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FOREWORD

mb. Edmund Hull has written a timely and important book that describes

how active, comprehensive, and modern American diplomacy protects and

promotes U.S. interests at home and abroad. Ambassador Hull’s description
of his years as U.S. ambassador to Yemen will appeal to experts who study that diffi-
cult and fascinating country, to citizens committed to understanding what it will take
to defeat violent extremism, to students of diplomacy, and, crucially, to those who
hope to pursue a career in diplomacy.

This book is a reminder that, even though years have passed since September 11,
2001, the effects of the attacks in New York, Washington, and Pennsylvania are still
profound. Ambassador Hull’s description of being in the Pentagon on that fateful day
is compelling and helps younger readers understand the attack’s impact on the United
States, especially on senior government officials. He brings home 9/11’s continuing
influence: the attempted bombing of Northwest Airlines flight 253 on December 25,
2009, was allegedly carried out by a terrorist born in Nigeria but trained in Yemen.
He also rightly highlights former secretary of state Colin Powell’s admonition that
the defeat of terrorism cannot be accomplished by a fearful America or an America
“hunkered down,” afraid to engage in the world.

The ambassador writes of his first meeting with Yemeni president Ali Abdullah
Saleh as being focused on terrorism; he wanted Saleh to know that al Qaeda in Yemen
had “names and faces.” His early encounters with his embassy staff are at Emergency
Action Committee meetings, trying to balance the need to protect American lives and

influence Yemeni society. Ambassador Hull also dealt with the aftermath of the al
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Xiv FOREWORD

Qaeda attack on the USS Cole and supported U.S. law enforcement as it tracked down
the murderers and encouraged the Yemeni government to cooperate.

This is also a book about how modern diplomacy is carried out. Hull’s reference
to earlier ambassadors in Sanaa reminds us that most progress in diplomacy is not
linear and that diplomats take the baton from a predecessor, run the race as quickly
and as effectively as possible, and then hand that baton off to a successor. Hull also
recognizes that twenty-first-century diplomacy, especially in a nation where al Qaeda
is present, requires a comprehensive strategy that draws on what is today described
as “the whole of government” approach. He knows that for the United States to
be successful, the Yemeni population has to turn against al Qaeda and that “we
would have to use the entire tool kit: diplomacy to create political will, intelligence
to locate targets and defend ourselves, security or military forces to capture or kill
the operatives, economic assistance, and public diplomacy to win popular support.”
He explains this to Yemeni leaders as “no development without security; no security
without development.”

The ambassador mobilizes the talents and resources available to him on his Coun-
try Team: the United States Agency for International Development, public diplo-
macy, law enforcement, the Central Command, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, visiting
senior officials from Washington, including the vice president, and even, at one point,
the U.S. Coast Guard. Using a broader definition of human security and combining
it with a whole-of-government approach is the foundation for what Philip Bobbitt
has called a strategy of preclusion, in which extremism is defeated not only militarily
(although this will sometimes remain necessary), but also by a larger, comprehensive
strategy of diplomacy supported by development.

This book is also testament to the proposition that the type of people we choose
to be diplomats and the resources we give them matters. While most of Hull’s book
takes place in Yemen, his trips back to Washington to seck the right staff and the right
resources to carry out American policy are crucial parts of this story. The importance
he puts on recruiting people with language skills, with the curiosity and the desire to
understand a country such as Yemen, and with the courage to serve on the front lines
of the battle against extremism are reminders that the quality of diplomacy is very
much affected by the people who do it. There is one other point to focus on here: the
personal debt Hull expresses to his wife, Amal. The reader can feel his loss in having to
go to Yemen first without her and the important role she then plays as a representative

in her own right in connecting with Yemen’s art, culture, and history.
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If the diplomacy described in this book was so effective, why were the passengers
on Northwest Airlines flight 253 almost victims of terrorism in December 2009? Part
of the answer lies in the truth that progress is not linear; long-term success comes only
from persistent attention. Yemenis got distracted by tribal conflict and paid the price
of the jailbreaks illustrated by Hull in the book. Washington may have put Yemen in
the “done” category and moved on to the next set of equally important and difficult
challenges. Whatever the causes, this book demonstrates that the struggle against ex-
tremism will not only be comprehensive but also long.

I first met Edmund Hull in the summer of 1979 when we were both staff as-
sistants to then Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern and South Asian Af-
fairs Harold H. Saunders. Hull had returned to Washington from Jerusalem; I had
just returned from a first tour in Pakistan. We could never have foreseen what was
headed in our direction: the taking of American hostages in Iran, the burning of the
U.S. embassy in Islamabad, the destruction of the U.S. embassy in Tripoli, attacks on
Americans throughout the Middle East and elsewhere. Edmund and I tried to help
our leaders grapple with crisis after crisis. We forged a bond that has lasted to this
day. We also, I believe, adopted an outlook on the need to defeat violent extremism
because we lived it so closely, so early in our careers.

Neither the first to be told nor surely the last, this story is of an American diplo-
mat’s attempts to turn a country and its leaders from being a “target” of Washington
to being a “partner” of the United States. It suggests what much of American diplo-

macy is going to be like for the coming decades and deserves close attention.

Amb. Marc Grossman
Arlington, Virginia

January 2011
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PREFACE

“The U.S. government must identify and prioritize actual or potential terrorist
sanctuaries. For each, it should have a realistic strategy to keep possible terrorists
insecure and on the run, using all elements of national power. We should reach
out, listen to, and work with other countries that can help.”

—The 9/11 Commission Report

“In Yemen, we are working to avert the possibility of another Afghanistan.”
—President George W. Bush, March 11, 2002,
Remarks on the Six-Month Anniversary of the September 11th Attacks

n September 11, 2001, I was meeting in the Pentagon when the third

hijacked airplane impacted nearby. I had a good idea of the enemy that

had struck the American homeland after having recently culminated two

years as deputy, then acting coordinator for counterterrorism in the Department of

State. That day I was in the Pentagon, however, as ambassador-designate to Yemen,

and within the month, I had arrived in Yemen, an al Qaeda stronghold, with a presi-

dential mandate to keep it from becoming another Afghanistan. The three years that

followed, in which al Qaeda’s leadership was decapitated and its ranks depleted in
Yemen, are the subject of this book.

Our challenge was to develop and implement a strategy to deny al Qaeda a safe

haven in Yemen. We had no models, so we created one. With precious few resources,

xvil



xviii PREFACE

nothing close to what would be expended in Afghanistan or Iraq, we improvised.
We used funds from the sale of surplus U.S. agriculture products to finance develop-
ment in remote tribal areas, built training facilities from discarded tires, and created
a Yemeni Coast Guard from cast-off boats. This is a story of making do. And it is a
story of a small group of Americans—diplomats and military personnel, intelligence
and development experts—partnering with Yemeni officials. No small part of our
achievement was the slow and uneven progress in creating within Yemen’s leadership
the will, and within Yemen’s security forces the capacity, to take the lead in a broad
counterterrorism effort.

We took a broad view of counterterrorism far beyond the narrow cooperation of
intelligence agencies or military forces, which is the usual focus of counterterrorism
literature. For us, equipping a hospital in Ma’rib, conducting free and fair parliamen-
tary elections, and empowering the women of Yemen were important objectives in the
struggle against extremism. For each, we found partners and programs that allowed us
to contribute and to register gains.

In a sense, our greatest impediment was not the insecurity in which we worked
or the paucity of resources, but rather the mutual suspicions that corroded the part-
nership we were attempting to build. In both Washington and Sanaa, the debate was
cast in terms of “Yemen: partner or target?” It was essentially a diplomatic question:
how could we make Yemeni leaders, people, and tribes a partner in the war against al
Qaeda, and not fight our true enemy in a way that swelled his ranks or elicited protec-
tion from them?

In Sanaa we were fortunate to have the shrewdness of President Ali Abdullah Saleh,
the wisdom of his adviser Abdulkarim al-Iryani, the dedication of Interior Minister
Rashad al-Alimi, and the competence of Social Fund director Abdulkarim al-Arhabi.
In Washington, I worked for a “dream team” in the Department of State: Secretary
Colin Powell, Deputy Secretary Richard Armitage, Under Secretary Marc Grossman,
Assistant Secretary Bill Burns, and Deputy Assistant Secretary Ryan Crocker. CIA
director George Tenet and FBI director Bob Mueller provided constant attention and
support. While we were far from his primary concern, President George W. Bush’s
personal engagement with President Saleh laid the foundation of our venture.

Embassy Sanaa’s country team, its American and Yemeni staff, and the temporary
duty personnel, who often outnumbered the permanently assigned, are the heroes of
my tale. Too numerous and, in many cases, too sensitive to mention by name, they

found ways of producing results when risk far outweighed resources. The success we
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had was the result of a broad Yemeni-American partnership. The faults in telling that
story are primarily mine but are abetted by a tortuous and painfully slow interagency
clearance process that makes sharing lessons in counterterrorism hard.

