis	did
scramble	two	F-16s.	Leiter,	who	had	logged	hundreds	of	hours	of	flight	time	in
attack	jets,	was	not	especially	concerned,	knowing	that	Pakistani	pilots	didn’t
have	much	nighttime	flying	capability.	“I	had	some	appreciation	for	the
Pakistanis’	ability	to	find	two	helicopters	flying	near	the	ground	at	night	with	no
airborne	command	and	control,”	Leiter	says.	“An	American	F-16	couldn’t	have
found	them	in	the	time	they	needed	to.	It	was	just	a	non-risk.	Some	people	were
more	nervous	than	I	was.”	Leiter	was,	however,	concerned	that	the	Pakistan
military	might	interpret	the	mysterious	choppers	flying	around	Abbottabad	as	an
incursion	by	the	Indian	air	force	and	was	relieved	when	the	Pakistani	F-16s
started	flying	away	from	the	Indian	border.
The	SEALs	grabbed	bin	Laden’s	body	and	dragged	it	down	the	stairs	of	his

residence,	leaving	a	trail	of	bloody	skid	marks,	all	under	the	watchful	eyes	of
Safia,	bin	Laden’s	twelve-year-old	daughter.	The	bodies	of	the	three	other	men



killed	by	the	SEALs,	the	courier	and	his	brother	and	Khalid	bin	Laden,	lay
scattered	around	the	compound,	blood	oozing	from	their	noses,	ears,	and
mouths.	Next	to	her	husband	was	Bushra,	the	wife	of	the	courier’s	brother,	also
dead.
Outside	the	compound,	the	interpreter	waved	off	curious	neighbors	who	had

started	to	gather,	telling	them	in	the	local	language	that	a	security	operation	was
going	on	and	they	should	go	home.	In	the	twenty-three	minutes	after	they	killed
bin	Laden,	some	SEALs	wired	the	disabled	chopper	with	explosives,	while
others	gathered	up	the	many	computers,	cell	phones,	and	thumb	drives	that
littered	bin	Laden’s	residence,	which	might	shed	light	on	the	inner	workings	of
al-Qaeda	and	its	plans	for	future	terrorist	attacks.	The	SEALs	also	rounded	up
the	more	than	a	dozen	women	and	children,	who	were	distraught	and	wailing,
and	moved	them	out	of	the	way	so	that	they	could	safely	blow	up	the	downed
helicopter.
The	SEALs	had	expected	they	might	find	twenty-one-year-old	Hamza	bin

Laden,	one	of	the	older	sons	of	al-Qaeda’s	leader,	at	the	compound.	They	were
carrying	the	cards	that	had	detailed	information	about	the	adults	they	might
encounter	at	the	bin	Laden	residence,	including	Hamza,	who	had	appeared	in	al-
Qaeda	propaganda	videos	while	he	was	a	child	and	had	spent	much	of	the
decade	after	9/11	in	Iran.	Hamza	was	known	to	have	returned	to	Pakistan	in	the
summer	of	2010.	Could	he	have	escaped	during	the	raid?	That	seems
implausible,	given	the	presence	of	twenty-three	SEALs	at	the	compound,	four	of
whom	were	patrolling	the	perimeter	with	a	dog	trained	to	apprehend	anyone
escaping,	while	high	overhead	a	U.S.	drone	monitored	the	raid.	More	likely,
Hamza	had	never	made	it	to	Abbottabad	and	was	living	instead	in	Pakistan’s
tribal	regions	with	other	al-Qaeda	members.
One	of	the	SEAL	operators	took	a	photo	of	bin	Laden’s	face	and	uploaded	the

picture	to	a	server.	It	was	sent	on	to	Washington,	where	two	separate	teams	of
facial	recognition	experts	were	standing	by	to	compare	the	picture	of	the	dead
bin	Laden	to	existing	photographs	of	him	and	provide	a	relatively	quick,	though
not	completely	foolproof,	confirmation	that	it	was	al-Qaeda’s	leader.	DNA
testing	was	the	only	way	to	identify	him	with	complete	certainty,	but	that	would
take	longer.	SEALs	extracted	samples	of	tissue	from	bin	Laden’s	body	and
placed	them	in	vials	for	DNA	analysis.	One	set	of	vials	would	go	with	bin
Laden’s	body	on	the	backup	Chinook	that	had	just	arrived	at	the	compound,	and
another	set	would	go	on	the	working	Black	Hawk	for	the	flight	back	to
Afghanistan.



The	Chinook	picked	up	the	dozen	men	from	the	disabled	bird,	and	all	the
material	seized	from	the	compound—about	one	hundred	thumb	drives,	DVDs,
and	computer	disks,	plus	computer	hard	drives,	five	computers,	and	a	number	of
cell	phones.	Bin	Laden’s	body	was	also	loaded	onto	the	Chinook.	The	decision
had	already	been	made	that	his	wives	and	children	would	be	left	behind.
In	Washington,	the	officials	watching	the	video	feed	from	the	stealth	drone

could	see	the	two	distinctive	large	rotors	of	a	Chinook	helicopter	coming	into	the
frame.	That	was	the	Chinook	carrying	the	QRF	arriving	at	the	compound.	The
officials	could	also	now	see	the	SEAL	teams	on	the	ground	gathering	outside	the
wall	of	the	compound	waiting	to	board	the	chopper	for	the	flight	back	to	base.
The	video	feed	then	showed	a	massive	fireball	as	the	downed	helicopter	was
blown	up.	It	was	“like	a	Jerry	Bruckheimer	movie,”	says	one	official,	who
watched	in	awe.	Then	the	Chinook	took	off	from	the	Abbottabad	compound	and
flew	out	of	the	drone’s	field	of	vision.	At	the	CIA	command	center	there	were
high	fives	all	around	and	fist	bumping.
Obama	said	later	that	the	time	the	SEALs	spent	at	the	compound	“was	the

longest	forty	minutes	of	my	life,	with	the	possible	exception	of	when	[my
daughter]	Sasha	got	meningitis	when	she	was	three	months	old,	and	I	was
waiting	for	the	doctor	to	tell	me	that	she	was	all	right.”
On	the	way	out	of	Abbottabad,	the	Chinook	and	the	Black	Hawk	separated,

making	them	harder	to	detect	as	they	headed	toward	Afghanistan.	Both	flew
more	direct	routes	than	they	had	on	the	way	into	Pakistan,	since	speed	rather
than	stealth	was	now	of	the	essence,	and	the	Black	Hawk	still	needed	to	take	on
fuel	at	the	refueling	point	inside	Pakistan.	Obama	told	his	national	security	team,
“Inform	me	as	soon	as	our	helicopters	are	out	of	Pakistani	airspace.”
At	about	2:00	a.m.	local	time,	6:30	p.m.	back	in	Washington,	the	Chinook

landed	back	at	the	base	in	Jalalabad;	the	entire	operation	had	taken	a	little	over
three	hours.	The	CIA	station	chief	in	Afghanistan,	a	leading	bin	Laden	analyst,
and	Admiral	McRaven	all	quickly	inspected	bin	Laden’s	corpse.	They	stretched
the	body	out	to	its	full	length	but	didn’t	have	a	tape	measure	to	confirm	that	the
corpse	measured	six	feet	four,	the	height	of	the	al-Qaeda	leader,	so	a	SEAL	of
roughly	the	same	height	lay	down	next	to	the	body.	The	height	was	a	match.
When	McRaven	spoke	to	Obama,	he	jokingly	apologized	for	the	downed

stealth	helicopter,	saying,	“Well,	sir,	I	guess	I	owe	you	sixty	million	dollars.”
“Let	me	get	this	straight,	Bill.	I	just	left	a	sixty-million-dollar	helicopter	in

Pakistan	and	you	don’t	have	a	buck	ninety-nine	for	a	tape	measure?”	Obama
shot	back.



Obama	remembers,	“It	wasn’t	really	until	Bill	McRaven	personally	saw	the
body	that	we	confirmed	that	it	was	bin	Laden.”	Shortly	after	this	confirmation,
the	CIA’s	director	for	science	and	technology	called	into	the	Situation	Room,
reaching	CIA	chief	of	staff	Jeremy	Bash.	“I	have	the	results	of	the	eight-point
facial	analysis	on	bin	Laden,”	he	said.	The	CIA	official	walked	Bash	through	the
basis	of	his	analysts’	confidence	that	the	photo	was	a	good	match	for	bin	Laden:
“The	length	of	his	nose,	the	distance	between	his	upper	eyelid	and	his	lower
eyebrow,	the	shape	of	the	ear,	cartilage—they	all	match.”	Bash	scribbled	notes
furiously	and	handed	them	to	Panetta.	Panetta	began	reading	them	out	to	Obama,
saying,	“We’ve	gotten	the	facial	analysis,	and	it	matches.	We	believe	it’s	bin
Laden	with	ninety-five	percent	confidence.”	Cheers	went	up	in	the	CIA
conference	room,	and	champagne	bottles	were	soon	discreetly	uncorked	in	a
number	of	Agency	offices.
Should	the	president	go	out	and	announce	bin	Laden’s	death	publicly	that

night?	After	all,	there	was	still	a	5	percent	chance	that	it	wasn’t	bin	Laden.
Obama’s	initial	reaction	was,	“That’s	not	good	enough	for	me.	I’m	not	going	out
to	the	American	public	with	one	chance	in	twenty	of	being	wrong.”	Some	of
Obama’s	top	cabinet	officials	urged	that	a	public	statement	be	delayed	until	the
DNA	testing	was	completed,	in	a	day	or	so.	Others	said,	“Mr.	President,	this	isn’t
going	to	hold.	It’s	going	to	leak.	You	have	to	make	a	statement.”	Obama	said,
“No,	no,	there’s	no	news	until	I	say	so.	People	can	leak	all	they	want.	But	it’s	not
news	until	I	say	something.”
A	photo	of	the	dead	al-Qaeda	leader	was	then	passed	around	the	Situation

Room,	and	Obama	looked	it	over	carefully.	Leiter	and	Brennan	looked	at	each
other	and	said,	“It’s	bin	Laden.”	General	Clapper	remembers,	“The	pictures	were
kind	of	gruesome,	but	it	was	him.	I	was	sure	it	was	him.”	A	White	House	official
recalls,	“There	was	a	hole	right	around	one	of	his	eyes	and	it	took	off	a	chunk	of
his	head,	but	it	looked	like	Osama	bin	Laden,	except	for	the	fact	that	the	beard
was	shorter	and	darker.	It	seemed	like	the	beard	had	been	dyed	black	and	was	a
little	shorter	than	the	long	gray	beard	in	all	the	famous	pictures	of	him	walking
around.”	Leiter	remembers	thinking,	“I	don’t	need	facial	recognition.	It’s	bin
Laden	with	a	hole	in	his	head—immediately	recognizable.	Holy	shit!	We	just
killed	bin	Laden!”



14	AFTERMATH

	

PAKISTANI	SECURITY	OFFICIALS	began	arriving	at	the	Abbottabad	compound
within	a	few	minutes	after	the	SEALs	had	left.	The	officials	could	hear	the	sound
of	helicopters	fading	into	the	distance.	They	found	a	chaotic	scene.	First,	they
saw	the	burning	helicopter,	which	they	reported	to	the	military.	Perhaps,	they
thought,	this	was	a	Pakistani	training	mission	gone	badly	wrong.	Then,	making
their	way	through	the	compound	gate,	the	officials	came	across	a	wounded
woman.	She	was	the	courier’s	wife,	Mariam.	Speaking	in	Pashto,	a	local
language,	she	said,	“I	am	from	Swat.	My	husband	has	been	killed.	If	you	go
inside,	there	are	many	Arabs	who	have	been	killed.”
Inside	the	main	residence,	the	officials	found	several	women	screaming	and

shouting,	and	fourteen	children,	all	handcuffed.	They	also	found	four	dead
bodies,	two	in	the	annex	building	and	two	on	the	ground	floor	of	the	main
building.	On	the	top	floor	bin	Laden’s	youngest	wife,	Amal,	lay	unconscious	on
the	bed,	wearing	an	abaya	(a	loose	black	robe)	as	if	she	had	been	planning	to	go
out.	Shattered	glass	was	everywhere.	One	of	the	older	women	told	the	officials
in	English,	“They	have	killed	and	taken	away	Abu	Hamza	[the	father	of
Hamza].”	One	of	the	officials	asked,	“Well,	who	is	Abu	Hamza?”	She	replied,
“Osama	bin	Laden.	They’ve	killed	the	father	of	my	son.”
Bin	Laden’s	twelve-year-old	daughter,	Safia,	also	spoke,	saying,	“I	am	Saudi.

Osama	bin	Laden	is	my	father.”	The	Pakistanis	took	bin	Laden’s	three	wives	and
his	children	into	custody	and	placed	them	under	house	arrest	while	they	were
debriefed	by	Pakistani	military	intelligence	investigators.
One	of	the	first	journalists	to	arrive	at	the	compound	was	Ihsan	Khan,	the

local	correspondent	for	the	Voice	of	America’s	Pashto	service.	Khan,	a	dogged
reporter	in	a	part	of	the	world	where	that	can	get	you	in	trouble,	had	been	dozing
at	home	when	he	was	awakened	by	a	quite	unusual	sound:	a	helicopter	flying
over	the	city	at	about	12:45	a.m.	This	was	the	backup	Chinook	flying	in	to
replace	the	downed	Black	Hawk.	The	distinctive	sound	of	a	helicopter	flying
overhead	at	night	was	something	Khan	hadn’t	heard	once	during	the	seven	years
he	had	lived	in	the	city,	even	during	the	relief	efforts	in	the	region	following	the



devastating	2005	earthquake	that	killed	some	seventy-five	thousand	people.
Khan	called	some	buddies	to	see	what	was	going	on.	They	didn’t	know.	Then,

about	twenty	minutes	later,	at	1:05	a.m.,	Khan	heard	a	huge	explosion.	This	was
the	sound	of	the	downed	chopper	being	blown	up.	Khan	leapt	out	of	bed	and
dialed	the	local	police.	The	line	was	busy.	He	made	further	calls	and	was	told
that	a	helicopter	had	just	crashed.	He	rushed	outside	his	house	and	saw	a	large
fireball	that	looked	to	be	about	a	mile	away.
Whatever	was	going	on	was	clearly	news.	Nothing	ever	happened	in

Abbottabad!	It	was	one	of	the	most	peaceful	cities	in	Pakistan.	Khan	dashed	off
an	e-mail	to	his	editor	at	VOA	in	Washington:	“A	helicopter	crashed	down	in
sensitive	area	Kakul	of	Abbottabad.	Before	the	incident	heavy	firing	and	blasts
were	heard	by	the	locals.	Officials	have	confirmed	the	heli	crash	but	casualties
and	reasons	haven’t	been	disclosed.	I	am	gathering	further	details	and	will	be
ready	for	live	report.	Please	call	me	before	the	morning	bulletin,	if	possible.”
He	then	rushed	to	the	location	of	the	fireball,	in	the	Bilal	Town	neighborhood.

When	he	reached	the	compound,	he	found	that	the	police	had	already	cordoned	it
off.	Locals	told	him	that	the	electricity	in	the	neighborhood	had	been	switched
off,	and	that	this	had	not	been	a	regularly	scheduled	“load	shedding.”	Neighbors
also	told	Khan	that	just	before	one	of	the	helicopters	had	landed	at	the	compound
—very	likely	the	backup	Chinook—someone	on	the	ground	had	wielded	a
colored	laser	light,	flashing	it	near	the	compound	to	guide	the	helicopter	in	to
land.
Back	at	the	White	House,	Obama’s	team	realized	that,	because	of	the

helicopter	crash,	the	bin	Laden	operation	would	not	remain	secret	for	long.	The
officials	monitoring	the	feed	from	the	stealth	drone	could	already	see	people	on
the	rooftops	of	buildings	in	Abbottabad	talking	on	cell	phones.	And	the	NSA
was	already—within	an	hour	of	the	raid—picking	up	conversations	by	local
officials	in	Abbottabad	about	what	had	just	happened	at	the	mysterious	“Arab
house.”	Ben	Rhodes	was	beginning	to	receive	reports	that	Pakistani	media	were
at	the	compound	filming	the	aftermath	of	the	raid	and	interviewing	neighbors.
Some	Pakistani	journalists	were	already	speculating	that	the	helicopter	that	went
down	was	from	a	“foreign	power,”	and	soon	the	daytime	news	cycle	in	Pakistan
would	begin	and	Pakistan’s	raucous	and	conspiracy-minded	media	would	have	a
field	day	with	the	story.	Rhodes	says,	“Some	of	us	were	eager	for	the	president
to	go	out	that	night	and	speak	to	the	world,	because	we	were	concerned	about	the
story	kind	of	beginning	to	dribble	out	sideways.”
The	debate	that	had	percolated	for	months	about	how	best	to	handle	the



Pakistanis	bubbled	up	again	in	the	Situation	Room.	Who	should	call	the
Pakistani	leadership?	And	what	should	that	person	say?	Pakistan	is	nominally
controlled	by	its	civilian	government,	but	the	military	in	fact	controls	all	aspects
of	its	national	security	policy.	It	would	send	the	wrong	signal	for	Obama	to	make
the	call	to	the	most	powerful	man	in	Pakistan,	chief	of	army	staff	General
Ashfaq	Parvez	Kayani.	Should	Hillary	Clinton	call	him,	or	should	it	be	Admiral
Mullen,	who	had	put	in	more	face	time	with	Kayani	than	anyone	in	the	White
House?	Mullen	was	pushing	for	a	quick	decision,	saying,	“We	gotta	call!”
Kayani	and	Mullen	had	developed	a	real	friendship	over	the	more	than	two

dozen	visits	to	Pakistan	that	Mullen	had	made	during	the	past	four	years	to	try	to
shore	up	the	ever-fragile	Pakistani-American	alliance.	Kayani,	an	analytical
thinker	not	given	to	bluster,	had	studied	at	the	U.S.	Army	Command	and	General
Staff	College	in	Ft.	Leavenworth,	Kansas,	and	while	he	was	certainly	a	proud
Pakistani	nationalist,	he	was	not	reflexively	anti-American.	Indeed,	he	had	led
the	effort	on	the	Pakistani	military	side	to	cement	a	“strategic	partnership”	with
the	United	States	over	the	previous	couple	of	years.
Mullen	knew	it	was	important	to	try	to	reach	Kayani	before	his	generals	spoke

with	him,	because	it	would	give	Kayani	the	opportunity	to	take	some	ownership
of	what	had	happened,	rather	than	leaving	him	to	say	that	he	had	had	no	idea
what	was	going	on.	The	Pakistanis	might	also	think	that	the	events	in
Abbottabad	were	part	of	an	attack	by	their	traditional	enemy	India,	and	the
Obama	administration	had	to	make	sure	that	they	understood	the	truth	of	the
matter	as	soon	as	possible	to	avoid	any	conflict	between	the	two	nuclear-armed
states.
Lieutenant	General	Ahmad	Shuja	Pasha,	the	head	of	Pakistan’s	powerful

military	intelligence	service,	was	working	in	his	study	late	at	night	when
someone	called	to	say,	“Sorry	to	hear	about	the	helicopter	crash.”	Pasha	knew
that	Pakistani	military	helicopters	didn’t	have	night	vision	capabilities,	so	it
would	be	strange	if	it	were	a	Pakistani	chopper.	“Has	one	of	our	helicopters
crashed?”	he	asked	his	men	in	a	series	of	phone	calls.	“It	was	not	ours,”	he	was
told.
General	Kayani	took	a	call	from	his	director	of	military	operations	at	about

1:00	a.m.	The	news	was	alarming:	a	helicopter	had	just	crashed	near	a	residential
compound	in	Abbottabad	in	a	region	of	the	country	that	is	thick	with	military
installations	and	nuclear	weapons	facilities.	Assuming	that	India	might	be	trying
to	make	a	preemptive	strike	against	Pakistan’s	nuclear	facilities,	General	Kayani
phoned	the	head	of	the	air	force	and	ordered	him	to	scramble	jets	to	intercept



anyone	who	might	be	flying	that	night.	Two	American-made	F-16s	were
scrambled	from	their	base	five	hundred	miles	to	the	southwest	of	Abbottabad.
Pakistan	is	quite	large—twice	the	size	of	California—and	the	jets	couldn’t	find
the	intruders.
Once	the	two	helicopters	carrying	the	SEALs	and	bin	Laden’s	body	had	safely

exited	Pakistani	airspace,	the	first	person	Obama	called	was	his	predecessor	as
president.	George	W.	Bush	was	eating	dinner	at	a	restaurant	in	Dallas	with	his
wife,	Laura,	when	the	Secret	Service	informed	him	that	he	would	have	a	call
coming	in	from	the	White	House	in	twenty	minutes.	Bush	went	home	quickly	to
take	the	call.	When	Obama	told	him	the	news,	Bush	congratulated	him	and	the
SEALs.	Bush	says,	“I	didn’t	feel	any	great	sense	of	happiness	or	jubilation.	I	felt
a	sense	of	closure,	and	I	felt	a	sense	of	gratitude	that	justice	had	been	done.”
Obama	also	called	Bill	Clinton,	the	first	American	president	to	have	tried	to	kill
bin	Laden,	with	the	cruise	missile	strikes	on	Afghanistan	in	1998	that	had
followed	the	attacks	on	the	U.S.	embassies	in	Africa.	And	he	phoned	close	ally
David	Cameron,	the	British	prime	minister,	whose	country	had	also	suffered	at
the	hands	of	al-Qaeda,	so	that	Cameron	wouldn’t	be	surprised	by	the	news	the
following	morning.
Cameron	Munter,	the	U.S.	ambassador	to	Pakistan,	had	known	of	the

impending	raid	in	advance	but	had	discussed	it	with	no	one	at	his	embassy.	Now,
in	the	wee	hours	of	the	morning,	as	he	followed	the	progress	of	the	raid,	he
stepped	outside	the	embassy	chancery	in	Islamabad	and	received	an	unexpected
call	on	his	cell	phone.	It	was	a	senior	Pakistani	official,	who	said,	“We
understand	there	has	been	a	helicopter	crash	in	Abbottabad.	Do	you	know
anything	about	this?”	Munter	told	the	man	he	would	get	back	to	him.	He	did	not
do	so,	believing	the	first	set	of	calls	to	the	Pakistani	leadership	was	best	handled
by	President	Obama	and	Admiral	Mullen.	Based	on	the	bewildered	reactions	of
Pakistani	officials	to	the	events	of	that	night,	it	was	obvious	to	Munter	and	the
officials	monitoring	the	situation	in	the	White	House	that	the	Pakistanis	had	not
had	a	clue	about	bin	Laden’s	presence	in	Abbottabad.
Obama	called	Pakistan’s	president,	Asif	Ali	Zardari,	and	told	him	the	news.

Zardari	became	emotional.	His	wife,	Benazir	Bhutto,	the	former	Pakistani	prime
minister,	had	been	assassinated	by	the	Taliban	four	years	earlier.	Zardari	told
Obama,	“I’m	happy	because	these	are	the	same	types	of	people	who	killed	my
wife,	and	her	people	are	my	family,	so	I	share	in	this.”
Admiral	Mullen	then	got	through	to	General	Kayani,	on	a	secure	line.

“Congratulations,”	Kayani	immediately	said	upon	hearing	the	news	about	bin



Laden.	The	conversation	lasted	a	tense	twenty	minutes.	Mullen	told	Kayani	the
outlines	of	what	had	happened	in	Abbottabad	and	said	that	the	president	was
mulling	over	making	a	statement	about	the	raid.	Kayani	said	that	he	was
concerned	about	the	violation	of	Pakistani	sovereignty	and	urged	that	Obama	go
out	as	soon	as	possible	and	explain	what	had	happened.	Soon	it	would	be
daylight	in	Pakistan,	and	there	was	a	mysterious	downed	helicopter	in	the	middle
of	Abbottabad	that	clearly	didn’t	belong	to	Pakistan;	the	local	press	would	be	all
over	the	story.	Kayani	said,	“Our	people	need	to	understand	what	happened	here.
We’re	not	going	to	be	able	to	manage	the	Pakistani	media	without	you
confirming	this.	You	can	explain	it	to	them.	They	need	to	understand	that	this
was	bin	Laden	and	not	just	some	ordinary	U.S.	operation.”
Kayani,	in	effect,	demanded	that	Obama	publicly	explain	what	had	happened

as	soon	as	it	was	feasible	to	do	so.	Mullen	walked	back	into	the	Situation	Room
and	said,	“Kayani	has	asked	for	us	to	go	public,”	which	swayed	Obama	to	go
forward.	At	about	8:15	p.m.	the	White	House	informed	the	Washington	press
corps	that	the	president	would	be	making	an	important	announcement	in	two
hours.	Earlier	in	the	day,	the	White	House	press	office	had	called	a	“lid,”
meaning	that	the	president	was	not	going	to	do	or	say	anything	that	would	make
news	for	the	rest	of	the	day	and	the	White	House	press	corps	could	go	home,	but
now	those	same	correspondents	were	told	by	administration	officials,	“Just	get
in!”	Biden	and	Clinton	started	working	the	phones	from	little	booths	in	the
Situation	Room	complex,	calling	key	members	of	Congress	and	important	allies
to	give	them	a	heads-up	before	the	president	made	his	public	announcement
about	bin	Laden’s	death.	Gates,	who	had	not	supported	the	raid,	was	the	first	to
leave	the	White	House,	at	about	8:30	p.m.	The	rest	of	Obama’s	national	security
team	settled	in	for	what	would	be	a	long	night.
Network	journalists	and	pundits	took	to	the	airwaves	speculating	about	what	a

speech	by	the	president	late	on	a	Sunday	night	could	possibly	concern.	Initially,
they	wondered	whether	the	Libyan	dictator	Moammar	Gadhafi	might	have	been
killed	in	the	NATO	operation	Obama	had	set	in	motion	two	months	earlier.	A
day	earlier,	members	of	Gadhafi’s	family	had	been	killed	in	a	NATO	air	strike	in
Libya.	Gradually	the	speculation	became	more	informed	as	some	reporters
learned	that	the	announcement	had	something	to	do	with	bin	Laden.
Rhodes	had	sat	down	before	the	raid	to	write	the	“We	got	bin	Laden”	speech

for	the	president,	but	he	was	only	a	few	lines	in	before	he	thought,	“I	can’t	do
this.	It’d	jinx	it;	it	doesn’t	feel	right.”	Instead,	he	had	building	blocks	of	a
potential	speech	ready	to	go.	The	most	ticklish	aspect	of	the	speech	was	how	to



describe	Pakistan’s	involvement.	Rhodes	explains,	“We	decided	not	to	sugarcoat
it	and	say	that	they	had	played	a	role,	but	it	was	factually	true	that	some	of	the
intelligence	collection	that	led	us	to	the	compound	and	was	associated	with	the
compound	was	based	on	Pakistani	cooperation.	It	was	unwitting;	they	didn’t
know	they	were	helping	to	find	bin	Laden,	but	they	did	share	things	with	us	that
filled	out	our	intelligence	picture,	so	we	felt	confident	saying	Pakistani
cooperation	helped	lead	to	this.”
Obama	told	Rhodes	that,	for	the	speech,	he	wanted	to	go	back	to	the	events	of