My account is chronological: chapter 1 discusses counterterrorism in the early
days of the Bush administration; chapter 2, the diplomatic maneuvers to create a po-
litical foundation for counterterrorism cooperation; chapter 3, the ups and downs of
President Saleh’s trip to Washington in November of 2001; chapter 4, the early fail-
ure from which sprang resolve, then crippling suspicion; chapter 5, development, the
other side of the counterterrorism coin; chapter 6, a notable success—the elimination
of al Qaeda’s leader in Yemen; chapter 7, al Qaeda’s response, including targeting the
U.S. ambassador; chapter 8, the reinforcement of Embassy Sanaa and aggressive work
to secure the initiative; chapter 9, the growing mutual suspicions and setbacks; chap-
ter 10, Yemeni initiative and its rewards; and an afterword to reflect on subsequent
developments and challenges.

This account is not the whole story. Most of the intelligence effort was, and
remains, classified. Fortunately, its major outline can be sketched from open sources,
and I have tried to do so. Moreover, this narrative only partially reflects the views of
others—Yemeni officials, al Qaeda leaders, and Washington policymakers—who were
key players. It does attempt what has seldom been attempted in the past: to go beyond
the media impression of counterterrorism, which often emphasizes strikes here and
there, and provide a broad, front-line perspective of the post-9/11 war on terror in a
significant theater of that struggle.

A few words on the transliteration of Arabic proper nouns. In his preface to Seven
Pillars of Wisdom, T. E. Lawrence infects all practical persons who would follow him
in Arabia, or in writing about it, with a fine disregard of transliteration. The Arabs
could not care less about how their names are rendered in Roman characters, and
foreigners cannot agree among themselves. Anyone who claims orthodoxy does so on
shaky ground. For the Yemeni personal names in this account, I have relied on State
Department spelling in the “Background Note for Yemen,” supplemented by the 7he
9/11 Commission Report's extensive list of al Qaeda personalities. For places, I have
generally conformed to the CIA’s World Factbook.

Finally, it must be noted that the opinions and characterizations in this book
are those of the author and do not necessarily represent official positions of the U.S.

government.
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INTRODUCTION

“Where al Qaeda and its allies attempt to establish a foothold—whether in So-
malia or Yemen or elsewhere—they must be confronted by growing pressure and
strong partnerships.”

—Barack Obama, December 1, 2009

enying safe havens to al Qaeda has been a consistent theme of both the
George W. Bush and the Barack Obama administrations as has an ongo-
ing, if sometimes faltering, effort to do so particularly in Yemen. Why are
safe havens deemed so critical? Why is Yemen so problematic? Brief answers to these

questions usefully frame the account of counterterrorism in Yemen (2001—4) that follows.

COUNTERTERRORISM: SIMPLY CONCEIVED

In the winter of 20089, some 250 individuals gathered at Fort McNair in Wash-
ington, D.C., to undertake for Gen. David Petraeus a strategic assessment for the
Central Command of which he had recently become the commander. The assessment
was broken down into both geographic and functional teams. I was asked to head
the counterterrorism team, which included a range of experts from USAID to special
operations. Over the next four months, we interacted with many other intelligence
experts, academics, and practitioners. This experience crystallized for us the essence
of the problem and a general strategy to confront it. In a sense, it was an opportunity
to conceptualize what we, and many others, had been doing as practical matters to

counter terrorism.

XXi



xxii INTRODUCTION

Successful counterterrorism begins, in my experience, with a clear definition of
who the enemy is. A great failing in the “Global War on Terror,” as conceived and exe-
cuted under the Bush administration, was a conflation of threats. Presidential speeches
throughout the period were replete with references to “the enemy” not further de-
fined.! The most dramatic consequence of this conflation was the spurious linkage of
Iraq and al Qaeda, which served as a primary justification for the invasion of Iraq. The
professionals knew better.? In stark contrast, the annual assessments of the director of
central intelligence (then) and the director of national intelligence (now) are models
of clarity. They lucidly state and prioritize the groups that threaten the United States.
Since 9/11 at the top of this list has been al Qaeda, namely because of its unrelenting
intent and global capability to attack the United States.

Al Qaeda itself comprises al Qaeda central, under the leadership of Osama bin
Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri, believed to be located in western Pakistan; al Qaeda
franchises, including al Qaeda in Iraq and Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP);
and al Qaeda cells throughout the world. The threat is complicated both by al Qaeda
allies—the Taliban in Afghanistan, Lashkar-e-Tayyiba in Pakistan, and others—and
by homegrown terrorist cells in places such as London. Such connections are interest-
ing and important. Accounting for these complexities reflects reality; speaking of “the
enemy,” so as to lump together al Qaeda, Hamas, Hezbollah, or even hostile regimes
such as Iran, only leads to confusion.? “Name the enemy” is a good rule of thumb.
Both in this introduction and the chapters that follow, the enemy is al Qaeda.

How does one think about the intricate phenomenon of global al Qaeda terror-
ism? In our work for CENTCOM, we found a simple medical analogy to provide a
useful concept.” There are political, social, and economic conditions that create the
environment in which al Qaeda is likely to prosper. Chief among these conditions, I
have found, are foreign occupation, corruption, and lack of economic opportunity.’
In the case of al Qaeda, an extremist ideology is conceived as a response by Osama
bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri.® This ideology motivates individuals who act like
viruses to respond violently to the offending conditions.” These viruses not only con-
taminate the original host country, but also spread throughout the international sys-
tem, infecting other countries and other regions where conditions are propitious.

Historically, al Qaeda and other terrorist groups have needed safe havens in
which to incubate their virus. They have needed physical space in which to organize,
train, plan, and equip for operations. (How many of these functions are being done

or might be done virtually is yet to be seen, but al Qaeda uses the Internet effec-
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Al Qaeda Terrorism: Simply Conceived

tively.) Grant al Qaeda expansive safe haven—as in Afghanistan prior to 9/11—and
al Qaeda’s capability waxes. Deny al Qaeda safe haven—as in Yemen 2001-4—and
its capability wanes. A primary objective of our counterterrorism efforts should be to
deny, or, at a minimum, challenge, any of al Qaeda’s safe havens so that it is unable to
sustain attacks against the U.S. homeland that would fundamentally alter Americans’
way of life.?

Safe havens should be conceived as relative. The 9/11 plot was hatched not only
in Afghanistan, but also in many other countries, most notably Germany. The al Qa-
eda virus exists in various degrees in many places around the world. Counterterrorism
efforts must be global because the network is global. However, clearly some places are
safer than others for al Qaeda. Again as part of the CENTCOM exercise, we infor-
mally asked experts to rate locations as safe havens on a scale of one to ten, with one

being the United States and ten being Afghanistan pre-9/11 under the Taliban. So
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conceived, experts tended to rate parts of Pakistan and Afghanistan in the seven—eight
range and parts of Yemen in the four—five range. These ratings reflect both the size of
al Qaeda’s presence and the degree of impunity it enjoys.

In the extreme case of Afghanistan, Presidents Bush and Obama have opted for
direct U.S. military involvement, using a counterinsurgency model as was used in
Iraq. There are generally two problems with applying this approach. First, it is enor-
mously expensive. Second, it can be easily portrayed by al Qaeda as U.S. occupation
and thus can generate great numbers of new mugjabideen, or “holy warriors.” In most
cases, direct U.S. military operational involvement tends to be counterproductive
because U.S. forces themselves have the effect of a “virus” that triggers indigenous
“antibodies” acting in concert with al Qaeda as in Afghanistan and Iraq.” Generally, a
superior strategy is an indirect approach whereby the United States trains and equips
indigenous counterterrorism forces that then act as antibodies to protect the host from
the al Qaeda virus.

At the same time, the underlying conditions that facilitate al Qaeda’s radical-
ization should also be addressed. While the second Bush administration badly over-
reached in trying to re-create the Middle East in its own democratic image, the more
modest reform objectives of the Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI) of the
administration’s first term were apt complements to its counterterrorism efforts. If
the United States does not assist the concerned governments with addressing the root
causes, then it risks winning tactical victories against al Qaeda but losing the war. A
strategy that relies primarily on intelligence and strikes brings with it the frustrations
of the classic “whack-a-mole” game.

To sum up, an effective strategy to deny al Qaeda safe haven in Yemen requires
that the Yemeni government and people reject al Qaeda (the threatening virus) and
develop the indigenous capability (the antibodies) to counter this threat while ad-
dressing the fundamental conditions and ideology that allow al Qaeda to generate a

limitless supply of mujahideen.

POPULOUS, POOR, AND PREOCCUPIED

In Yemen, a population of some 22 million people—half of whom are under the age
of fifteen—is widely dispersed over a territory the size of California and Pennsylvania
combined.!® Low-lying coasts give way to mountains in the interior as one moves
east from the Red Sea and north from the Gulf of Aden. Many of the mountains are

painstakingly terraced, which evidences centuries of cultivation, and most villages are



INTRODUCTION XXV

perched on summits or ridgelines for security. In the far northeast, Yemen becomes
desert and merges with Saudi Arabia’s “empty quarter,” or Al Rub’ al Khali. Yemen
is a spectacularly beautiful place, one that has spawned a rugged and independent
population.

Unlike most countries of the Arabian Peninsula, Yemen has only modest amounts
of oil and gas, although these nevertheless constitute the majority of exports and fund
the public budget.!! Per capita income is only about $950 per year; about 40 percent
of the population is poor. Yemen was famous for its coffee; the port of Mocha on
the Red Sea gave its name to a blend still featured in your local Starbucks—Arabian
Mocha Sanani. However, for centuries, Yemenis have indulged in their favorite pas-
time of chewing leaves from the 4har shrub, which contain a natural, amphetamine-
like stimulant. A profitable cash crop, khat has steadily displaced not only coffee, but
also fruits and vegetables in Yemen’s countryside. About a quarter of Yemen’s water

consumption and 11 percent of its agricultural land is used in khat cultivation.'