9/11,	to	emphasize	that	Pakistan	had	helped	in	the	fight	against	al-Qaeda,	to
remind	people	of	the	large	sacrifice	that	a	decade	of	war	had	cost	the	American
people	in	Iraq	and	Afghanistan,	and	to	end	with	the	idea	that	America	could	still
do	extraordinary	things.	Obama	and	Rhodes	were	both	furiously	editing	the	draft
of	the	speech	right	up	to	the	moment	the	president	walked	out	to	the	East	Room
of	the	White	House	to	deliver	it.
As	the	Obama	national	security	team	left	the	Situation	Room	and	the	president

was	making	some	final	edits	to	his	remarks,	TV	screens	in	the	White	House	were
tuned	to	the	regularly	scheduled	programming	that	the	bin	Laden	announcement
would	soon	interrupt.	Tony	Blinken	noticed	that	on	NBC,	the	show	that	was
going	to	be	interrupted	was	Donald	Trump’s	Celebrity	Apprentice.	“You	can’t
write	this	stuff,”	says	Blinken.
Just	before	the	president	made	his	speech,	Mike	Vickers,	who	had	worked

marathon	hours	during	the	planning	of	the	bin	Laden	operation,	called	his	wife.
“Turn	on	the	TV.	This	is	why	I’ve	been	gone	all	weekend	and	what	I’ve	been	so
preoccupied	with	for	months.”
Director	of	National	Intelligence	James	Clapper	was	one	of	the	officials	who

walked	from	the	Situation	Room	to	the	East	Room	with	Obama	in	the	minutes
before	he	addressed	the	nation.	On	the	walk	over,	Clapper	heard	the	sounds	of
the	cheering	crowds	that	had	started	to	gather	in	Lafayette	Park,	in	front	of	the
White	House,	brought	there	by	the	news	that	bin	Laden	might	have	been	killed.
“I	knew	this	meant	a	lot	to	the	country	but	I	didn’t	know	how	powerful	the
reaction	would	be.	I	remember	walking	out	and	hearing,	‘USA!	USA!	USA!’
from	Lafayette	Park.	And	it	was	at	that	moment	it	hit	me.	This	was	huge,”	says
Clapper.
At	11:35	p.m.,	Obama	walked	down	the	high-ceilinged	formal	corridor	to	the

East	Room	and	up	to	a	lectern.	Dressed	in	a	dark	suit	and	red	tie,	the	president
made	brief	and	sober	remarks:	“Good	evening.	Tonight,	I	can	report	to	the
American	people	and	to	the	world	that	the	United	States	has	conducted	an



operation	that	killed	Osama	bin	Laden,	the	leader	of	al-Qaeda,	and	a	terrorist
who’s	responsible	for	the	murder	of	thousands	of	innocent	men,	women,	and
children.”	Obama	was	careful	to	offer	some	praise	to	the	Pakistanis:	“It’s
important	to	note	that	our	counterterrorism	cooperation	with	Pakistan	helped
lead	us	to	bin	Laden	and	the	compound	where	he	was	hiding.	Indeed,	bin	Laden
had	declared	war	against	Pakistan	as	well,	and	ordered	attacks	against	the
Pakistani	people.”	Despite	the	late	hour	on	a	Sunday	night,	the	speech	drew
more	viewers	than	any	other	in	Obama’s	presidency;	some	fifty-five	million
Americans	tuned	in	to	hear	that	bin	Laden	had	been	killed.
After	the	president’s	speech,	as	Panetta	left	the	White	House	in	his	heavily

armored	vehicle	with	tinted	windows,	some	in	the	crowds	that	had	gathered	in
Lafayette	Park	were	chanting,	“CIA!	CIA!	CIA!”	Mullen	was	struck	by	“the
young	people	that	were	out	there.	The	twenty-one-year-olds	who	had	been	ten	or
eleven	when	9/11	occurred,	and	they	were	out	there	cheering.”	Walking	out	of
the	White	House,	Flournoy	recalls	hearing	a	familiar	song	and	thinking,	“What
is	that?	And	I	realized	that	it	was	a	crowd	of	American	citizens	who	had
spontaneously	gathered	in	Lafayette	Park,	singing	the	national	anthem,	and	at
that	point	I	welled	up	and	I	was	actually	crying	walking	out	to	my	car.	I	had	not
expected	that,	and	it	was	an	overwhelming	moment.”
Half	a	world	away,	bin	Laden’s	corpse	was	being	prepared	for	burial.

Considerable	thought	had	gone	into	the	disposal	of	the	body	of	al-Qaeda’s
leader.	Obama	officials	wanted	to	ensure	that	there	would	be	no	grave	that	could
become	a	shrine.	(Similarly,	the	Soviets	went	to	great	lengths	to	ensure	that	after
Hitler	committed	suicide	at	the	end	of	World	War	II,	the	location	of	his	remains
was	kept	a	closely	guarded	secret.)	Obama’s	national	security	team	consulted
with	Islamic	experts,	who	explained	that	the	most	important	obligations	for	a
proper	Muslim	burial	were	wrapping	the	washed	body	in	a	white	cloth,	having
specific	prayers	recited	over	it	by	a	Muslim	man,	and	performing	the	burial
within	twenty-four	hours.	A	sea	burial	might	be	permissible	in	certain
circumstances,	for	instance,	if	a	person	died	at	sea	and	there	was	no	way	to	get	to
land	immediately.
Obama’s	counterterrorism	advisors	had	had	something	of	a	dress	rehearsal	for

the	burial	of	bin	Laden	two	years	earlier	with	Saleh	Ali	Saleh	Nabhan,	a	leader
of	al-Qaeda	in	Africa,	who	was	killed	by	U.S.	Navy	SEALs	in	a	helicopter	raid
on	September	14,	2009,	as	he	was	driving	south	of	the	Somali	capital,
Mogadishu.	The	SEALs	landed	briefly	to	pick	up	Nabhan’s	body,	and	after	they
had	confirmed	his	identity	through	DNA	samples,	he	was	buried	at	sea.



John	Brennan,	the	former	CIA	station	chief	in	Saudi	Arabia,	called	Prince
Mohammed	bin	Nayef,	the	powerful	Saudi	deputy	minister	of	interior,	telling
him	that	the	CIA	had	pretty	much	confirmed	that	U.S.	forces	had	killed	bin
Laden	in	Pakistan.	Brennan	asked	whether	the	Saudis	wanted	bin	Laden’s	body
returned	to	his	homeland.	If	not,	he	said,	the	plan	was	to	bury	him	at	sea.	Nayef
offered	his	congratulations—al-Qaeda	had	tried	to	assassinate	him	more	than
once—and	said	he	would	inform	King	Abdullah.	Brennan	explained	that	if	the
king	had	any	different	ideas	they’d	need	to	know	in	a	few	minutes.	Nayef	told
Brennan	to	go	ahead	with	his	plan.
A	V-22	Osprey	tilt-rotor	aircraft	transported	bin	Laden’s	body	from	Bagram

Air	Base	in	central	Afghanistan	to	the	USS	Carl	Vinson,	which	was	cruising	off
the	coast	of	Pakistan.	Once	the	corpse	was	on	board,	procedures	for	a	Muslim
burial	were	followed.	In	a	ceremony	that	took	a	little	under	an	hour,	bin	Laden’s
body	was	washed	and	wrapped	in	a	white	winding	sheet.	The	body	was	then
placed	in	a	bag	with	weights,	and	an	officer	read	some	religious	remarks,	which
were	translated	into	Arabic.	Bin	Laden’s	corpse	was	then	deposited	on	a	flat
board,	which	was	tipped	up	so	that	the	body	dropped	into	the	sea.	On	May	2,	at
11:00	a.m.—at	2:00	a.m.	back	in	Washington—bin	Laden	was	consigned	to	a
watery	unmarked	grave	in	the	vast	Arabian	Sea,	a	burial	witnessed	by	only	a
small	group	on	the	flight	deck	of	the	great	American	warship.	Al-Qaeda’s	leader
was	fifty-four.
Leading	Islamic	scholars	quickly	protested,	among	them	Sheikh	Ahmed	el-

Tayeb,	the	grand	imam	of	Cairo’s	al-Azhar	mosque,	the	Harvard	of	Sunni
Islamic	learning,	who	said,	“Bin	Laden’s	burial	at	sea	runs	contrary	to	the
principles	of	Islamic	laws,	religious	values,	and	humanitarian	customs.”	Iraqi
religious	scholar	Abdul-Sattar	al-Janabi	also	opined,	“It	is	almost	a	crime	to
throw	the	body	of	a	Muslim	man	into	the	sea.	The	body	of	bin	Laden	should
have	been	handed	over	to	his	family	to	look	for	a	country	or	land	to	bury	him.”
Omar	bin	Laden,	one	of	bin	Laden’s	older	sons,	released	a	written	statement

on	behalf	of	his	siblings	decrying	his	father’s	“sudden	and	unwitnessed	burial	at
sea	[which]	has	deprived	the	family	of	performing	religious	rights	[sic]	of	a
Muslim	man.”
One	of	the	two	DNA	samples	taken	from	bin	Laden	was	analyzed	at	Bagram

Air	Base,	and	the	information	derived	from	that	sample	was	sent	electronically
to	Washington,	while	another	sample	was	hand-carried	to	Washington	for
additional	analysis.	Using	DNA	material	obtained	from	relatives	of	bin	Laden,
intelligence	officials	now	determined	with	complete	certainty	that	the	corpse	that



had	sunk	down	into	the	deep	was	indeed	that	of	al-Qaeda’s	leader.
John	Brennan,	Obama’s	main	counterterrorism	advisor,	gave	a	press

conference	the	same	day	that	bin	Laden’s	body	was	buried	at	sea,	in	which	he
made	a	number	of	assertions	about	what	had	happened	at	the	Abbottabad
compound:	that	bin	Laden	had	used	a	woman	as	a	human	shield,	that	he	had
reached	for	his	weapons,	and	that	he	had	died	in	a	firefight	with	the	SEALs.	The
White	House	quickly	retracted	all	those	statements,	attributing	them	to	the
confusion	and	fog	of	a	battle	that	had	been	fought	at	night	on	the	other	side	of
the	world	less	than	twenty-four	hours	earlier.
The	administration	also	fumbled	its	initial	announcement	about	the	release	of

photos	of	the	dead	bin	Laden.	The	day	after	al-Qaeda’s	leader	was	killed,	Panetta
told	NBC	News	that	soon	images	proving	the	death	of	bin	Laden	“would	be
presented	to	the	public.”	But	quickly	the	White	House	clarified	that	this	wasn’t
the	case.	Obama,	Gates,	and	Clinton	all	agreed	that	the	gruesome	pictures	of	bin
Laden	would	be	used	by	al-Qaeda	to	incite	harm	against	Americans,	while
conspiracy	theorists—people	who	might	believe	that	somehow,	somewhere,	bin
Laden	was	still	alive,	and	that	the	official	story	was	all	a	ruse—wouldn’t	be
persuaded	by	the	photographic	proof	anyway.	It	was	“important	for	us	to	make
sure	that	very	graphic	photos	of	somebody	who	was	shot	in	the	head	are	not
floating	around	as	an	incitement	to	additional	violence,	as	a	propaganda	tool,”
explained	Obama.	For	those	who	doubted	that	al-Qaeda’s	leader	was	dead,
Obama	had	a	simple	message:	“The	fact	of	the	matter	is,	you	will	not	see	bin
Laden	walking	on	this	earth	again.”
During	the	president’s	daily	intelligence	briefing	a	couple	of	days	after	the

raid,	there	was	discussion	of	the	fact	that	the	SEALs	seemed	to	have	planned	for
everything,	except	for	bringing	a	tape	measure	to	measure	bin	Laden’s	dead
body.	“You	ought	to	give	McRaven	a	gold-plated	tape	measure,”	suggested	Tony
Blinken.	Obama	said,	“That’s	a	great	idea.”	Four	days	after	the	raid,	when
McRaven	walked	into	the	Oval	Office	to	meet	with	the	president,	Obama	said,
“Hey,	I’ve	got	something	for	you,”	and	presented	him	with	a	tape	measure
mounted	on	a	plaque.
The	mass	of	materials	picked	up	by	the	SEALs	at	the	bin	Laden	compound

was	quickly	transported	back	to	Washington,	where	a	task	force	of	125	people
worked	24/7	quickly	to	triage	anything	related	to	al-Qaeda	attack	planning	that
could	be	found.	Every	available	Arabic	speaker	in	the	intelligence	community
was	“surged”	to	work	on	what	became	known	as	the	“treasure	trove”	and	to	start
churning	out	reports	to	law	enforcement	and	the	intelligence	community	about



any	threat	information	that	needed	to	be	flagged.	Reviewing	the	trove,	what
struck	James	Clapper,	the	director	of	national	intelligence,	were	the	effects	of
years	of	self-imposed	isolation	on	bin	Laden.	Clapper	found	bin	Laden’s
musings	about	mass	casualty	attacks	on	the	American	transportation	system	or
oil	tankers	in	the	Indian	Ocean	to	be	a	mix	of	the	serious	and	the	nutty.	“Some	of
it	was	operational,	a	lot	of	it	was	aspirational,	and	I	thought	quite	a	bit	of	it	was
delusional.	It	kind	of	reminded	me	of	Hitler	in	the	later	stages	of	World	War	II;
he’s	moving	all	these	army	groups	around	that	didn’t	exist.”
On	May	3,	Panetta	told	Time	magazine	what	White	House	officials	had

discussed	in	their	private	deliberations:	“It	was	decided	that	any	effort	to	work
with	the	Pakistanis	could	jeopardize	the	mission.	They	might	alert	the	targets.”
This	statement	added	considerable	salt	to	open	wounds	in	Pakistan.	The	first
reaction	of	the	Pakistani	military	to	the	bin	Laden	operation	had	been	shock.	Al-
Qaeda	and	its	allies	in	Pakistan	had	repeatedly	targeted	the	Pakistani	army,	so
that	shock	was	also	leavened	with	a	certain	amount	of	satisfaction	at	the	senior
levels	of	the	military.	Later	on	the	day	that	bin	Laden	was	killed,	Generals
Kayani	and	Pasha	met	with	Marc	Grossman,	Obama’s	special	representative	to
Afghanistan	and	Pakistan,	and	with	the	U.S.	ambassador	to	Pakistan,	Cameron
Munter.	Both	Pakistani	generals	offered	their	congratulations	to	the	American
diplomats	on	the	death	of	bin	Laden.
But	the	good	feelings	did	not	last.	The	shock	of	bin	Laden’s	death	soon	gave

way	to	anger	as	the	Pakistanis	realized	that	the	promised	strategic	partnership
with	the	United	States	had	brought,	first,	a	dramatically	increased	number	of
drone	strikes	in	Pakistan’s	tribal	region,	which	were	enormously	unpopular,	and
second,	the	Raymond	Davis	affair,	during	which	the	military	had	expended
considerable	political	capital	to	get	Davis	released	from	jail	after	he	killed	the
two	Pakistanis	in	Lahore.	The	unilateral	American	raid	to	kill	bin	Laden	in	the
heartland	of	Pakistan	now	capped	these	developments.	As	the	full	implications
of	the	bin	Laden	operation	sank	in,	General	Kayani	asked	himself,	“How	could
my	good	friend	Admiral	Mullen	not	have	told	me	about	the	raid?”	Kayani	and
Mullen	have	rarely	spoken	since.
The	raid	was	horribly	embarrassing	for	the	Pakistani	military,	which	likes	to

regard	itself—with	some	justification—as	the	most	capable	institution	in
Pakistan.	If	the	Navy	SEALs	could	waltz	into	the	heart	of	Pakistan	without	the
Pakistani	military	noticing	or	doing	anything	about	it,	what	did	this	say	about	the
army’s	ability	to	protect	its	crown	jewels,	its	nuclear	weapons,	from	seizure	by
Indian	forces,	or	even	the	American	military?



Popular	anger	toward	the	army	was	high	in	Pakistan,	in	particular	toward
General	Kayani,	who	had	been	trying	to	build	bridges	to	the	Americans.
Criticism	of	the	army	from	all	quarters,	generally	unthinkable	in	Pakistan,	was
rampant	in	the	days	after	the	raid.	Kayani’s	and	Pasha’s	jobs	seemed	to	hang	in
the	balance,	as	they	were	losing	support	both	inside	the	army	and	from
Pakistanis	in	general.	Kayani	worried	that	the	army’s	image	could	shatter,	and	he
told	his	closest	colleagues	that	this	was	the	worst	week	of	his	life.
In	the	past,	General	Pasha,	the	Pakistani	intelligence	chief,	had	requested	of

his	American	counterpart,	Panetta,	that	if	the	CIA	didn’t	trust	the	Pakistani
government	or	military	with	some	matter	of	great	import,	to	tell	at	least	him	or
Kayani	or	President	Zardari,	so	that	the	Pakistanis	would	be	able	to	save	face	by
truthfully	saying	they	had	been	informed.	A	soft-spoken,	mild-mannered	man	of
five	foot	seven,	with	deep	black	circles	around	his	eyes,	reflecting	many
sleepless	nights,	Pasha	had	played	a	key	role	in	getting	the	CIA	contractor
Raymond	Davis	released	from	prison,	negotiating	directly	with	the	victims’
families	so	that	they	would	accept	the	“blood	money”	for	Davis’s	release.	After
the	bin	Laden	raid,	Pasha	felt	that	the	relationship	with	the	United	States	was
broken	beyond	repair.
This	sentiment	was	shared	in	the	U.S.	Congress,	where	there	was	widespread

outrage	that	bin	Laden	had	been	hiding	in	Pakistan,	a	country	that	had	received
billions	of	dollars	in	U.S.	aid	since	9/11	(never	mind	that	most	of	this	“aid”	was
in	fact	compensation	to	the	Pakistan	military	for	mounting	military	operations
the	U.S.	had	demanded	it	undertake	against	the	Taliban	along	the	Afghanistan-
Pakistan	border).	Representative	Mike	Rogers,	the	Michigan	Republican	who
chaired	the	House	Intelligence	Committee,	said	publicly,	“I	believe	that	there	are
elements	of	both	the	[Pakistani]	military	and	intelligence	service	who	in	some
way,	both	prior	and	maybe	even	current,	provided	some	level	of	assistance	to
Osama	bin	Laden.”	Rogers	offered	no	proof	for	this	assertion,	and	the	U.S.
intelligence	community’s	assessment	within	weeks	of	the	Abbottabad	operation
was	that	there	was,	in	fact,	no	official	Pakistani	complicity	in	bin	Laden’s
sojourn	in	Abbottabad	and	that	nothing	in	the	treasure	trove	recovered	from	his
compound	provided	any	proof	that	bin	Laden	had	support	from	Pakistani
officials.	Still,	Rogers’s	view	that	the	Pakistanis	had	helped	shelter	al-Qaeda’s
leader	was	commonplace	both	in	the	halls	of	Congress	and	in	the	U.S.	media.
As	was	expected,	on	May	6,	just	days	after	bin	Laden’s	death,	al-Qaeda

officially	confirmed	the	death	of	its	leader	in	a	message	posted	to	jihadist
Internet	forums	where	the	group’s	media	arm	had	regularly	posted	its



propaganda	in	the	past.	The	message	promised	revenge	for	bin	Laden’s
“martyrdom.”	Al-Qaeda	asserted	that	bin	Laden’s	blood	was	“more	precious	to
us	and	to	every	Muslim	than	to	be	wasted	in	vain.…	We	call	upon	our	Muslim
people	in	Pakistan,	on	whose	land	Sheikh	Osama	was	killed,	to	rise	up	and
revolt	…	to	cleanse	their	country	from	the	filth	of	the	Americans	who	spread
corruption	in	it.”	Very	few	people,	including	Pakistanis,	paid	any	attention	to	this
call.	Indeed,	the	protests	in	Pakistan	that	followed	bin	Laden’s	death	were	minor,
numbering	at	most	a	few	hundred	people.
The	same	day	that	al-Qaeda	confirmed	bin	Laden’s	death,	Obama	and

members	of	his	national	security	team	traveled	to	Ft.	Campbell,	Kentucky,	home
to	the	160th	Special	Operations	Air	Regiment	that	had	flown	the	choppers	on	the
bin	Laden	mission.	Over	the	course	of	half	an	hour,	in	a	small	classroom	on	the
base,	the	president	was	briefed	by	the	men	who	had	carried	out	the	operation.
First	to	speak	was	the	helicopter	pilot	who	had	flown	the	Black	Hawk	that

went	down.	“These	types	of	things	have	happened	before,”	he	said.	“You	can
never	account	for	exactly	what	the	environment’s	going	to	be.”
“Did	the	weather	play	a	role?”	Obama	asked.
“The	weather	can	impact	the	flight	plan,	and	the	weather	was	a	little	warmer

than	anticipated,”	said	the	pilot.
The	SEAL	team	ground	commander	used	a	model	of	the	compound	and	a	red

laser	pointer	to	explain	what	had	gone	right	and	what	had	gone	wrong	on	the
mission	from	start	to	finish.	The	biggest	problem	was	not	correctly	matching	the
wall	that	surrounded	the	compound	in	the	life-size	mock-ups	they	had	used	for
rehearsals.	The	solid	walls	of	the	actual	compound	had	caused	turbulent
aerodynamics	for	the	first	Black	Hawk	when	it	hovered	to	drop	the	SEALs	into
the	courtyard,	and	had	necessitated	the	chopper’s	“hard	landing.”
The	SEAL	commander	said,	“We’re	alive	today	because	of	what	the

helicopter	pilot	did.	An	incredibly	difficult	thing	to	do,	to	deal	with	this	machine
and	get	everybody	out	safely.”	He	went	on	to	say,	“This	is	the	end	result	of	a	ten-
year	effort.	We’ve	been	at	this	for	a	decade,	and	we’ve	gotten	better	over	the
course	of	ten	years	at	doing	this.	We’ve	done	it	in	Afghanistan,	we’ve	done	it	in
Iraq.”	The	SEAL	commander	then	reeled	off	a	list	of	forward	operating	bases	in
Afghanistan	that	had	been	named	after	SEAL	team	operators	who	had	died	in	the
past	decade.	Then	he	turned	to	the	Abbottabad	operation,	describing	everyone’s
role,	including	that	of	the	interpreter,	who	yelled	at	neighbors	in	Pashto	and
Urdu	to	stay	back:	“If	it	weren’t	for	that	guy,	who	knows	what	could’ve
happened.”	The	commander	went	on	to	say,	“If	you	took	one	person	out	of	the



puzzle,	we	wouldn’t	have	the	competence	to	do	the	job	we	did;	everybody’s
vital.	It’s	not	about	the	guy	who	pulled	the	trigger	to	kill	bin	Laden,	it’s	about
what	we	all	did	together.”
The	president	didn’t	ask	any	of	the	SEALs	who	had	taken	the	shot	that	had

killed	bin	Laden,	and	no	one	volunteered	the	information.	He	simply	said,	“This
small	group	of	people	in	this	room	is	the	finest	fighting	force	in	the	history	of	the
world.”
The	president	asked	to	see	Cairo,	the	dog	that	had	accompanied	the	SEALs	on

the	raid.	The	SEAL	team	commander	warned	the	commander	in	chief,	“Well,	sir,
I	strongly	advise	you	to	have	a	treat,	because	this	is	a	tough	dog,	you	know.”
Cairo	was	presented	to	Obama,	although	a	presidential	petting	was	discouraged
and	the	dog	was	wearing	a	muzzle.
To	patch	up	matters	with	the	Pakistanis,	Senator	John	Kerry,	one	of	the	few

American	politicians	with	any	credibility	in	Pakistan	because	of	his	role	in
pushing	for	aid	for	civilian	projects	in	the	country,	traveled	to	Islamabad	in	mid-
May.	During	a	several-hour	conversation	with	Generals	Kayani	and	Pasha,	Kerry
discussed	all	the	areas	of	tension	between	the	two	countries:	Pakistan’s	support
for	elements	of	the	Taliban,	CIA	operations	in	Pakistan,	and	the	raid	in
Abbottabad.	Kayani	and	Pasha	demanded	a	halt	to	the	CIA	drone	program	in
Pakistan.	Kayani	also	told	Kerry	of	the	deep	sense	of	betrayal	he	had	felt	over
the	Abbottabad	operation	and	the	enormous	risks	he	had	taken	in	embracing	the
Americans.	Kerry	told	them	that	an	end	to	the	drone	program	was	not	in	the
cards	and	that	no	president	in	his	right	mind	would	have	outsourced	the	bin
Laden	operation	to	another	country	after	the	failure	to	capture	al-Qaeda’s	leader
at	Tora	Bora.
Kerry	was	able	to	negotiate	the	return	of	the	tail	of	the	downed	ultrasecret

stealth	helicopter	from	the	raid.	He	also	arranged	for	the	CIA	to	get	access	to	the
Abbottabad	compound	and	to	question	bin	Laden’s	wives.	While	Kerry	was	still
in	the	air	on	his	way	home,	the	CIA	launched	another	drone	strike	into	Pakistan’s
tribal	regions.	This	seemed	to	be	the	Agency’s	not-so-subtle	way	of	reminding
both	the	Pakistanis	and	Kerry	that	it	still	ran	the	show	in	Pakistan.
The	Pakistanis	used	female	interrogators	to	debrief	bin	Laden’s	ultrareligious

wives,	but	they	said	very	little	about	their	lives	on	the	run	or	in	Abbottabad.	The
leader	of	the	wives	was	the	oldest,	sixty-two-year-old	Khairiah.	Investigators
described	her	as	“very	hard,	very	difficult.”	Despite	the	comfortable	house	they
were	placed	in,	the	wives	told	their	Pakistani	jailors	they	just	wanted	to	go	home.
And	when	CIA	officials	finally	interviewed	bin	Laden’s	wives,	all	three	women



were	quite	hostile	to	the	Americans.	At	this	point	in	the	tortured	U.S.-Pakistani
relationship,	there	were	very	few	things	that	both	sides	agreed	upon;	one	of	them
was	just	how	difficult	bin	Laden’s	wives	were	to	deal	with.	Almost	a	year	after
bin	Laden	was	killed,	the	Pakistani	government	announced	that	his	three	widows
had	been	charged	with	“illegal	entry”	into	Pakistan,	for	which	they	could	be
jailed	for	up	to	five	years.
President	Obama	visited	CIA	headquarters	in	northern	Virginia	on	May	20	to

thank	the	intelligence	community	for	its	work	on	the	bin	Laden	mission.	Obama
met	privately	with	about	sixty	CIA	officers	and	analysts	who	had	been	integral	to
the	hunt	for	al-Qaeda’s	leader,	and	then	spoke	to	some	one	thousand	employees
who	jammed	the	lobby	of	the	Agency’s	headquarters.	“The	work	you	did	and	the
quality	of	information	you	provided	made	the	critical	difference,”	he	said.	The
president	also	noted	wryly,	“And	we	did	something	really	remarkable	in
Washington—we	kept	it	a	secret.”	The	audience	erupted	with	laughter,	applause,
and	cheers.