GOVERNANCE A CHALLENGE
Yemen is one of the few parts of the Arab world that has retained a large measure of
independence throughout its history. True, the British controlled the strategic port
of Aden and its hinterland from 1832 to 1967. Also, the Ottomans repeatedly tried
to rule the north (from 1517 to 1635 and from 1872 to 1918), but their control was
limited to the coast and a few major cities. By contrast, indigenous authority in parts
of Yemen has been long-standing. Religious authority became prominent in Yemen
with the arrival of Imam Yahya al-Hadi ila’l Haqq in 897, and the Zaidi dynasty thus
established continued until the second half of the twentieth century. With the depar-
ture of the Ottomans in 1918, the Zaidi Imam Yahya ruled independently as did his
successors until 1962 when Yemeni army officers seized power and created a republic.
The resulting civil war brought in the Egyptians on the side of the republicans and
the Saudis on the side of the imam’s supporters. As had others before, Egypt found its
intervention in Yemen costly and unproductive, and withdrew its forces in 1967.
Saudi Arabia formally recognized the republic in 1970 but continued to meddle in
Yemeni tribal politics to weaken the Yemeni regime. Meanwhile, with the dissolution
of its empire, the British retreated from Aden in 1967 under pressure from Yemeni
national liberation movements, which established a Marxist regime.

The Yemeni republic in the north was plagued by a series of coups until the ar-

rival of Col. Ali Abdullah Saleh in 1978. Against all odds, Saleh consolidated power
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in North Yemen and brought stability. He subsequently engineered a union with
South Yemen in 1990 after its Marxist regime became an orphan of perestroika with
the Soviet Union’s collapse. With encouragement from Saudi Arabia, some southern-
ers attempted to reverse that union in 1994, but Saleh quickly defeated the rebellion
with significant help from the northern tribes and the mujahideen who had returned
from Afghanistan in the wake of the Soviet withdrawal. Saleh reconciled with the
Saudis with the Treaty of Jeddah in 2000, which also resolved a long- disputed border.
Thereafter, the Saudis gradually reduced their direct involvement with Yemeni tribes
and increased support for Saleh’s government. Clearly, the dominant force in Yemeni
politics for the past quarter century has been Ali Abdullah Saleh. While cunning has
been his dominant personal trait, his historic accomplishments—consolidating his
rule, unifying North and South Yemen, and reconciling with Saudi Arabia—evidence
a formidable strategic vision. Expanding that vision to address the al Qaeda threat
has proven to be the central and continuing challenge to counterterrorism in Yemen.

Where does President Saleh’s and his government’s writ run? The Yemeni mili-
tary and security forces can project themselves throughout the country on an ad hoc
basis, but to operate effectively in many places they require the support or acquies-
cence of the tribes. The notion that the central government controls the capital and
perhaps major cities and that all else is chaos is a persistent myth.”> The problem
is that significant areas—Ma’rib, Al Jawf, Shabwah, and Sa’dah in the north, and
Abyan in the south—are deprived of government resources and attention. As a result,
the tribes there feel only a tenuous connection with the central government. Health
facilities and schools are unequipped, unstaffed, and often dilapidated. The presi-
dent himself makes an occasional tour, which causes a burst of effort, but ministers
rarely visit. The tribes grow restive, and frequently younger, more aggressive members
take foreigners hostage to compel government attention. Too often these situations
are resolved through concessions by the government, which only encourage further
hostage-taking. The resulting insecurity adversely impacts development as foreign aid
workers are pulled back and projects abandoned. This vicious circle of no security and
no development provides al Qaeda space in which to operate.

Yemen’s governance problem extends beyond the deprived areas, however. Yemen
has a multiparty system. The former communist regime of South Yemen has evolved
into the Yemeni Socialist Party supported by a small fraction of the population. More
formidable is the Islamic-based party Islah (Reform), which has broad appeal. As in

Turkey, Islah politicians in Yemen capitalize on the inevitable corruption that charac-
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terizes a regime that has retained power for more than a quarter of a century. A kind of
sclerosis afflicts Yemen’s body politic. Budgets are opaque. Many government services
are funded but not performed. Foreign donors are daunted. In 2009 Transparency
International ranked Yemen 154 out of 180 countries in its corruption perception

index.™

TRIBES

In Yemen, tribes are a significant factor in both governance and counterterrorism.
In the south, tribal affiliations have been attenuated by decades of Marxist rule, but
in the north, tribal and clan identity are generally stronger than national identity.
The phenomenon is evident even in the capital of Sanaa, where government sway
is most pronounced. Tribal chiefs regularly travel under the protection of their own
bodyguards, and the interior minister’s efforts to restrict weapons in the capital are
well intentioned but often ineffective. A visit to a paramount sheikh, such as the late
Abdullah al-Ahmar, in his Sanaa residence is not unlike a visit to the American em-
bassy with its independent security force and extraterritoriality. Travel in the tribal
regions, specifically Ma’rib, Al Jawf, and Shabwabh, is coordinated through the govern-
ment, which provides a security escort, but also with the tribes’ sheikhs who might
provide an escort, too, through their territories.

The tribes of the north are well armed. Young men acquire Kalashnikovs in their
early teens, and their weapons are never far from their sides, even when they are eating
or drinking tea. Heavier weapons are also plentiful. Vast caches of weapons purchased
by the central government from the tribes include rocket-propelled grenades, artillery,
and surface-to-air missiles. When the central government undertakes the use of force
in tribal areas without consent, tribal resistance can be formidable.

The Yemeni tribes in general, however, have no affinity for al Qaeda and its ide-
ology. Connections that exist tend to be familial, not tribal. An uncle with al Qaeda
connections might well pass those associations on to nephews. Yemeni politics do not
necessarily break down along tribal lines. Both Ali Abdullah Saleh and the al-Ahmars,
who have led the opposition Islah party, come from the Hashid tribal federation.

Yemen’s tribal leaders are also subject to the slow but inexorable effects of cen-
tralization and modernization. The prominent sheikhs retain strongholds not only in
their tribal areas but also in Sanaa, which mean they live increasingly under signifi-
cant government influence. This trend is encouraged by the subtle but effective influ-

ence of wives who prefer the relative comfort of the city to life in the tribal regions.
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Saleh’s rapprochement with the Saudis also significantly enhanced central govern-
ment control. Previously, Saudi largesse to individual tribal sheikhs was intended to
undermine central authority in the tribal regions. The frequent visits of tribal sheikhs
to Riyadh showed the importance of this connection. In the wake of the Treaty of
Jeddah, the Saudis have generally restricted their support to grandfathering pre-
existing arrangements.

Yemeni tribes serve the additional function of providing their young men with
an identity and a social support system. While often poor and therefore susceptible
to offers of employment in the diaspora as policemen in the United Arab Emirates or

mujahideen in Afghanistan, Yemeni youth generally are not alienated or deracinated.

ISLAM: STRONG AND MODERATE

Yemenis are a religious people. Islam arrived in 630 soon after the revelation of the
Koran to the Prophet Mohamed. The Shia Zaidi sect predominates in the north and
northwest, while the Shafi’i school of Sunni Islam predominates in the south and
southeast. Historically, unlike in Iraq or Pakistan, there has been little sectarian con-
flict between the two."” Yemen has no indigenous equivalent to the extremist Wahhabi
school of Islam that dominates in Saudi Arabia, although Yemeni leaders are mindful
and concerned about the spread of Wahhabi thought by way of Saudi funding of
mosques. Similarly, there is no traditional system of schools (madrasas) producing
Pakistani-style Taliban. Nevertheless, Yemen is not exempt from the regional trend
toward greater religious conservatism as indicated by the increasing adoption of Gulf-

style veiling (hzjab).

THE AL QAEDA CONNECTION:

LONG-STANDING AND PERSISTENT

Yemen has figured as the location for some of al Qaeda’s earliest and most success-
ful operations. In 1992 al Qaeda operatives struck at U.S. military forces in Aden as
they were deploying to Somalia. Later, in 1998, Yemen served as a staging ground for
the successful al Qaeda attacks on the U.S. embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam.
In 2000 al Qaeda operatives successfully attacked in Aden and nearly sank the USS
Cole. In the 2001-4 period (the subject of the account that follows), al Qaeda carried
out numerous but significantly declining attacks against Yemeni targets and plotted
against American ones as well. But, after a respite of several years, al Qaeda terrorism

reappeared after 2006 to include a suicide attack against the American embassy in Sa-
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naa, the 2009 attempt to destroy Northwest Airlines flight 253 on approach to Detroit
on Christmas Day, and the 2010 plot to conceal bombs aboard FedEx and UPS flights
to the United States.