A	dog	similar	to	Cairo,	the	Belgian	Malinois	brought	by	the	SEALs	on
the	bin	Laden	raid,	jumps	out	of	an	aircraft	with	his	Special	Forces	partner
during	a	training	drill.	TECH.	SGT.	MANUEL	J.	MARTINEZ,	U.S.	AIR	FORCE/DOD

Prospective	Navy	SEALs	endure	grueling	training	drills	such	as	this
one,	in	which	recruits	are	shackled	hand	and	foot	in	a	deep	pool.	RICHARD

SCHOENBERG



Card	identifying	bin	Laden	family	members	carried	by	the	U.S.	Navy
SEALs	who	raided	the	compound	in	Abbottabad	on	May	1,	2011.	COURTESY

OF	CHRISTINA	LAMB



The	other	side	of	the	card	featured	detailed	information	about	“the
Kuwaiti,”	his	brother,	and	their	families.	COURTESY	OF	CHRISTINA	LAMB



The	quiet,	hilly	city	of	Abbottabad,	where	Osama	bin	Laden	resided	for
more	than	five	years.	AP	PHOTO/ANJUM	NAVEED

The	high,	opaque	windows	of	the	top	floor,	where	bin	Laden	and	his
youngest	wife	lived,	can	be	seen	in	this	image	of	the	family’s	three-story

house.	AP	PHOTO/AQEEL	AHMED



The	kitchen	garden	in	which	bin	Laden,	dubbed	“the	pacer”	by	CIA
analysts,	often	took	walks	during	the	day.	PAKISTAN	STRINGER/REUTERS

Bin	Laden	wrapped	in	a	blanket	and	sitting	on	the	floor	of	a	room	in	his
Abbottabad	compound	watching	a	video	of	himself	on	TV.	DEPARTMENT	OF

DEFENSE



The	Pakistani	television	network	Geo	News	shows	the	burning
wreckage	of	the	crashed	U.S.	stealth	helicopter	on	the	night	bin	Laden	was

killed.	AP	PHOTO/GEO	TV

The	tail	portion	of	the	crashed	U.S.	stealth	helicopter	rests	against	an
outer	wall	of	the	bin	Laden	compound	on	the	morning	after	the	raid.

PAKISTAN	STRINGER/REUTERS



The	97,000-ton	aircraft	carrier	USS	Carl	Vinson,	from	which	bin
Laden’s	corpse	was	dropped	into	the	Arabian	Sea.	UNITED	STATES	NAVY

General	Ashfaq	Parvez	Kayani,	the	chief	of	staff	of	the	Pakistan	army
and	the	most	powerful	man	in	the	nation.	Having	helped	to	forge	a

“strategic	partnership”	with	the	U.S.,	he	felt	betrayed	that	no	one	in	the	U.S.
government	had	warned	him	of	the	raid	on	the	Abbottabad	compound.

AAMIR	QURESHI/AFP/GETTY	IMAGES



The	three	children	at	left,	Fatima,	age	five;	Abdullah,	age	twelve;	and
Hamza,	age	seven,	are	grandchildren	of	bin	Laden.	The	three	on	the	right,
Hussain,	age	three;	Zainab,	age	five;	and	Ibraheem,	age	eight,	are	the
youngest	of	bin	Laden’s	twenty-four	children.	Hussain	and	Zainab	were
born	while	bin	Laden	was	living	in	Abbottabad.	THE	SUNDAY	TIMES/NI

SYNDICATION

A	crowd	built	in	front	of	the	White	House	to	cheer	the	news	that	bin
Laden	was	dead.	BILL	CLARK/ROLL	CALL



Activists	of	Jamaat-e-Islami	Pakistan	(JI)	chanted	slogans	as	they
marched	during	an	anti-U.S.	protest	on	May	6,	2011,	in	Peshawar,

condemning	the	operation	that	killed	bin	Laden.	Protests	like	this	one	were
limited	to	supporters	of	hardline	religious	groups	and	were	not	well

attended.	A	MAJEED/AFP/GETTY	IMAGES

Bin	Laden’s	successor	as	the	head	of	al-Qaeda,	Dr.	Ayman	al-Zawahiri,
in	a	video	released	on	November	16,	2011,	in	which	he	praises	bin	Laden

for	his	kindness,	generosity,	and	loyalty.



The	stars	on	the	Memorial	Wall	at	CIA	headquarters	represent	Agency
employees	who	were	killed	in	the	line	of	duty,	including	two	dozen	who

died	in	the	decade	after	9/11.	CIA

Protesters	wave	Egyptian	flags	at	Cairo’s	Tahrir	Square	on	March	11,
2011.	Bin	Laden’s	men	and	his	ideas	were	notably	absent	from	the

revolutions	that	roiled	the	Middle	East	in	2011.	MAHMUD	HAMS/AFP/GETTY
IMAGES



EPILOGUE	THE	TWILIGHT	OF	AL-QAEDA

	

JUST	AS	WE	CANNOT	understand	why	the	French	army	risked	marching	to
Moscow	during	the	frigid	Russian	winter	of	1812	without	comprehending	the
ambitions	of	Napoleon,	we	cannot	understand	al-Qaeda	or	9/11	without	Osama
bin	Laden.	It	was	bin	Laden	who	conceived	of	al-Qaeda	during	the	waning	days
of	the	Soviet	occupation	of	Afghanistan,	and	he	was	its	unquestioned	leader
from	its	inception	in	Peshawar	in	August	1988	until	the	day	he	was	killed,	more
than	two	decades	later.	And	it	was	bin	Laden	who	came	up	with	the	strategy	of
attacking	the	United	States	in	order	to	end	its	influence	in	the	Muslim	world—a
strategy	that	ultimately	fared	about	as	well	as	the	march	on	Moscow	did	for
Napoleon.	Instead	of	forcing	the	United	States	to	pull	out	of	the	Middle	East	as
bin	Laden	had	predicted	it	would	after	the	9/11	attacks,	the	United	States,
together	with	its	allies,	largely	destroyed	al-Qaeda	in	Afghanistan	and	later
invaded	Iraq,	while	simultaneously	building	massive	American	military	bases	in
Muslim	countries	such	as	Kuwait,	Qatar,	and	Bahrain.
If	bin	Laden’s	strategy	of	attacking	the	United	States	was	largely	a	failure,	his

ideas	may	have	more	lasting	currency,	at	least	among	a	small	minority	in	the
Muslim	world.	Like	many	of	history’s	most	effective	leaders,	bin	Laden	told	a
simple	story	about	the	world	that	his	followers—from	Jakarta	to	London—found
easy	to	grasp.	In	his	telling	there	was	a	conspiracy	by	the	West	and	its	puppet
allies	in	the	Muslim	world	to	destroy	true	Islam,	a	conspiracy	led	by	the	United
States.	Bin	Laden	very	effectively	communicated	to	a	global	audience	this
master	narrative	of	a	war	on	Islam	led	by	America	that	must	be	avenged.	A
Gallup	Poll	in	ten	Muslim	countries	conducted	in	2005	and	2006	found	that	7
percent	of	Muslims	said	the	9/11	attacks	were	“completely	justified.”	To	put	it
another	way,	out	of	the	estimated	1.2	billion	Muslims	in	the	world,	about	100
million	Muslims	wholeheartedly	endorsed	bin	Laden’s	rationale	for	the	9/11
attacks	and	the	need	for	Islamic	revenge	on	the	West.
One	of	bin	Laden’s	most	toxic	legacies	is	that	even	militant	Islamist	groups

that	don’t	call	themselves	al-Qaeda	have	adopted	this	ideology.	According	to
Spanish	prosecutors,	the	Pakistani	Taliban	sent	a	team	of	would-be	suicide



bombers	to	Barcelona	to	attack	the	subway	system	there	in	January	2008.	A	year
later,	the	Pakistani	Taliban	trained	an	American	recruit,	Faisal	Shahzad,	for	an
attack	in	New	York.	Shahzad	traveled	to	Pakistan,	where	he	received	five	days
of	bomb-making	training	in	the	tribal	region	of	Waziristan.	Armed	with	this
training,	Shahzad	placed	a	bomb	in	an	SUV	and	tried	to	detonate	it	in	Times
Square	on	May	1,	2010,	around	6	p.m.	Luckily,	the	bomb	malfunctioned,	and
Shahzad	was	arrested	two	days	later.
The	Mumbai	attacks	of	2008	showed	that	bin	Laden’s	ideas	about	attacking

Western	and	Jewish	targets	had	also	spread	to	Pakistani	militant	groups	such	as
Lashkar-e-Taiba	(LeT),	which	had	previously	focused	only	on	Indian	targets.
Over	a	three-day	period	in	late	November	2008,	LeT	carried	out	multiple	attacks
in	Mumbai,	targeting	five-star	hotels	housing	Westerners	and	a	Jewish-American
community	center	and	killing	170	people.
And	al-Qaeda’s	regional	affiliates	will	also	try	to	continue	bin	Laden’s	bloody

work.	Al-Qaeda	in	the	Arabian	Peninsula	(AQAP)	was	responsible	for
attempting	to	bring	down	Northwest	Flight	253	over	Detroit	on	Christmas	Day
2009	with	a	bomb	hidden	in	the	underwear	of	Umar	Farouk	Abdulmutallab,	a
Nigerian	recruit.	A	year	later,	AQAP	hid	bombs	in	toner	cartridges	on	planes
bound	for	Chicago.	The	bombs	were	discovered	only	at	the	last	moment	at	East
Midlands	Airport	in	the	United	Kingdom	and	in	Dubai.
In	September	2009,	the	Somali	Islamist	insurgent	group	Al-Shabaab	(“the

youth”	in	Arabic)	formally	pledged	allegiance	to	bin	Laden	following	a	two-year
period	in	which	it	had	recruited	Somali-Americans	and	other	U.S.	Muslims	to
fight	in	the	war	in	Somalia.	After	it	announced	its	fealty	to	bin	Laden,	Shabaab
was	able	to	recruit	larger	numbers	of	foreign	fighters;	by	one	estimate	up	to
twelve	hundred	were	working	with	the	group	by	2010.	A	year	later,	Shabaab
controlled	much	of	southern	Somalia.
In	Nigeria,	a	country	with	a	substantial	Muslim	population,	a	jihadist	group

known	as	Boko	Haram	attacked	the	United	Nations	building	in	the	Nigerian
capital,	Abuja,	killing	some	twenty	people	in	the	summer	of	2011.	Since	then	the
group	has	mounted	a	systematic	campaign	against	Christian	targets.
In	2008,	there	was	a	sense	that	Al-Qaeda	in	Iraq	(AQI)	was	on	the	verge	of

defeat.	The	American	ambassador	to	Iraq,	Ryan	Crocker,	said,	“You	are	not
going	to	hear	me	say	that	al-Qaeda	is	defeated,	but	they’ve	never	been	closer	to
defeat	than	they	are	now.”	Certainly	AQI	had	lost	its	ability	to	control	large
swaths	of	the	country	and	a	good	chunk	of	the	Sunni	population	as	it	had	in
2006,	but	the	group	proved	surprisingly	resilient,	continuing	to	pull	off	large-



scale	bombings	in	central	Baghdad.	And	in	2012,	AQI	sent	foot	soldiers	into
Syria	to	fight	against	the	regime	of	Bashar	al-Assad,	who	is	from	a	Shia	sect
despised	as	heretics	by	the	Sunni	ultrafundamentalists	who	make	up	al-Qaeda.
These	groups,	as	well	as	“lone	wolves”	inspired	by	bin	Laden,	will	continue	to

attempt	to	wreak	havoc,	but	their	efforts	will	not	precipitate	a	“clash	of
civilizations”	as	bin	Laden	had	hoped	to	do	on	9/11.	Indeed,	governments	in
Muslim	countries	from	Jordan	to	Indonesia	have	taken	aggressive	actions	against
al-Qaeda	and	its	affiliates,	and	al-Qaeda	is	now	peddling	an	ideology	that	has
lost	much	of	its	purchase	in	the	Muslim	world.	In	the	two	most	populous	Muslim
nations—Indonesia	and	Pakistan—favorable	views	of	bin	Laden	and	support	for
suicide	bombings	dropped	by	at	least	half	between	2003	and	2010.	The	key
reason	for	this	decline	was	the	deaths	of	Muslim	civilians	at	the	hands	of	jihadist
terrorists.	Al-Qaeda	and	its	allies	have	consistently	targeted	the	vast	majority	of
fellow	Muslims	who	don’t	precisely	share	their	views.	The	trail	of	dead	civilians
from	Baghdad	to	Jakarta	and	from	Amman	to	Islamabad	in	the	decade	after	9/11
was	largely	the	work	of	al-Qaeda	and	its	allies.	That	al-Qaeda	and	its	allies
defined	themselves	as	the	defenders	of	true	Islam	yet	left	so	many	Muslim
victims	in	their	wake	was	not	impressive	to	many	in	the	Islamic	world.
Despite	the	abject	failure	of	al-Qaeda’s	strategy	on	9/11,	a	number	of

prominent	writers,	academics,	and	politicians	in	the	West	claimed	that	the
attacks	on	Washington	and	New	York	were	the	beginning	of	a	war	with	a
totalitarian	ideology	similar	to	the	murderous	ideologies	the	United	States	had
done	battle	with	in	the	twentieth	century.	Certainly	“Binladenism”	shared	some
commonalities	with	National	Socialism	and	Stalinism:	anti-Semitism	and	anti-
liberalism,	the	embrace	of	charismatic	leaders,	the	deft	exploitation	of	modern
propaganda	methods,	and	the	bogus	promise	of	utopia	here	on	Earth	if	its
programs	were	implemented.	But	Binladenism	never	posed	anything	like	the
existential	threat	that	communism	or	Nazism	did.	Still,	the	conviction	that
“Islamofascism”	posed	as	great	a	threat	to	the	West	as	the	Nazis	or	Soviets	had
was	an	article	of	faith	for	some.	The	influential	neoconservative	Richard	Perle
warned	that	the	West	faced	“victory	or	holocaust”	in	its	struggle	with	the
Islamofascists.	And	the	former	CIA	director	James	Woolsey	became	a	constant
presence	on	television	news	programs	after	9/11,	invoking	the	specter	of	World
War	IV.
But	this	was	all	massively	overwrought.	The	Nazis	occupied	and	subjugated

most	of	Europe	and	instigated	a	global	conflict	that	killed	tens	of	millions.	And
the	United	States	spent	about	40	percent	of	its	GDP	to	fight	the	Nazis,	fielding



millions	of	soldiers.	Communist	regimes	killed	100	million	people	in	wars,
prison	camps,	enforced	famines,	and	pogroms.
The	threat	posed	by	al-Qaeda	is	orders	of	magnitude	smaller.	Despite	bin