A significant factor in al Qaeda’s persistent presence in Yemen has been the op-
portunity that jihads afford Yemeni youth. Yemen provided many of the mujahideen
in the U.S.-backed campaign that ultimately forced the Soviets out of Afghanistan.
Upon their return to Yemen, they retained their connections with the developing al
Qaeda movement. Unsurprisingly, Yemenis have always therefore constituted a dis-
proportionate number of prisoners at the Guantdnamo Bay detention facility.'® Given
the centrality of family and clan in Yemen, it is not surprising either that these muja-
hideen connections to al Qaeda frequently expand to include brothers, cousins, neph-
ews, uncles, et al. This long-standing social geography makes Yemen fertile ground for
al Qaeda recruitment.

A leading theorist of the jihadist movement, Abu Bakr Naji, has cited five factors

conducive to jihadist safe havens, or areas he terms “regions of savagery”:

e  The presence of geographic depth and topography (that) permits . . . the
establishment of regions . . . of savagery

e The weakness of the ruling regime and the weakness of the centralization of
its power in the peripheries . . . and sometimes in internal regions . . .

e  The presence of jihadist, Islamic expansion being propagated in these regions

e The nature of the people in these regions . . .

e The distribution of weapons among people who are in those regions !’

Yemen features high on Al Naji’s list of potential safe havens, while Egypt, Iraq,
Syria, and other historic centers of Islam do not. In this thinking, Yemen is not
bounded by the “borders [of] the United Nations,” meaning those internationally
recognized, but rather merges with Saudi Arabia to the north and Oman to the east.
Nor does Al Naji expect al Qaeda to control the entire region, as he observes that “the
region of savagery is usually a city, or a village, or two cities, or a district, or part of a
large city.”*

Objective conditions and jihadist strategy destine Yemen to be a significant the-
ater in the struggle against al Qaeda. Jihadist thinkers have thought through their
strategies for winning there. Those who would deny al Qaeda safe haven in Yemen

need to reflect on their strategies as well.
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CHAPTER ONE

AL QAEDA STRIKES A BLOW

he Pentagon had enhanced its security. Or so it seemed as I processed
through the South Parking entrance on my way to see Vice Adm. Timo-
thy J. Keating. He had been named commander of the Fifth Fleet, which
patrolled the Persian Gulf and, until the USS Cole attack on October 12, 2000, refu-
eled at Aden Port in Yemen. I had been nominated by President George W. Bush and
confirmed by the Senate as ambassador to Yemen, and I was making the most of my
last month in Washington by networking in order to go to Yemen’s capital, Sanaa, and
represent not only State, but also the National Security Council (NSC), Department
of Defense (DoD), Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), Central Intelligence Agency (CIA),
and Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). Since October 2000, counterterrorism had
been the central issue in our relations with Yemen. I knew from representing State on
Richard A. Clarke’s Counterterrorism Security Group (CSG) over the last two years
that counterterrorism was inherently an interagency issue. Success depended on the
various parts of the U.S. government working as a whole. As the chief of mission, I
would have the president’s mandate to supervise and primary responsibility for all U.S.
counterterrorism activities in Yemen. Later that day, I was scheduled to visit the FBI’s
counterterrorism office to receive an update on the Cole case, but first I looked forward
to hearing Admiral Keating’s perspective.
While the security guard verified my ID and scanned my briefcase, first reports
buzzed through the security post of a bizarre incident in which a plane had crashed
into the World Trade Center. A light aircraft, I assumed, and limited damage. Was

it an accident or something sinister? When news of a second crash followed, I knew
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my counterterrorism colleagues in Washington would be heading for the secure video
teleconferencing facilities in the White House and other situation rooms.

A similar incident only a few months earlier would have been my responsibility
at State. My predecessor, Mike Sheehan, had taken over S/CT, the counterterrorism
office that reports directly to the secretary of state, in 1998. We had worked together
previously on UN affairs when I had been responsible for peacekeeping operations.
A brilliant and abrasive nonbureaucrat, Mike had a mandate from Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright to ramp up counterterrorism diplomacy in the wake of the vehicle
bombings at our embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam on August 7, 1998. He had
worked before that for Dick Clarke. Ever the consummate bureaucratic entrepreneur,
Dick had championed Mike’s appointment to shake up State’s counterterrorism opera-
tions. With the end of the Clinton administration imminent, Mike had moved on to
help Kofi Annan with UN peacekeeping.

Named acting director of S/CT after Mike’s departure, I had been assigned my
first task from Secretary of State—designate Colin Powell to organize a transition brief-
ing on counterterrorism. It was mid-December 2000, and I was impressed that Powell
was making terrorism one of his top priorities. My first call was to Clarke.

“Dick, the Secretary wants to hear about counterterrorism, and it would be best if
he also sees the CSG in action,” I proposed. Dick needed no convincing. Our agenda
to focus the new administration on the al Qaeda threat was a collective priority. So,
on December 20, we gathered Cofer Black, director of the CIA’s Counterterrorism
Center; Dale Watson, assistant director for the FBI's Counterterrorism Division; Brian
Sheridan, assistant secretary of defense for special operations/low-intensity conflict;
and JCS and other representatives. Powell, who later cited the briefing in his testimony
to the 9/11 Commission, was attentive. We centered the issue squarely on al Qaeda
and its safe haven in Afghanistan.!

When Cofer Black predicted flatly that al Qaeda would attack the United States,
the secretary challenged, “What algorithm supports that?”

“Thirty years of experience, Mr. Secretary,” Cofer replied.

Brian Sheridan, later cited by the 9/11 Commission for having tried to bring the
Office of the Secretary of Defense to a more robust military effort against al Qaeda,
pled to keep the CSG functioning although he himself would be leaving the adminis-
tration. “Never,” he said, “in my entire career have I seen a better interagency process.”

For my part, I noted our continuing diplomatic efforts to enforce the hard-won

UN arms embargo against the Taliban embodied in UN Security Council resolution
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1333 and urged the secretary to give priority to recruiting Mike Sheehan’s permanent
successor. (I was later pleased that Powell did so by naming Air Force brigadier general
Frank Taylor, which allowed me to hand over the reins in July and concentrate on my
appointment to Yemen.) I also noted that Congress had established S/CT as an office
directly reporting to the secretary. Previous administrations, including Albrights, had
attempted to downgrade S/CT by subordinating it to lesser officials.

Powell’s parting remark was typically astute: “The administration will confront
terrorism, but we will not hunker down in bunkers and allow ourselves to be terrorized.”

We later learned that Powell had told his deputy, Rich Armitage, to obtain a
similar terrorism briefing and to follow the issue closely. He did so. In the Bush ad-
ministration, we would have ready access not only to Under Secretary of Political Af-
fairs Marc Grossman, but the deputy secretary and the secretary as well. By contrast,
in the Clinton administration, the only seventh floor principal to whom S/CT had
regular access was the Under Secretary for Political Affairs Tom Pickering, a masterful
diplomat. Secretary Albright had taken her daily briefing from the head of Diplomatic
Security, whose mission was to protect diplomats, not to pursue al Qaeda.

The transition had gone well. Later, the CSG repeated its al Qaeda briefing for
the president’s national security adviser, Condoleezza Rice, who decided to keep Dick
Clarke and his team on. Brian Sheridan never had a chance to brief Donald Rumsfeld,
whose building I was entering on September 11.

Admiral Keating was cordial. We briefly noted the events of New York but then
proceeded to discuss future collaboration in Yemen. As I had done previously at my
Senate confirmation hearing, I stressed my commitment to successfully completing
the investigation of the Cole attack and bringing its perpetrators to justice. I had al-
ready made an effort in this regard during my visit to Aden and Sanaa the previous
March. Gaining Yemeni cooperation was like pulling teeth, and I was to be the “den-
tist in residence.” I wanted the U.S. Navy to have no doubt that the case would have
my personal attention.

At the same time, it bothered me that the navy had no plans to return to Aden.
Based on what I knew from my previous work, al Qaeda kept score differently than
we did. The U.S. government likes metrics—numbers of terrorist incidents, casual-
ties, and so forth. My office S/CT annually published these statistics in Patterns of
Global Terrorism.* 1 had been responsible for the publication in April 2001. Pasterns
of Global Terrorism was a useful tool because it gathered together in unclassified form

reliable information about the bewildering array of international terrorist groups and
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their state sponsors. It also emphasized our formal designations of “foreign terrorist
organizations” and “state sponsors of terrorism.” Both congressionally mandated lists
had significant political impact. State sponsors—particularly Libya and North Ko-
rea at that time—chafed at this designation. But the number crunching, per se, was
not especially helpful. Major terrorist events, such as the bombing of our East Africa
embassies, and minor ones, including attacks on Colombian pipelines, were counted
equally for statistical purposes.

Instead, al Qaeda aimed to transcend divisions in the Islamic world by reestab-
lishing a fundamentalist caliphate akin to the regimes that had ruled following the
creation of Islam in the seventh century. Its immediate objectives were to undermine
moderate Islamic regimes and to force the United States to either withdraw its forces
from the Islamic world or bleed them as long as they stayed. Hence, al Qaeda recorded
as major successes the U.S. withdrawal from Lebanon in 1984 (a result of Hezbollah,
not al Qaeda, activity) and the similar withdrawal from Somalia in 1994 after the
“Black Hawk Down” incident.? I was concerned that the U.S. Navy now appeared to
consider Aden Port a “no-go” zone. True, Djibouti across the Gulf of Aden in Africa
supplied our practical needs. However, the political problem remained: al Qaeda’s suc-
cess in attacking the Cole would not be completely reversed until the navy returned to
a secure Aden. My view: the navy should go securely wherever it needed.*

As we reviewed the situation and our upcoming responsibilities, our meeting
room was jolted. What force could shake a building the size of the Pentagon? The
answer came quickly from the admiral’s staff: a commercial airliner had slammed into
the adjoining sector a short walk from our room. Smoke was already filling the corri-
dors. We were asked to evacuate to the central courtyard. With quick handshakes and
promises to meet again in the Middle East, we filed out. There was no panic evident.

As we moved into the courtyard, many of us looked over our shoulders. We knew
two airplanes had hit the World Trade Center—would one strike the Pentagon? The
security officials may have shared this concern. In any case, as soon as we reached the
open inner courtyard, we were told to evacuate to the south parking lot. As we exited,
I saw Pentagon employees assisting tearful colleagues. One woman’s mother, working
on the custodial force, was unaccounted for.

From the parking lot, we could see the smoke rising from the Pentagon. I, for
one, still failed to appreciate the magnitude of the damage and casualties—64 persons

aboard the aircraft and 125 inside the Pentagon.’ Rescue and fire vehicles were flock-
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ing to the site. Cell phones were useless, as the system had been swamped with calls.
The Metro stop was closed. Streets were quickly shut down so private vehicles could
travel only with difficulty. After a long wait, we finally learned that buses would be
taking people to nearby Rosslyn where the Metro was still running. I boarded one bus,
but the driver could find no way to get there because of the road closures. Instead, we
were directed farther and farther west into Virginia. On the bus, people monitored the
news via radios. The collapse of the Twin Towers came as a shock. Only then did I fully
comprehend the magnitude of the day’s attacks. Someone, I presumed al Qaeda’s bin
Laden, had realized the objective of the 1993 attack, masterminded by Ramzi Yousif:
to destroy the towers by collapsing one into the other.®

Our bus continued to detour westward until we found ourselves on Lee High-
way between Arlington and Falls Church where my family had moved in 1996 from
Cairo. I asked to be let off, found a public phone, and called Amal, my wife, who was
packing for Yemen. She was only a few minutes away by car. She picked me up, and
we spent the rest of the day watching the cascade of events on television.

As with most American families, mine spent the next chaotic days working
through our shock. I had escaped unscathed from the Pentagon and reassured my par-
ents without delay. They then had a decision to make. My swearing-in was scheduled
for Washington on September 17. With airliners grounded and the nation’s capital
almost in a state of siege, should they come? My ten siblings from Oregon to Florida
and Amal’s relatives along the East Coast faced the same dilemma. Would trips across
country to one of al Qaeda’s target cities make any sense? But by September 17, all but
my brother Bob—stuck in Wichita with his two young children—had gathered in the
Benjamin Franklin room on the seventh floor of the State Department.

Despite the crushing burdens of 9/11’s aftermath, Secretary Powell took time to
officiate. He thanked Yemen and its ambassador, Abdulwahab al-Hajri, for a private
message of support conveyed to President Bush from Yemeni president Ali Abdullah
Saleh. “In return,” he continued, “we are giving you support, in terms of providing
to the Republic of Yemen one of the finest gentlemen in our service to represent the
United States. In Edmund Hull, we are sending the right man, to the right place, at
the right time.”

My remarks were brief. Counterterrorism was now clearly America’s paramount
mission. Yemen was an important front, not because it was Osama bin Laden’s ances-
tral homeland, but because al Qaeda had proved its capabilities there in attacking the

USS Cole and threatening our embassy and investigators. I appreciated the assignment
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and recalled an Arabic proverb, A change of saddle is as good as a rest (¢ibdeel as sarrij
fiha raha).”

Secretary Powell graciously greeted the scores of our family members in atten-
dance. My sister Mary, who taught kindergarten in the hamlet of Table Grove, Illinois,
presented him with patriotic drawings of support from her students. Not only did he
accept them, but in the weeks that followed, the class received a note conveying his
warm personal thanks.

Given the circumstances, all was proceeding unusually well—until twenty-four
hours before departure. As Amal and I were packing our bags, Brad Hanson, the
chargé in Sanaa, and Grant Green, the under secretary for management, introduced
“voluntary departure.” In view of credible threats to car-bomb the embassy, spouses
and children would be allowed to leave post if they desired. Reasonable, it seemed.
However, for spouses not already at post, there was nothing voluntary about it. They
could not go. Amal was devastated. Born in Jerusalem, she had weathered security
crises in Palestine, Egypt, and Tunisia. She had visited Yemen and was quite prepared
for its risks as well. We had rented out our house. We had said our good-byes, but now

there was one more to be said: to each other. I left for Sanaa alone.



CHAPTER TWO

PARTNER OR TARGET?

nternational airports are generally the carefully made-up faces that countries pres-

ent to the outside world. Sanaa’s airport was an exception. Stark and utilitarian, it

made no pretense of luxury, which exuded from the other capitals of the Arabian
Peninsula. Nevertheless, the committee at the foot of the Yemenia Airways Boeing 737
was welcome after the six-hour flight from Frankfurt and the eight-hour one before
that from Washington.

The flight had provided me ample time to consider my new assignment. Yemen
was an ancient country at the heel of the Arabian Peninsula. In an early period of glo-
balization, it had sat astride the trade routes by which incense moved from its origin in
southern Arabia up to Palestine and beyond to Europe, where it was in great demand
for religious ceremonies and to perfume the houses of the wealthy. Then Yemen had
enjoyed prosperity comparable to that of today’s oil states of the Gulf. Great kingdoms
had developed during the first millennium BC; the most important centered in Ma'rib
in the now remote northeast of Yemen.

After that glory had faded, partly due to the declining use of incense, Yemen built
a new reputation in the seventh century as a bastion of the new faith of Islam. The
Prophet Mohamed said, “Faith is Yemeni and Wisdom is Yemeni” (A/ iman yamani wa
al Hikma yamania)—a tribute inscribed on Sanaa’s public monuments and one often
on the lips of the Yemeni people. Yemenis had filled Mohamed’s armies. They had also
spread as traders and businessmen throughout the Arab world and into Southeast Asia.

One such enterprising family—the bin Ladens—had originated in the Hadra-

mawt, a dramatically fertile valley in the south of Yemen, whose expatriates proved
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particularly dynamic and astute. Mohammed bin Laden had moved to Saudi Arabia
early in the twentieth century and made a fortune in construction contracting. Osama
had followed another calling, a personal version of jihad, or “holy war.” In parallel
with the United States, Osama bin Laden had supported the mujahideen in their suc-
cessful struggle to oust the Soviet Union from Afghanistan in the 1980s. Motivated
by faith, family ties, and material rewards, Yemenis had joined that cause in droves.
Then many had returned to Yemen. Bin Laden, according to close associates captured
by U.S. forces, entertained a similar thought. He married a Yemeni bride and decked
himself out in Yemeni attire in so doing. Yemen, with its strong tribes and some re-
mote areas only nominally controlled by the government, was a potential safe haven.!
I was arriving in Sanaa with a mandate to ensure that did not happen.

Deputy Chief of Mission Brad Hanson was a friendly face at the foot of the
disembarkation ladder. I had recruited him only a few months before. He had served
previously in Yemen, knew the Yemenis well, and spoke Arabic. Having also been
posted to Afghanistan, he was the kind of Foreign Service officer who gravitated to
tough assignments. He was soft-spoken and considerate of his staff but hardened and
unflinching in crises. I was lucky to have him.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs protocol representative whisked us through for-
malities. Luxuries might be lacking, but in their own way Yemenis coddled ambassa-
dors. There was no limousine, however. Substituting for the traditional black Cadillac
was a heavily armored Toyota Land Cruiser, the ride of choice in Yemen for terrorists
and ambassadors, smugglers and officials.

The American embassy was not far. In the aftermath of the 1984 bombing of our
embassy in Beirut, Adm. Bobby Inman, a former director of both the Defense Intel-
ligence Agency and the National Security Agency (NSA), had produced guidelines
for American embassies worldwide. At the time, Embassy Sanaa was at the center of
the capital, in a compound of traditional stone and brick high-rise structures. With
litcle setback, this site was quickly abandoned, and after painstaking negotiations, a
spacious new site was purchased on the northern edge of Sanaa where the Sheraton
hotel and the new airport were located.? The area had not developed as expected since
unification with South Yemen had drawn development to Sanaa’s southern suburb of
Hadda. Only belatedly had the Sheraton district begun to develop with a new five-star
hotel under construction and the Qatari embassy across from it.

The new American embassy presented a formidable appearance. Fronted by a

busy four-lane avenue, it was heavily guarded by Central Security Forces (CSF), which
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answered to the interior minister. The Political Security Organization (PSO) was
roughly equivalent to our FBI/CIA, and its agents also kept watch—to protect and to
monitor U.S. activity. The embassy’s own uniformed local guards manned the huge
gate and the cage where vehicles were checked before the delta barriers were lowered,
and they were allowed to pass. Once inside, drivers could proceed straight ahead to
the chancery or veer left to the residence. The American flag flew from a tall pole that
marked the chancery entrance. Large black kites—Yemen’s version of America’s bald
eagles—had built nests in the eucalyptus trees that lined the embassy drives and often
soared above the compound, sometimes coming to rest atop that flagpole. The Marine
security guard manning the chancery’s entrance, called Post One, was another unmis-
takable sign that you were on American soil, albeit in a foreign land.