Laden’s	hyperventilating	rhetoric,	there	is	no	danger	that	his	followers	will	end
the	American	way	of	life.	In	almost	any	given	year,	Americans	are	far	more
likely	to	drown	accidentally	in	a	bathtub	than	to	be	killed	by	a	terrorist.	Yet,	few
of	us	harbor	an	irrational	fear	of	a	bathtub	drowning.	Al-Qaeda’s	amateur
investigations	into	weapons	of	mass	destruction	do	not	compare	to	the	very	real
possibility	of	nuclear	conflagration	the	world	faced	during	the	Cold	War,	and
there	are	relatively	few	adherents	of	Binladenism	in	the	West	today,	while	there
were	tens	of	millions	of	devotees	of	communism	and	fascism.
Despite	the	relative	insignificance	of	the	threat	posed	by	al-Qaeda	and	its

allies,	the	War	on	Terror	was	a	bonanza	for	the	American	national	security
industrial	complex.	On	9/11,	the	annual	budget	for	all	the	U.S.	intelligence
agencies	was	about	$25	billion.	A	decade	later	it	was	$80	billion;	and	by	then
almost	a	million	Americans	held	Top	Secret	clearances,	and	six	out	of	ten	of	the
richest	counties	in	the	United	States	were	in	the	Washington,	D.C.,	area.	If	the
War	on	Terror	was,	in	the	end,	as	much	about	about	bringing	bin	Laden	to	justice
as	anything	else,	it	is	sobering	to	observe	that	American	intelligence	agencies
consumed	half	a	trillion	dollars	on	their	way	to	that	goal.

SIX	WEEKS	AFTER	the	death	of	bin	Laden,	al-Qaeda	announced	his	successor,	the
dour	Egyptian	surgeon	Ayman	al-Zawahiri.	The	longtime	deputy	to	bin	Laden
had	his	work	cut	out	for	him;	his	predecessor	had	gifted	him	a	bit	of	a	lemon.	By
the	time	bin	Laden	was	killed,	al-Qaeda	was	an	ideological	“brand”	long	past	its
sell-by	date	and	an	organization	in	deep	trouble.
In	the	“treasure	trove”	of	some	six	thousand	documents	retrieved	by	the

SEALs	from	the	bin	Laden	compound,	there	is	ample	confirmation	of	how
profound	al-Qaeda’s	problems	had	become.	In	memos	he	never	dreamed	would
end	up	in	the	hands	of	the	CIA,	bin	Laden	advised	other	militant	jihadist	groups
not	to	adopt	the	al-Qaeda	moniker.	On	August	7,	2010,	he	wrote	to	the	leader	of
the	brutal	Al-Shabaab	militia	in	Somalia,	telling	him	that	Al-Shabaab	should	not
declare	itself	publicly	to	be	part	of	al-Qaeda	because	to	do	so	would	only	attract
enemies,	as	al-Qaeda’s	Iraqi	affiliate	had	done,	and	would	make	it	harder	to	raise
money	from	rich	Arab	donors.
Clearly,	even	bin	Laden	understood	that	the	shine	was	long	gone	from	the	al-

Qaeda	brand.	At	the	same	time,	he	was	troubled	by	the	fact	that	the	Obama



administration	had	solved	a	branding	problem	of	its	own	because	it	had	“largely
stopped	using	the	phrase	‘the	war	on	terror’	in	the	context	of	not	wanting	to
provoke	Muslims	because	they	feel	that	saying	‘the	war	on	terror’	would	appear
to	most	people	to	be	a	war	on	Islam.”
The	spectacular	set	of	self-inflicted	mistakes	by	al-Qaeda’s	affiliate	in	Iraq

played	heavily	on	the	minds	of	bin	Laden	and	his	top	advisors.	Among
themselves,	they	grumbled	that	al-Qaeda’s	campaign	of	attacks	against	Iraqi
Christians	had	not	been	sanctioned	by	bin	Laden.	And	bin	Laden	urged	his
followers	in	Yemen	not	to	kill	members	of	the	local	tribes,	a	tactic	that	al-Qaeda
had	frequently	employed	in	western	Iraq,	which	had	provoked	a	tribal	uprising
against	al-Qaeda	that	began	in	2006	and	dealt	a	large	blow	to	the	group’s
fortunes	in	Iraq.
In	October	2010,	bin	Laden	wrote	a	forty-eight-page	memo	to	one	of	his

deputies	that	surveyed	the	state	of	al-Qaeda’s	jihad.	He	began	on	an	optimistic
note,	observing	that	for	the	Americans	it	had	been	“the	worst	year	for	them	in
Afghanistan	since	they	invaded,”	a	trend	he	predicted	would	only	be	amplified
by	the	deepening	U.S.	budget	crisis.	But	bin	Laden	also	worried	that	al-Qaeda’s
longtime	sanctuary	in	Waziristan,	in	Pakistan’s	tribal	areas,	was	now	too
dangerous	because	of	the	campaign	of	American	drone	strikes	there.	“I	am
leaning	toward	getting	most	of	our	brothers	out	of	the	area.”
In	the	meantime,	bin	Laden	advised	his	followers	not	to	move	around	the

tribal	regions	except	on	overcast	days,	when	America’s	satellites	and	drones
would	not	have	as	good	of	coverage	of	the	area,	and	he	complained	that	“the
Americans	have	great	accumulated	expertise	of	photography	of	the	region	due	to
the	fact	they	have	been	doing	it	for	so	many	years.	They	can	even	distinguish
between	houses	that	are	frequented	by	male	visitors	at	a	higher	rate	than	is
normal.”
Bin	Laden	urged	his	followers	to	depart	the	tribal	regions	for	the	remote

Afghan	provinces	of	Ghazni,	Zabul,	and,	in	particular,	Kunar,	where	he	himself
had	successfully	hidden	after	the	Battle	of	Tora	Bora,	pointing	out	that	the	high
mountains	and	dense	forests	of	Kunar	provided	especially	good	protection	from
prying	American	eyes.	Bin	Laden	fretted	about	his	twenty-year-old	son,	Hamza,
who	had	moved	to	the	tribal	regions	in	Pakistan	after	being	released	from	house
arrest	in	Iran,	writing,	“Make	sure	to	tell	Hamza	that	I	am	of	the	opinion	he
should	get	out	of	Waziristan.…	He	should	move	only	when	the	clouds	are
heavy.”	Hamza	should	decamp	for	the	tiny,	prosperous	Persian	Gulf	kingdom	of
Qatar,	bin	Laden	advised.



In	his	final	days,	bin	Laden	became	doubly	cautious,	sometimes	even
paranoid	in	his	thinking.	He	instructed	that	Hamza	should	throw	out	anything	he
had	taken	with	him	from	Iran	as	it	might	contain	a	tracking	chip	and	that	he
should	avoid	the	company	of	someone	named	Abu	Salman	al-Baluchi	because
he	had	associates	tied	to	the	Pakistani	intelligence	services.	Bin	Laden	also
provided	elaborate	instructions	about	how	Hamza	might	evade	the	surveillance
of	the	American	drones	by	meeting	members	of	al-Qaeda	inside	a	particular	road
tunnel	near	Peshawar.
Bin	Laden	also	reminded	his	deputies	“that	all	communication	with	others

should	be	done	through	letters”	rather	than	by	phone	or	the	Internet.	As	a	result,
he	had	to	wait	up	to	two	or	three	months	for	responses	to	his	queries—not	an
efficient	way	to	run	an	organization.	Bin	Laden	also	advised	his	lieutenants	that
when	they	kidnapped	someone	they	should	take	many	precautions	during	the
negotiating	process	and	throw	away	any	bags	of	ransom	money	because	they
might	contain	tracking	devices.
In	his	isolated	final	years,	bin	Laden	even	became	an	inveterate

micromanager,	admonishing	his	group	in	Yemen	that	its	members	should	always
refuel	and	eat	heartily	before	they	embarked	on	road	trips	so	that	they	wouldn’t
have	to	stop	at	gas	stations	and	restaurants	that	might	be	monitored	by
government	spies.	And	he	advised	al-Qaeda’s	North	African	wing	to	plant	trees
so	they	could	later	use	them	as	cover	for	their	operations.	It’s	safe	to	assume	that
this	arboreal	advice	was	simply	ignored.
Above	all,	bin	Laden	strategized	about	how	to	improve	his	public	image,

observing	that	“a	huge	part	of	the	battle	is	in	the	media.”	He	instructed	his	media
team:	“The	tenth	anniversary	of	the	9/11	attack	is	coming	and	due	to	the
importance	to	this	date,	the	time	to	start	preparing	is	now.	Please	send	me	your
suggestions	on	this.”	He	suggested	reaching	out	to	the	correspondents	of	both	Al
Jazeera	English	and	Al	Jazeera	Arabic	and	wondered	if	he	could	get	a	hearing	on
an	American	TV	network:	“We	should	also	look	for	an	American	channel	that
can	be	close	to	being	unbiased	such	as	CBS.”	Perhaps	in	response	to	this	call	for
action,	one	of	his	media	advisors—believed	to	be	the	American	al-Qaeda	recruit
Adam	Gadahn—suggested	that	bin	Laden	take	advantage	of	the	9/11	anniversary
in	2011	to	record	a	high-definition	videotape	that	could	be	given	to	all	the	major
American	news	networks	except	Fox	News,	which	Gadahn	said	“lacks
neutrality.”	It	does	not	appear	that	bin	Laden	ever	made	such	a	tape.
Until	the	end,	bin	Laden	remained	fixated	on	mounting	another	large-scale

attack	on	the	United	States,	prodding	one	deputy,	“It	would	be	nice	if	you	could



nominate	one	of	the	qualified	brothers	to	be	responsible	for	a	large	operation
against	the	U.S.	It	would	be	nice	if	you	would	pick	a	number	of	the	brothers	not
to	exceed	ten	and	send	them	to	their	countries	individually	without	any	of	them
knowing	the	others	to	study	aviation.”	Bizarrely,	he	complained	that	Faisal
Shahzad,	the	American	citizen	of	Pakistani	heritage	who	had	tried	to	blow	up	an
SUV	in	Times	Square,	had	broken	the	oath	of	allegiance	he	had	sworn	to	the
United	States,	and	he	tut-tutted	that	“it	is	not	permissible	in	Islam	to	betray	trust
and	break	a	covenant.”	This	seeming	aversion	to	recruiting	U.S.	citizens	to	carry
out	such	attacks	narrowed	the	available	options.	In	any	case,	Zawahiri	pushed
back,	telling	bin	Laden	it	was	much	more	realistic	to	attack	American	soldiers	in
Afghanistan	than	civilians	in	the	United	States.
The	fact	was,	bin	Laden	and	his	men	hadn’t	mounted	a	successful	terrorist

attack	in	the	West	since	the	July	7,	2005,	transportation	bombings	in	London.
The	terrorist	network’s	plots	to	set	off	bombs	in	Manhattan	in	2009	and	to	mount
Mumbai-style	attacks	in	Germany	a	year	later	all	fizzled	out.	And	al-Qaeda
never	mounted	a	successful	attack	in	the	United	States	after	September	11,	2001.
This	significant	record	of	failure	predated	the	momentous	events	of	the	Arab

Spring—events	in	which	al-Qaeda’s	leaders,	foot	soldiers,	and	ideas	played	no
role.	Meanwhile,	U.S.	drone	strikes	had	decimated	the	bench	of	al-Qaeda’s
commanders	since	the	summer	of	2008,	when	President	George	W.	Bush	had
authorized	a	ramped-up	program	of	attacks	in	Pakistan’s	tribal	regions.	After
Zawahiri’s	ascension	to	the	top	job	in	al-Qaeda,	a	CIA	drone	killed	Atiyah	Abdul
Rahman,	who,	as	we	have	seen,	acted	as	bin	Laden’s	chief	of	staff	for	many
years.	The	group	could	not	easily	replace	someone	with	Rahman’s	long
experience,	or	the	many	other	leaders	of	the	group	who	had	been	picked	off	by
drones	during	Bush’s	last	year	in	office	and	during	the	presidency	of	Obama.
Zawahiri	is	unlikely	to	turn	things	around	for	al-Qaeda.	Far	from	being	the

inspiring	orator	that	bin	Laden	was,	Zawahiri	is	more	like	the	pedantic,	long-
winded	uncle	who	insists	on	regaling	the	family	at	Thanksgiving	dinner	with
accounts	of	his	arcane	disputes	with	obscure	enemies.	During	2011,	Zawahiri’s
half-dozen	or	so	public	disquisitions	about	the	events	of	the	Arab	Spring	were
greeted	by	a	collective	yawn	in	the	Middle	East.	Not	only	was	Zawahiri	a	black
hole	of	charisma,	he	was	an	ineffective	leader	who	was	not	well	regarded	or	well
liked	even	by	the	various	jihadist	groups	from	his	native	Egypt.
The	death	of	bin	Laden	eliminates	the	founder	of	al-Qaeda,	which	has	only

known	one	leader	since	its	founding	in	1988,	and	it	also	eliminates	the	one	man
who	provided	broad,	largely	unquestioned	strategic	goals	to	the	wider	jihadist



movement.	A	wild	card	is	that	one	of	bin	Laden’s	dozen	or	so	sons—endowed
with	the	iconic	family	name—could	eventually	rise	to	take	over	the	terrorist
group.