The compound was expansive but nearly deserted. The security alert that had
prompted the authorized departure of dependents had also resulted in the shutdown
of normal embassy operations. But members of our beleaguered regional security of-
fice continued to function, as did a large contingent of investigators from the FBI and
Naval Criminal Investigation Service (NCIS). Consular business—visas, passports, so-
cial security payments, American citizen services—was closed. Political and economic
reporting and programs were minimal. Public diplomacy offices were unstaffed.

A sense of paranoia reigned most virulently among the FBI investigators whose
work had already revealed troubling connections between the al Qaeda operatives who
had successfully attacked the USS Cole and Yemeni government officials. Convinced
that they were targets, the FBI refused to leave the compound, except to conduct their
investigation, and had taken over part of the embassy’s small commissary and gym as
a dormitory. The FBI identified “enemies” within, too. My predecessor, Amb. Barbara
Bodine, had tangled with the legendary John O’Neill, assistant director for the FBI’s
Counterterrorism Division, because she felt he had conducted himself in high-handed
fashion.® Asserting an ambassadorial prerogative, she had denied him country clear-
ance.? The personal animosity had been grist for the media, including the Washington
Post. Secretary Powell had not been amused, and easing the strains in the relationship
was one of my priorities.

The embassy was blessed with some real counterterrorism talent. The most
effective—be they State, FBI, or other agencies—were Arab Americans who often
spoke Arabic fluently and had encyclopedic knowledge of al Qaeda and the Yemeni
node. These persons also had a knack of winning the trust of their Yemeni coun-

terparts. They included females who provided irrefutable examples of how to func-
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tion effectively, more so than less capable men, in the most traditional society in the
Arab world.

At the center of embassy operations was Sandy Grigola, my secretary. We had
worked together for three years in Cairo and were “married” in a professional sense.
Sandy managed not only the front office, but also the embassy—with a concern for
our mission and the staff, which made her a beloved authority figure. She took as one
of her most important responsibilities acquainting the ambassador with his personal
shortcomings, but discreetly. If I knew about a family death or a professional disap-
pointment among the staff, it was usually because Sandy’s information-gathering was
without equal. Her concern extended to the Yemeni employees, and she spent Satur-
days teaching young Yemeni women English or introducing new employees to the Suq
al G, Sanaa’s market.’

Newly arrived ambassadors quickly signal their priorities and operating style by
how they schedule their time. Meetings on security and counterterrorism dominated
my first week. On my first day, I convened a general counterterrorism meeting roughly
modeled on the CSG meetings that Dick Clarke had used so effectively in Washing-
ton. Then I met separately with the FBI/NCIS investigators, counterterrorism experts,
and the defense attaché. The following day, I stopped briefly at the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs to present copies of my diplomatic credentials and legitimize subsequent activ-
ity. Afterward, I headed to PSO headquarters to see Gen. Ghalib Gamish.

General Gamish and I had met the previous March during my visit as chief of
S/CT. Slight and balding, he combined a ready smile with an evasive style. For U.S.
officials, he had a mixed reputation, but on balance he was thought to be more of a po-
tential partner than adversary. He was clearly an “old school” Yemeni with little formal
education and challenging colloquial Arabic. His strength lay in his personal relation-
ship with President Saleh, and I knew he would immediately report to the president
that the American ambassador’s first substantive call had been to Yemeni intelligence.

My presentation of copies of my credentials meant that I was able to attend the
National Day events of September 26. They entailed a long parade of Yemeni security
forces at the expansive barracks the Turks had built in Sanaa during their repeated
attempts to rule one of the Ottoman Empire’s farthest-flung and least governable
provinces. President Saleh’s speech in Arabic was the main event. I listened to the usual
flow of rhetoric celebrating Yemeni independence. Then he turned to contemporary
politics. Referring to the recent 9/11 attacks, he said Yemen had itself experienced

terrorism and stood with the international coalition in opposing it. Saleh had previ-
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ously expressed these sentiments in a private letter to President Bush, but I thought it
noteworthy that he was reiterating them publicly in an address that Yemeni officials
and public would view as policy. I checked my understanding of the president’s line
with an official of the Foreign Ministry who confirmed it.

Four days later, I was in a position to double-check the president’s policy with
him personally as I presented my credentials. I noted two signals in the arrangements.
First, the relatively brief waiting period in scheduling the formality indicated that
Saleh attached particular significance to his relations with Washington. Second, by
placing me last at the usually protocol event, he allowed time for a more in-depth
talk. I had come prepared. Al Qaeda in Yemen had faces and names, and I intended to
focus Saleh on the most important: Abu Ali al-Harithi and Abu Assem al-Mekki.® Abu
Ali, a Yemeni, was al Qaeda’s amir, or “prince,” in Yemen. Abu Assem al-Mekki, as his
name suggested, was a Saudi from Mekka and a facilitator who channeled money to
terrorists and their families.” They would be the focus of my first and many subsequent
meetings with the president.

President Saleh had little patience with ceremony. When I hesitated in present-
ing my formal credentials and my predecessor’s letter of recall, he gestured for me to
get on with it. I presented my entourage: my deputy, Brad, as well as the consul and
others. Our restricted chat, which followed the formalities, quickly became substan-
tive. Saleh was joined by presidential aides, including Mohamed Suddam, his able
interpreter who was also a prominent journalist, and Faris Sanibani, a media adviser
who published one of Yemen’s English daily newspapers, the Yemen Observer.® Saleh
rarely had ministers attend his meetings. If he needed them, they were a phone call
away and always available.

For my part, I wasted no time in pressing my mandate from President Bush to
work with Saleh to eliminate al Qaeda’s operating base in Yemen. Both our countries
had paid dearly. I appreciated President Saleh’s declarations—private and now public—
in support of the war on terror. We needed to pass from words to deeds. We had
identified two key al Qaeda operatives: Abu Ali and Abu Assem. They needed to be
captured or killed. To put my extraordinary initial request firmly on the record, I
handed him a memo with details of what we would call our high-value targets (HVTs).
In response, Saleh voiced reassurance. We agreed that we would establish a special
channel for our cooperation on counterterrorism. We parted. I was pleased that I had

set a clear objective and test for our counterterrorism relationship.
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An ambassador’s first duty and profound responsibility is the protection of staff
and American citizens in the respective country. In the ambassadorial seminar that
prepares first-tour chiefs of mission, political appointees are often taken aback by the
directness and challenge of this duty. Any death of an official American or significant
damage to the official premises triggers a review in Washington of ambassadorial re-
sponsibility and an investigation if there is evidence of dereliction of duty.

The embassy’s Emergency Action Committee (EAC) is the official instrument for
managing threats. The committee includes virtually all key players from the embassy
country team: ambassador, deputy chief of mission, political counselor, defense atta-
ché, regional security officer, consul, and so forth. My EAC met repeatedly in my first
weeks in Sanaa to assess threats, primarily kidnapping and vehicle bomb plots against
the embassy compound. Our intelligence indicators were “yellow,” which meant ac-
tive plotting but no specifics. We understood that this condition would likely prevail
at least until we could kill or capture significant al Qaeda operatives such as Abu Ali
al-Harithi and Abu Assem al-Mekki. We could not accomplish that mission, however,
without a more fully functioning embassy.

I invited the staff to the residence to get to know one another. Carolina Melara, a
recently arrived vice consul, took me aside to say she was deciding whether to curtail
her tour. I asked her to delay her decision until I had had a chance to address security
issues. Recruiting staff for Sanaa was a nightmare; I could ill afford to lose any more.’
Shortly thereafter, the acting regional security officer, Chance Rowe, and I took a tour
of the compound. He pointed out the many improvements—lighting, barriers, and so
forth—that he had personally made.!® Others were pending: most notably, concertina
wire needed to be placed atop the relatively low perimeter wall, and the grill fagade
in front of the embassy needed to be replaced with a closed wall. My predecessor had
objected to these projects lest the embassy come to resemble a fort. I took another tack
and approved them immediately. Security trumps image. Few factors complicate a
terrorist’s planning more than constantly changing security arrangements at its target.
Make that target hard enough, and the terrorist will choose an easier one. Moreover,
Yemen was a country where insecurity was historic. Tribal sheikhs and villagers tra-
ditionally located their houses on high, often nearly inaccessible ground. They then
fortified them with walls and towers. A fortified American embassy kept with Yemeni
tradition, not violated it."!

At the same time, Secretary Powell’s injunction not to allow terrorists to cause

us to retreat to bunkers had to be followed. I set up an early, very public tour of old
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Sanaa, including its historic gate Bab al-Yemen, central mosque, and library. My thirty
years in the Middle East had made it easy for me to appreciate the significance of the
library’s greatest treasure: a Koran donated by Ali, the prophet’s nephew and an early
khalifa, or “successor.”

I also explored Yemen’s tribal traditions. In the north, two great tribal federa-
tions—the Bakil and the Hashid—held sway. The former was more numerous, but
the latter was better organized. President Saleh was a Hashid, but he was not first in
that tribe’s hierarchy. That honor was Sheikh Abdullah al-Ahmar’s, who combined his
status with his positions as speaker of the parliament and leader of the Islamic opposi-
tion party, Islah.