JIHADIST	TERRORISM	WILL	NOT,	of	course,	disappear	because	of	the	death	of	bin
Laden,	but	it	is	hard	to	imagine	two	more	final	endings	to	the	“War	on	Terror”
than	the	popular	revolts	against	the	authoritarian	regimes	in	the	Middle	East	and
the	death	of	bin	Laden.
We	do	not,	of	course,	know	the	final	outcome	of	the	Arab	revolutions,	but

there	is	very	little	chance	that	al-Qaeda	or	other	extremist	groups	will	be	able	to
grab	the	reins	of	power	as	the	authoritarian	regimes	of	the	Middle	East	crumble.
But	while	al-Qaeda	and	its	allies	cannot	take	power	anywhere	in	the	Muslim
world,	these	groups	do	thrive	on	chaos	and	civil	war.	And	the	whole	point	of
revolutions	is	that	they	are	inherently	unpredictable	even	to	the	people	who	are
leading	them,	so	anything	could	happen	in	the	coming	years	in	Libya,	Yemen,
and	Syria,	and	much	is	unpredictable	in	Egypt.
In	Egypt,	Islamist	groups	did	very	well	in	parliamentary	elections	after	the

dictator	Hosni	Mubarak	was	deposed.	The	Muslim	Brotherhood	and	a	Salafist
party	received	about	three	quarters	of	the	vote.	These	groups	do	not	advocate
violence,	and	al-Qaeda	has	long	been	critical	of	the	Brotherhood	for	its
willingness	to	engage	in	elections	that	members	of	al-Qaeda	consider	to	be	“un-
Islamic.”	But	certainly	the	Salafists	in	Egypt	want	a	society	that	looks	much
more	like	the	Taliban	in	pre-9/11	Afghanistan	than	the	one	envisaged	by	the
Facebook	revolutionaries	who	first	launched	the	revolt	against	Mubarak.
Despite	Zawahiri’s	shortcomings	and	the	serious	institutional	problems	he	has

inherited,	there	are	some	opportunities	for	him	to	help	resuscitate	al-Qaeda.	As
the	early	great	promise	of	the	Arab	Spring	recedes,	it	is	likely	that	Zawahiri	will
try	to	exploit	the	regional	chaos	to	achieve	his	central	goal:	establishing	a	new
haven	for	al-Qaeda.	The	one	place	where	he	might	be	able	to	pull	this	off	is
Yemen.	Like	bin	Laden,	many	of	al-Qaeda’s	members	have	roots	in	Yemen,	and
U.S.	counterterrorism	officials	have	identified	the	al-Qaeda	affiliate	there	as	the
most	dangerous	of	the	group’s	regional	branches.	And	the	civil	war	now
engulfing	Yemen	has	already	provided	an	opportunity	for	jihadist	militants	to
seize	towns	in	the	south	of	the	country.	Surely	al-Qaeda	will	want	to	build	on
this	feat	in	a	country	that	is	the	nearest	analogue	today	to	pre-9/11	Afghanistan:	a
largely	tribal,	heavily	armed,	dirt-poor	nation	scarred	by	years	of	war.



OSAMA	BIN	LADEN	long	fancied	himself	something	of	a	poet.	His	compositions
tended	to	the	morbid,	and	a	poem	written	two	years	after	9/11	in	which	he
contemplated	the	circumstances	of	his	death	was	no	exception.	Bin	Laden	wrote,
“Let	my	grave	be	an	eagle’s	belly,	its	resting	place	in	the	sky’s	atmosphere
amongst	perched	eagles.”	But	there	was	no	spectacular	martyrdom	in	the
mountains	among	the	eagles.	Instead	bin	Laden	died	surrounded	by	his	wives	in
a	squalid	suburban	compound	awash	in	broken	glass	and	scattered	children’s
toys	and	medicine	bottles—testament	to	the	ferocity	of	the	SEALs’	assault	on	his
final	hiding	place.	And	on	February	25,	2012,	Pakistani	authorities	sent
mechanized	diggers	to	the	compound	that	tore	the	complex	down,	erasing	bin
Laden’s	six-year	sojourn	in	Abbottabad	over	the	course	of	a	weekend.
If	there	is	poetry	in	bin	Laden’s	end,	it	is	the	poetry	of	justice,	and	it	calls	to

mind	President	George	W.	Bush’s	words	to	Congress	just	nine	days	after	9/11,
when	he	predicted	that	bin	Laden	and	al-Qaeda	would	eventually	be	consigned
to	“history’s	unmarked	grave	of	discarded	lies,”	just	as	communism	and	Nazism
had	been	before	them.	President	Barack	Obama	has	characterized	al-Qaeda	and
its	affiliates	as	“small	men	on	the	wrong	side	of	history.”
For	al-Qaeda,	that	history	sped	up	dramatically,	as	bin	Laden’s	body	sank

down	into	the	deep.
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		90	During	the	rehearsals	…	the	SEALs	practiced:	Ibid.
		91	had	encountered	pretty	much	every	type	of	surprise	possible:

James	Cartwright	interview.
		92	“McRaven	had	a	backup	for	every	possible	failure”:	Michèle

Flournoy	interview.
		93	a	great	cheer	went	up:	Eric	Greitens	interview.
		94	replicated	the	likely	heat	conditions:	Schmidle,	“Getting	bin	Laden.”
		95	this	time	joined	by	Admiral	Mullen:	Author	interview	with	senior

U.S.	intelligence	official.
		96	“rehearsal	of	concept”	…	“game	time”	decisions:	Ibid.
		97	the	whole	operation	could	be	conducted	in	under	thirty	minutes:

Author	interview	with	senior	U.S.	administration	official.

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/14/world/asia/14pakistan.html


		98	drop	in	at	the	JSOC	operations	center	at	Bagram:	Michael	Mullen
interview.

		99	“If	I	am	going	to	send	somebody	in	to	die”:	Ibid.
		100	“First	of	all,	it	helps	that	he’s	from	central	casting”:	Tony	Blinken

interview.
101	“In	terms	of	difficulty”:	Author	interview	with	senior	U.S.

intelligence	official.
102	told	the	Al-Quds	Al-Arabi	newspaper:	Khalid	al	Hammadi,	“Bin

Laden’s	Former	‘Bodyguard’	Interviewed,”	Al-Quds	Al-Arabi,	August
3,	2004,	and	March	20	to	April	4,	2004.

103	willingness	to	be	martyred:	The	Guardian	website	has	a	useful
chronology	of	statements	by	bin	Laden	and	Zawahiri	at
www.guardian.co.uk/alqaida/page/0,,839823,00.html,	where	bin
Laden’s	February	20,	2006,	statement	can	be	found.

104	rules	of	engagement	the	SEALs	adhered	to:	Leon	Panetta	interview
with	NBC	Nightly	News,	May	3,	2011,
www.msnbc.msn.com/id/42887700/ns/world_news-
death_of_bin_laden/t/transcript-interview-cia-director-
panetta/#.TwHRIiNAYfU.

105	consisting	of	…	experienced	interrogators:	James	Cartwright
interview.	See	also	Eric	Schmitt,	Thom	Shanker,	and	David	E.	Sanger,
“U.S.	Was	Braced	for	Fight	with	Pakistanis	in	bin	Laden	Raid,”	New
York	Times,	May	9,	2011,
www.nytimes.com/2011/05/10/world/asia/10intel.html?emc=na#.

106	would	fly	to	the	aircraft	carrier	USS	Carl	Vinson:	James	Cartwright
interview;	Schmitt,	Shanker,	and	Sanger,	“U.S.	Was	Braced	for	Fight.”

107	point	of	diminishing	returns:	Author	interview	with	senior	U.S.
intelligence	official.

108	“There	was	always	the	tension	between”:	Tony	Blinken	interview.
109	Obama	gave	a	provisional	go-ahead:	Gorman	and	Barnes,	“Spy,

Military	Ties	Aided	bin	Laden	Raid.”
110	“not	invited”:	Ben	Rhodes	interview	in	Targeting	bin	Laden.
111	“In	the	past	I	have	had	to	engage	newspaper	editors	and	say”:	Ben

Rhodes	interview.
112	“I	felt	the	enormous	weight	of	the	information	I’d	been	told”:	Ben

Rhodes	interview	in	Targeting	bin	Laden.
113	“playbook”	…	“Keep	preparing”:	Author	interview	with	senior

http://www.guardian.co.uk/alqaida/page/0,,839823,00.html
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administration	official.
114	able	to	flip	a	switch	immediately:	Ibid.
115	“So,	for	all	the	options	that	involved	him	not	being	there”:	Ibid.
116	worked	up	a	sixty-six-page	document:	Author	interview	with	U.S.

intelligence	official.
117	In	mid-April,	John	Brennan	called	Mike	Leiter:	Michael	Leiter

interview.
118	president	of	the	Harvard	Law	Review:	Harvard	Gazette,	February	25,

1999,	news.harvard.edu/gazette/1999/02.25/news.html.
119	position	that	Barack	Obama	had	held:	Fox	Butterfield,	“First	Black

Elected	to	Head	Harvard’s	Law	Review,”	New	York	Times,	February	6,
1990,	www.nytimes.com/1990/02/06/us/first-black-elected-to-head-
harvard-s-law-review.html.

120	worked	for	the	congressional	commission	…	final	report:	Testimony
of	former	senator	Charles	S.	Robb	before	the	Senate	Select	Committee
on	Intelligence,	“Nomination	of	Michael	Leiter	to	Be	Director,
National	Counterterrorism	Center,”	p.	3,
www.fas.org/irp/congress/2008_hr/leiter.pdf.

121	“I	had	seen	enough	failures	in	this	world”:	Michael	Leiter	interview.
122	there	were	aspects	of	the	case	that	bothered	him:	Ibid.
123	In	Leiter’s	mind	…	gaps	in	the	coverage:	Ibid.
124	“I	don’t	think	that	is	sufficient	if	this	is	successful	or	a	failure”:

Ibid.
125	Brennan	agreed	that	the	Red	Team	was	a	good	idea:	Ibid.
126	Leiter	then	went	to	see	Tom	Donilon:	Ibid.
127	“Denis,	are	you	fucking	kidding	me?”:	Ibid.
128	The	ideal	time	to	do	the	helicopter	assault:	Author	interview	with

senior	U.S.	intelligence	official.
129	the	longer	they	waited,	the	greater	the	possibility	of	a	leak:	Ibid.;

James	Cartwright	interview.
130	Morell	said,	“Absolutely,	I	think	it’s	a	great	idea:	Michael	Leiter

interview.
131	they	had	forty-eight	hours:	Ibid.
132	Leiter’s	team	explored	three	alternative	hypotheses:	Ibid.
133	The	analysts	found	that	the	first	hypothesis	was	the	most	likely:

Ibid.
134	“We	actually	thought	we	had	a	pretty	good	handle”:	Ibid.
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http://www.nytimes.com/1990/02/06/us/first-black-elected-to-head-harvard-s-law-review.html
http://www.fas.org/irp/congress/2008_hr/leiter.pdf


135	none	of	the	alternative	hypotheses	was	as	likely:	Ibid.
136	posted	online	…	“silliness”:	Alan	Silverleib,	“Obama	Releases

Original	Long-Form	Birth	Certificate,”	CNN,	April	27,	2011,
edition.cnn.com/2011/POLITICS/04/27/obama.birth.certificate/index.html

137	the	SEAL	teams	had	already	left	their	base:	Schmidle,	“Getting	bin
Laden.”

http://edition.cnn.com/2011/POLITICS/04/27/obama.birth.certificate/index.html


CHAPTER	12:	THE	DECISION

	
				1	“Bottom	line	is”:	Michael	Leiter	interview.
				2	“It	really	didn’t	change	anything”:	Michael	Vickers	interview.
				3	“Even	if	you’re	at	the	forty	percent	low	end	of	this	range”:	Michael

Leiter	interview.
				4	“We	thought	the	prospects	were	higher”:	John	Brennan	in	Targeting

bin	Laden.
				5	“There	was	a	deflation	in	the	room”:	Ben	Rhodes	in	Targeting	bin

Laden.
				6	“if	anything,	the	Red	Team	actually	brought	down”:	Tony	Blinken

interview.
				7	“I	think	this	Red	Team”:	Michael	Leiter	interview.
				8	“the	best	evidence	since	Tora	Bora”:	Author	interview	with	senior

U.S.	intelligence	official.	Also	see	Massimo	Calabresi,	“CIA	Chief:
Pakistan	Would	Have	Jeopardized	Operation,”	Time,	May	3,	2011,
swampland.time.com/2011/05/03/cia-chief-breaks-silence-u-s-ruled-
out-involving-pakistan-in-bin-laden-raid-early-on/.

				9	Obama	summed	up	the	case:	Michael	Leiter	interview.
		10	“Mister	President,	this	is	a	very	hard	call”:	Ben	Rhodes	interview

for	Targeting	bin	Laden.
		11	Situation	Room	began	to	fill	with	laughter:	Interviews	with	senior

administration	officials.
		12	Joe	Biden	…	was	worried	about	the	local	fallout	from	the	raid:

Ibid.
		13	Robert	Gates	continued	to	be	skittish:	Ibid.;	Michael	Leiter

interview;	James	Cartwright	interview.
		14	Gates	and	Biden	still	leery:	Michael	Leiter	interview	and	interviews

with	senior	administration	officials.
		15	against	the	SEAL	helicopter	assault:	Tom	Donilon	interview	for

Targeting	bin	Laden;	Mike	Leiter	interview.
		16	had	never	prepared	…	with	as	much	care:	Michael	Mullen

interview.
		17	“Bill’s	[McRaven’s]	team	can	do	this”:	Ibid.

http://swampland.time.com/2011/05/03/cia-chief-breaks-silence-u-s-ruled-out-involving-pakistan-in-bin-laden-raid-early-on/


		18	a	tiny	drone-fired	munition:	Author	interviews	with	senior
administration	officials.

		19	a	thirteen-pound	“smart”	bomb:	V.	J.	Hennigan,	“Pentagon	Seeks
Mini-Weapons	for	New	Age	Warfare,”	Los	Angeles	Times,	May	30,
2011.

		20	Hillary	Clinton	gave	a	long,	lawyerly	presentation:	Author	interview
with	senior	administration	officials.

		21	“Mister	President,	my	first	choice	would	be	that	we	wait”:	Michael
Leiter	interview.

		22	“I’ve	always	used	the	test”:	Leon	Panetta,	interview	by	author,
Washington,	DC,	February	16,	2012.

		23	Hillary	Clinton	voiced	a	related	point:	Author	interview	with	senior
administration	officials.

		24	John	Brennan,	Obama’s	top	counterterrorism	adviser,	urged	a	go:
Michael	Leiter	interview.

		25	Ben	Rhodes,	Michèle	Flournoy,	Tony	Blinken,	Mike	Vickers,
Robert	Cardillo,	and	Nick	Rasmussen	all	endorsed	the	raid:
Author	interviews	with	each	of	them.

		26	Obama	listened	to	the	counsel:	Tony	Blinken	interview.
		27	“This	is	a	close	call”:	Barack	Obama	interview	for	Targeting	bin

Laden.
		28	felt	that	those	who	had	voiced	doubts:	“Obama	on	bin	Laden:	The

Full	60	Minutes	Interview.”
		29	on	his	shoulders	for	the	rest	of	his	life:	John	Brennan	interview	for

Targeting	bin	Laden.
		30	“The	most	difficult	part”:	“Obama	on	bin	Laden:	The	Full	60

Minutes	Interview.”
		31	“I	thought	it	was	important”:	Barack	Obama	in	Targeting	bin	Laden.
		32	Obama	had	100	percent	confidence:	Author	interview	with

administration	officials,	Washington,	DC,	August	2011.
		33	Obama	knew	the	stakes	were	high:	Barack	Obama	in	Targeting	bin

Laden.
		34	“What	if	the	mysterious	pacer	was	a	prince	from	Dubai”:	“Obama

on	bin	Laden:	The	Full	60	Minutes	Interview.”
		35	tripled	the	number	of	troops	in	Afghanistan:	“Remarks	by	the

President	in	Address	to	the	Nation	on	the	Way	Forward	in	Afghanistan
and	Pakistan.”



		36	called	Mubarak	and	told	him	it	was	time	to	step	down:	Jake	Tapper,
“After	Thursday	Speech,	White	House	Pushed	Mubarak:	You	Must
Satisfy	the	Demonstrators	in	the	Street,”	ABC	News,	February	11,
2011,	abcnews.go.com/blogs/politics/2011/02/after-thursday-speech-
white-house-pushed-mubarak-you-must-satisfy-the-demonstrators-in-
the-street/;	author	interview	with	senior	administration	official.

		37	military	campaign	that	toppled	the	Libyan	dictator:	Paul	Richter
and	Christi	Parsons,	“Obama	Faces	Growing	Criticism	for	Libya
Campaign,”	Los	Angeles	Times,	March	21,	2011,
articles.latimes.com/2011/mar/21/world/la-fg-us-libya-20110322.

		38	Both	Gates	and	Biden	had	advised	Obama	against:	Michael
Hastings,	“Inside	Obama’s	War	Room,”	Rolling	Stone,	October	13,
2011,	www.rollingstone.com/politics/news/inside-obamas-war-room-
20111013.

		39	word	could	trickle	out:	Author	interviews	with	senior	administration
oficials,	Washington,	DC,	December	2011.

		40	“Even	though	I	thought	it	was	only	fifty-fifty”:	“Obama	on	bin
Laden:	The	Full	60	Minutes	Interview.”

		41	semicircle	around	him:	Tom	Donilon	in	Targeting	bin	Laden.
		42	“I’ve	considered	the	decision”:	Ibid.
		43	“This	is	the	third	president”:	Tom	Donilon	for	Targeting	bin	Laden,

unaired	portion	of	his	interview.
		44	“I	thought,	‘Man,	that	is	a	gutsy	call’	”:	Tony	Blinken	interview.
		45	“I’ve	never	seen	devastation	like	this”:	“Obama	on	Tornado

Devastation	in	the	South:	‘It’s	Heartbreaking,’	”	Los	Angeles	Times,
April	29,	2011,	latimesblogs.latimes.com/washington/2011/04/obama-
visits-tornado-devastation.html.

		46	Donilon	signed	an	official	authorization:	Tom	Donilon	in	Targeting
bin	Laden.

		47	were	told	to	evacuate:	Saeed	Shah,	“U.S.	Officials	Escape	bin	Laden
Revenge	Bombing	in	Pakistan,”	McClatchy	Newspapers,	October	4,
2011,	www.mcclatchydc.com/2011/05/20/v-print/114485/us-officials-
survive-bomb-attack.html.

		48	Obama	flew	to	Kennedy	Space	Center:	Devin	Dwyer,	“President
Obama,	Gabrielle	Giffords	Meet	After	Shuttle	Launch	Postponed,”
ABC	News,	April	29,	2011,	abcnews.go.com/US/president-obama-
gabrielle-giffords-meet-florida-scrubbed-shuttle/story?
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id=13478147#.Tx3niV1AIj8.
		49	McRaven	decided	to	push	the	mission	back:	Michael	Leiter

interview;	Tom	Donilon	in	Targeting	bin	Laden.
		50	during	a	break	from	rehearsing	his	speech:	Mazzetti,	Cooper,	and

Baker,	“Behind	the	Hunt	for	bin	Laden.”
		51	“I	couldn’t	have	any	more	confidence	in	you”:	Jake	Tapper,

“President	Obama	to	National	Security	Team:	‘It’s	a	Go,’	”	ABC
News,	May	2,	2011,	abcnews.go.com/blogs/politics/2011/05/president-
obama-to-national-security-team-its-a-go/.

		52	Obama	was	turning	over	the	details:	“Obama	on	bin	Laden:	The	Full
60	Minutes	Interview.”

		53	a	hilarious	after-dinner	monologue:	Transcript	of	Obama’s	Remarks
at	the	Correspondents’	Dinner,	Wall	Street	Journal,	May	1,	2011,
blogs.wsj.com/washwire/2011/05/01/transcript-of-obamas-remarks-at-
the-correspondents-dinner/.

		54	comedian	Seth	Meyers,	at	one	point	made	a	joke:	Nick	Carbone,
“Obama’s	Poker	Face:	President	Reacts	to	Bin	Laden	Joke	at
Correspondents’	Dinner,”	Time,	May	2,	2011,
newsfeed.time.com/2011/05/02/obamas-poker-face-president-reacts-
to-bin-laden-joke-at-correspondents-dinner/#ixzz1kKBJRvr5.

		55	Stephanopoulos	quizzed	him:	Marc	Ambinder	in	Targeting	bin
Laden.
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CHAPTER	13:	DON’T	TURN	ON	THE	LIGHT

	
				1	“Go	downstairs	and	go	back	to	bed”:	Author	interview	with

Pakistani	official	familiar	with	the	interrogation	of	bin	Laden’s	wives.
				2	“Don’t	turn	on	the	light”:	Ibid.
				3	taken	the	sensible	precaution	of	turning	off	the	electricity:	Ihsan

Mohammad	Khan,	interview	by	author,	Abbottabad,	Pakistan,	July	21,
2011.

				4	staffers	had	begun	arriving	at	the	White	House:	Author	interview
with	senior	administration	officials.

				5	McDonough	had	gone	to	his	friend	Mike	Leiter’s	wedding:	Michael
Leiter	interview.

				6	“It	was	my	wedding”	…	“I	might	not	be	back”:	Ibid.
				7	attended	Sunday	mass:	Marc	Ambinder	in	Targeting	bin	Laden.
				8	“deputies”	meeting	began	…	each	had	thick	briefing	books:	Author

interview	with	senior	administration	official.
				9	“branches”	and	“sequels”:	Author	interview	with	Pentagon	official.
		10	the	armor-plated	limos:	Marc	Ambinder	in	Targeting	bin	Laden.
		11	canceled	all	tours	…	the	movie	The	Hangover:	Ben	Rhodes

interview.
		12	secure	communications	in	the	Situation	Room:	Ben	Rhodes	in

Targeting	bin	Laden.
		13	team	of	some	thirty	officers:	James	Cartwright	interview.
		14	Cartwright’s	team	…	biggest	concern	was:	Ibid.
		15	sit	tight	in	the	compound:	Author	interview	with	senior

administration	official.
		16	could	fight	their	way	out:	Ibid.
		17	Obama’s	war	cabinet	began	to	gather	in	the	Sit	Room:	Mike	Leiter

interview.
		18	room	had	been	transformed	into	a	command	center:	Calabresi,

“CIA	Chief:	Pakistan	Would	Have	Jeopardized	Operation.”
		19	“What	do	you	think?”	Panetta	asked:	Author	interview	with	senior

intelligence	official.
		20	Observing	the	operation	at	the	CIA:	Eric	Olson	interview	by	Martha



Raddatz,	Aspen,	Colorado,	July	27,	2011,	http://www.c-
spanvideo.org/program/300735-1.

		21	Panetta	was	in	nominal	control	of	the	operation:	Author	interview
with	U.S.	intelligence	official.

		22	At	1:22	p.m.,	Panetta	ordered	McRaven	to	perform	the	raid:	Ibid.
		23	At	2:05	p.m.,	Panetta	began	one	more	overview	of	the	operation:

Mazzetti,	Cooper,	and	Baker,	“Behind	the	Hunt	for	bin	Laden.”
		24	twenty-three	“operators”	and	an	interpreter:	Schmidle,	“Getting	bin

Laden.”
		25	small	cards	filled	with	photos	and	descriptions:	Lamb,	“Revealed:

The	SEALs’	Secret	Guide.”
		26	combat	dog	named	Cairo,	wearing	body	armor:	Ben	Forer,	“Osama

Bin	Laden	Raid:	Navy	SEALs	Brought	Highly	Trained	Dog	with
Them	into	Compound,”	ABC	News,	May	5,	2011,
abcnews.go.com/US/osama-bin-laden-raid-navy-seals-military-
dog/story?id=13535070#.TtaMrF1AIj8.

		27	at	about	11:00	p.m.	local	time,	the	two	Black	Hawks	took	off:
Schmidle,	“Getting	bin	Laden.”

		28	in	“peacetime”	mode:	Irfan	Ghauri,	“Abbottabad	Incursion:	US	Took
Advantage	of	‘Peacetime	Mode,’	”	Express	Tribune,	July	12,	2011,
tribune.com.pk/story/207808/abbottabad-incursion-us-took-advantage-
of-peacetime-mode/.

		29	gave	off	a	low	heat	“signature”	…	flew	“nap-of-the-earth”:	Chris
Marvin,	former	Black	Hawk	pilot,	interview	for	The	Last	Days	of
Osama	bin	Laden,	National	Geographic	Channel,	November	9,	2011.

		30	flight	time	to	the	target	was	about	an	hour	and	a	half:	Author
interview	with	U.S.	intelligence	official.

		31	Petraeus,	who	had	received	a	heads-up	three	days	earlier:	Paula
Broadwell	and	Vernon	Loeb,	All	In:	The	Education	of	General	David
Petraeus	(New	York:	Penguin	Press,	2012),	pp.	255–59.

		32	dozen	Special	Forces	operations:	Ibid.
		33	Petraeus	strolled	into	the	ops	center:	Ibid;	David	Petraeus,	interview

by	Tresha	Mabile,	Washington,	DC,	August	2011.
		34	three	bus-size	Chinook	helicopters:	Schmidle,	“Getting	bin	Laden.”
		35	Flew	on	to	Kala	Dhaka:	“OBL	Operation:	Helicopters	Landed	in	Kala

Dhaka	Before	Proceeding	to	Abbottabad,”	Express	Tribune,	May	14,
2011,	tribune.com.pk/story/168573/osama-bin-laden-operation-
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helicopters-landed-in-kala-dhaka-before-proceeding-to-abbottabad/.
		36	more	than	a	dozen	senior	officials:	Author	observations.
		37	bat-shaped	RQ-170	Sentinel	stealth	drone:	Greg	Miller,	“CIA	Flew

Stealth	Drones	into	Pakistan	to	Monitor	bin	Laden	House,”
Washington	Post,	May	17,	2011,
www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/cia-flew-stealth-
drones-into-pakistan-to-monitor-bin-laden-
house/2011/05/13/AF5dW55G_story.html.

		38	“The	White	House,	as	only	the	White	House	can”:	Michael	Leiter
interview.

		39	“Slowly,	onesies	and	twosies”:	Ibid.
		40	“I	need	to	watch	this”:	Schmidle,	“Getting	bin	Laden.”
		41	Dozens	of	other	officials:	James	Cartwright	interview.
		42	“The	only	thing	I	can	compare	it	to”:	Michael	Leiter	interview.
		43	“Why	is	that	helo	there?”:	Ibid.
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