Driving into Sheikh al-Ahmar’s compound was similar to entering a “state within
a state.” Tribal guards mingled with the official security forces whose tribal loyalties
were far stronger than civic ones. The sheikh was immaculately dressed in tribal robes
and wearing a spectacular jambiyya—reported to be worth $10,000.> Prominently
displayed in his hall was a mother-of-pearl model of the Dome of the Rock, the major
Islamic shrine in Jerusalem’s Old City."

I genuinely respected the sheikh and knew he had much to teach me about Ye-
men. Employing my somewhat rusty Arabic, I asked about relations between the tribes
and the state. He dismissed any conflict of interest.

“Yemenis are tribesmen. Tribesmen are Yemenis,” he said.

I asked what the tribes” priorities were.

“Roads, hospitals, schools, jobs,” he replied.

So far, so good. I then ventured into dangerous territory. I noted that the Yemeni
custom of chewing khat struck me as a serious impediment to development and a
health risk to its consumers. Chewing the new leaves of the khat tree is an ancient
Yemeni tradition. Yemenis rush through their main noon meal, usually sa/ta, a hearty
stew, to relax with friends often in rooftop aeries where they chew the leaves, drink
hot tea, and converse on all things of import, including politics and poetry. It is late
afternoon before a state of bliss (£yf) is reached, and the Yemenis then return to their
shops, which are open late into the night."

The sheikh disagreed. Khat was benign and had the salutary economic effect of
re-cycling money from the relatively rich cities to the relatively poor countryside. I
demurred and, citing President Saleh’s public admonishment to eschew chewing, said

that I would not chew khat during my tenure in Yemen."
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We parted, agreeing to disagree on khat. With pleasure I noted in the following
day’s newspapers prominent reporting of my meeting with the sheikh and visit to the
mosque. Where previously I was only a new ambassador interacting with “official”
Yemen, now I had signaled interest and sympathy for Yemen’s long history, Islam, and
the tribes. Although the Yemenis could not be expected to deal with me as a complex
personality, I could consciously invent a simplified persona to which they could relate.

As mentioned earlier, an ambassador’s charge extends beyond the embassy to en-
compass all American citizens in that country. This responsibility was especially chal-
lenging in Yemen because we estimated that nearly thirty thousand Yemenis enjoyed
American citizenship. The vast majority were hard workers who had done well in the
United States and had then returned to Yemen to live in relative comfort on mod-
est pensions and Social Security.'® To connect with this constituency, we scheduled a
“town hall” meeting. With several days’ notice, Americans from many parts of Yemen,
particularly the central district of Ib, showed up. Chance, our acting regional security
officer, was not happy. The residence’s mafraj overflowed with Yemenis in traditional
garb, including jambiyyas.!” As was the custom, shoes were removed at the entrance
and piled chaotically.

I felt curiosity, but no animosity, from the assembled and weighed in. One of
the first questions had an edge, however. The international media was reporting that
Yemen was a possible “target” in the international “War on Terror.”"® Did the United
States intend to attack Yemen? I realized my answer would be the meeting’s headline
and had also heard President Saleh publicly and privately enlist in the war on terror.
A word for a word seemed appropriate.

“Yemen is a partner, not a target in the war on terror,” I said. Then I explained
how Yemeni and U.S. interests coincided, and noted President Saleh’s commitment.
My job would be translating that commitment into action serving those interests.

Both international and local media reported the formulation.” Saber-rattling
continued from some circles in Washington, but I received no rebuke from my bosses.

Washington was focusing on Yemen, however. In my predeparture rounds, I
had included meetings at the NSC with Zal Khalilzad and Gen. Wayne Downing. %
Khalilzad was senior director for the Near East and South Asia, and General Downing
had inherited Dick Clarke’s counterterrorism responsibilities. From my own service
on the NSC from 1990 to 1992, I knew that a country stood a much better chance
of garnering attention if both a functional office and a regional one took an interest.

I also knew that the White House priority would be on Afghanistan, where al Qaeda
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camps were churning out thousands of terrorists, but that someone needed to attack
al Qaeda nodes elsewhere as well. The United States could not do it all nor do it ef-
fectively itself everywhere.

Yemen was a key node. In some way, all recent al Qaeda successes—the attacks
against our East African embassies, the attack on the Cole, and even 9/11—were linked
to al Qaeda operatives in Yemen. With U.S. priorities radically shifted to counterter-
rorism, a Washington visit by Saleh was suddenly a possibility.

The invitation came via Deputy Assistant Secretary Ryan Crocker in State’s Bu-
reau of Near Eastern Affairs (NEA).”' Nothing formal—a secure telephone call. The
problem was the proposed date: November 27. It fell in the middle of Ramadan, the
Muslim month of fasting.

Saleh was affronted by the timing and asked that it be rescheduled in December,
after Ramadan. Ryan confirmed to me that, with holidays and other presidential com-
mitments, the Ramadan date was “take it or leave it.” I prevailed upon Saleh to take
it, and he did.

He then provided a challenge on another front. After meeting with tribal leaders
to explain his new policy for combating terrorism, Saleh called me late at night to
plead for a dramatic increase in U.S. economic assistance targeted at the remote areas
of Ma’rib, Al Jawf, and Shabwah. Along with Abyan in the south, these areas were the
country’s wildest. The tribes were strong; government control was tenuous at best. Key
al Qaeda operatives were located there. I was sympathetic to the president’s request
and undertook to see what could be done.

Countering terrorism had long seemed to me a campaign that went far beyond
intelligence and security. In many ways, it resembled counterinsurgency, success of
which depended primarily on winning the hearts and minds of the population. An
essential part of our effort would be capturing or killing al Qaeda operatives, but
that would be difficult if they enjoyed the support of the local population. More-
over, eliminated terrorists could be quickly replaced unless the general population was
turned against al Qaeda. We would have to use the entire tool kit: diplomacy to create
political will, intelligence to locate targets and defend ourselves, security or military
forces to capture or kill the operatives, economic assistance and public diplomacy to
win popular support. In this context, Saleh’s pressure to address the needs of Yemen’s
deprived areas was not a distraction but a key element in successful counterterror-
ism strategy.

I began a crash course on Yemen’s tribes, focusing on Ma'rib,  and quickly real-

ized that the governor was a major part of the problem. Previously banished from the
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capital for maintaining private prisons, he was now mismanaging Ma'rib. As governor,
he possessed powers and responsibilities that were vast and included security and de-
velopment. I saw the current situation as a vicious circle: bad governance, insecurity,
national and international neglect, lack of development. I then constructed a theoretic
virtuous circle in its stead: good governance, enhanced security, national and interna-
tional support, local development. I was careful to include no specific dollar amounts
of assistance.

In my view, there was no reason why the United States alone should foot the bill.
European countries had long-standing interests in Yemen. For the Dutch, Yemen had
been one of the countries where they had concentrated economic assistance with the
intent of making their limited means produce a significant effect. The Germans also
had historic ties with Yemen that dated from the activities of their scholars, such as
Carsten Niebuhr in the eighteenth century, and orientalists. The Japanese had an ac-
tive and well-funded program in Yemen, although tribal kidnappings had placed many
of their efforts on hold. The British were right-minded, but London was providing
few resources. The French were blasé, while the Italians were potentially interested as
Yemen was a relatively popular tourist destination.

The Japanese ambassador, Yuichi Ishii Oki, hosted a dinner and invited me to
present my thoughts. I brought a PowerPoint presentation of “Plan Ma’rib” and made
my case. Engaged in an archaeological excavation in Ma’rib, the Germans welcomed
more interest but noted security concerns. Their nationals had been subjected to in-
timidation and even kidnappings. It was a rough neighborhood.

I needed a reality check from the Yemeni side. The best bet was Abdulkarim
al-Iryani. Probably the smartest man in Yemen, al-Iryani was slight of stature but a
formidable politician. He was among a remarkable cadre of senior Yemeni officials
educated in the United States on USAID programs in the 1950s.” Earning a PhD
in biology from Yale University, he returned to Sanaa and carved out a distinguished
career: minister of education, foreign minister, prime minister, and currently secretary-
general of the ruling party. His family had provided judges and scholars to Yemen for
centuries, and he discussed Yemeni history and Islamic questions as almost family
affairs. His village—Al Iryan—continued to provide some of Yemen’s, and therefore
the world’s, best coffee.

Noting President Salel’s late-night request, I proceeded to outline my plan and

showed al-Iryani an Arabic version of the PowerPoint with the vicious and virtuous
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circles. He expressed interest and asked for copies, which I provided. For his part, he
focused on Saleh’s upcoming visit to Washington. He proposed that this visit culmi-
nate with the signing of a memorandum that would place Yemeni-U.S. counterter-
rorism cooperation on a firm footing. I agreed to try my hand while I was awaiting
feedback on Plan Ma'ib. I subsequently passed him a very general draft and e-mailed
both documents to the State Department for feedback as well.

In Sanaa, as in all of the Islamic world, Friday brought both communal prayers at
noon and the weekend. I had taken to spending part of mine at the Equestrian Club,
owned by a son of Abdullah al-Ahmar, where I was acquainting myself with the ill-
trained but beautiful Arabian horses of Yemen. I enjoyed the physical challenge but
was also aware of two political messages I was sending. I was relating to the fact that
the horse was the symbol of the ruling party while demonstrating openness to a family
enterprise of the opposition’s leader. While in transit dressed for riding, I was sum-
moned to the presidential palace by cell phone. A late morning Friday call was highly
unusual. I quickly returned to the embassy for suitable attire.

When I arrived at the Presidency, Saleh was livid. Who did I think I was? Yemen
had shed blood to end the British occupation of Aden. It would not accept a new
“high commissioner” in the guise of an American ambassador. He stopped short, just
short it seemed of declaring me persona non grata.

This was strong stuff for a newly minted ambassador. Not an initial stumble on
unfamiliar ground, but potentially a plunge into a diplomatic abyss. And I did not
even know how I had offended him.

Plan Ma’rib, he continued, had been considered by the cabinet and had caused an
uproar. My proposal for a treaty to combat counterterrorism was similarly offensive
and rejected.

Finally, it dawned on me. My friend Abdulkarim al-Iryani had passed along both
Plan Ma’rib and the draft memorandum to the president who had then presented them
formally to the Yemeni government. I was receiving feedback at deafening decibels.

Saleh vented and vented. When finally he felt that he had reestablished the proper
relationship between head of state and envoy, he allowed me to respond. Plan Ma’rib,
I explained, was his idea. He had phoned me to request assistance. I had designed a
plan and was merely seeking Yemeni reaction. It was not designed to go to the govern-
ment as a whole, but to him alone through a trusted channel. The memorandum was
also a Yemeni idea from our good friend and his adviser Abdulkarim. If he found it

problematic, then I would immediately abandon the effort.
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Mollified, Saleh reassessed. On second thought, the memorandum might be use-
ful. He would direct his chief of staff to pursue it. Plan Ma’rib was another matter. Any
suggestion that the problems of the deprived areas stemmed from bad governance was
entirely unacceptable.

I left the “woodshed” chagrined and began projecting my time in Yemen in
months, not years. I consoled myself by remembering that there were respectable
ambassadorial precedents. George Kennan had fallen afoul of Soviet authorities five
months into his tenure in Moscow. A legend in the Near East bureau, Dick Parker
had been sent packing by King Hassan II of Morocco immediately after he had been
sent to Blair House, where the king was staying during an early visit to Washington,
to correct a misperception. In my own experience, I recalled that the ambassador to
Cairo, Nick Veliotes, had been the sacrificial victim following the Achille Lauro affair
when, in 1985, U.S. Air Force planes had intercepted and forced down an Egyptair
flight carrying terrorists working for Abu Abbas. I would have distinguished company
in my disgrace.

Life went on. Acceptance of an abbreviated tenure can be liberating and a spur.
Two areas benefited. First, Rear Adm. Bert Calland, responsible for special operations
in the Central Command, visited in late October and brought with him a navy SEALs
determination and commitment. In Calland and his successors, I found ideal partners
in addressing the security dimension of countering terrorism in Yemen. We had no
plan at this stage, but we shared a mission.

I also received an invitation from the Yemen Times, a leading English-language
newspaper, to address a colloquium on U.S.-Yemeni relations. At the event, the ur-
bane Foreign Minister Abu Bakr al-Qirby provided a lucid history of the relationship,
which I found personally instructive. It was always useful to place oneself in another’s
shoes and see how matters appeared. For my part, I simply introduced myself, noting
that I had ten siblings and therefore came from a respectably sized “tribe.” I noted Ye-
men’s photogenic beauty, friendly people, rich culture, and long history. Then I told
of a trip to the nearby town of Thula. There, I had spoken in Arabic with an ordinary
soldier who had independently articulated President Saleh’s policy that Yemen must
counter terrorism because it is a victim of terrorism. I had also met an enterprising
teenager, Fatima, who complained that there were no tourists to buy her headscarves.
I had been thinking about the challenges confronting Yemen and wanted to propose
a hypothesis—La tanmiya bidoun al amn wa la amn bidoun al tanmiya (No develop-

ment without security, and no security without development). Security included an
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end to the kidnapping of foreigners, which was crippling tourism and international
development efforts. Also, security meant an end to the presence of al Qaeda.

Development had to reach the deprived areas: Ma'rib, Al Jawf, and Shabwah.
Their strong tribes would need to support it. There was a desire to do so. I had heard
it from tribal leaders, including Sheikh Abdullah al-Ahmar, as well as from students,
teachers, and local officials. Good governors made a great difference; we would sup-
port them. The international community had neglected Yemen. No country could be
left behind lest terrorists take advantage. Bringing security and development to Yemen
was the strategic challenge facing U.S.-Yemeni relations.

The next edition of the Yemen Times duly noted the colloquium and headlined
what it found newsworthy: “American Ambassador Visits Yemen Times Editorial Of-
fices.” I was surprised and disappointed. The foreign minister’s analysis and mine were
not trivial. They represented where the relationship had been and where I thought it
needed to go. Yemen’s leading journalists had reduced the event to protocol. Unfortu-
nately, I had no American public diplomacy staff on which to draw. Security-driven
departures and recruitment failings had left the embassy in its own vicious circle. I
instructed the embassy’s Yemeni staff to convey my disappointment. I moved public
diplomacy up a notch on the to-do list.

Another to-do was human rights. I personally disagreed with the all-too-com-
mon dichotomy of counterterrorism and human rights. If counterterrorism resembles
counterinsurgency as essentially a battle for “hearts and minds,” then any strategy
that neglects human rights risks alienation of the populace. In Yemen I found a likely
ally—and an unlikely one. The former was Far'a Wahba, the only woman in Yemen’s
cabinet and the newly created minister for human rights. I met her in early November
and found her impressive. Dr. Wahba was a splendid role model and deeply commit-
ted to a realistic program that would improve human rights in Yemen. Human rights
activists in Yemen had a love-hate reaction to the State Department’s annual report on
human rights. They resented judgments by a government that they saw as complicit in
denying human rights to the Palestinians. They also acknowledged many shortcom-
ings in their society and welcomed international attention.

The latter sat in the Ministry of the Interior. Dr. Rashad al-Alimi was unlike any
interior minister whom I had met in thirty years in the Middle East. A professor of
sociology, he was an expert on Yemen’s tribes and tribal law. His English was rudimen-
tary, but his Arabic was elegant, and he patiently suffered mine. He was as formidable

as a manager as he was ambitious to improve Yemeni security forces and extend their
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sway. He was the protector of foreign embassies and foreigners. We had much to dis-
cuss and many mutual services to render. He was also a surprise. As we concluded our
talk on security and terrorism, he asked to raise a last issue: human rights. In terms
worthy of a Princeton professor, he proceeded to analyze the connection between
counterterrorism and human rights, to note that he was actively collaborating with Dr.
Far’a and to welcome embassy attention. He shared with me a wise motto, Rahimal-
lah emra ‘an abda ‘elaiya ‘oyobi (God bless the one who points out my shortcomings).
Words, I knew, did not equate to deeds. Security forces would be prone to excesses
under any management. Nevertheless, I had only expected an ally on counterterrorism
and was delighted to find one on human rights as well.

Meanwhile, Ramadan had arrived. Ordinary business was put aside while Ye-
menis fasted from sunup until sundown and feasted thereafter. President Saleh’s trip
to Washington impended. For a brief moment, Washington was focused on Yemen. It
was a precious opportunity, so I sent in a cable titled, “Saleh Visit and Counterterror-

ism: Moving from Words to Deeds.” I proposed three objectives:

1. Confirming Saleh’s “strategic choice” to support the international counter-
g g
terrorism coalition
2.  Concluding the memorandum to translate this commitment into a “compre-
g
hensive counterterrorism strategy with practical steps”

3. Agreeing on priority steps to eliminate al Qaeda’s leadership in Yemen

In the midst of Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan, I noted the impor-
tance of preempting any attempt by al Qaeda to substitute Yemen for Afghanistan. I
described al Qaeda’s presence in five governorates: Ma'rib, Shabwah, Al Jawf, Amran,
and Khawlan. I reminded Washington of how al Qaeda had used Yemeni operating
space to support the attacks on our embassies in East Africa, the Cole, the World
Trade Center, and the Pentagon. I reiterated Saleh’s verbal commitments and pressed
to formalize them in the Iryani-proposed memorandum, which would include en-
hanced Anti-Terrorism Assistance (ATA) funds and Terrorist Interdiction Program
(TIP) funds.* Finally, I noted the recent visit by Admiral Calland and the incipient
military-to-military cooperation.

In theory, all this made eminent sense—at least to its proponent. In practice,
major problems had arisen. The memorandum was never meant to be a legal com-

mitment, but rather a political one by each country’s leader. It should have galvanized
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Yemeni political will and legitimized cooperation with U.S. counterparts. On the U.S.
side, it should have made Yemen a presidential priority in the war on terror.

Saleh passed this memorandum to his chief of staff who proceeded to involve
Yemeni lawyers. The Yemenis sought to include extravagant dollar commitments and
dilute their specific commitments. Meanwhile, in Washington, Mike Miller, our in-
trepid desk officer in the State Department, tried his best but made little headway on
the memorandum. Plan Ma’rib fared no better. I had learned from Dick Clarke that
no counterterrorism program is serious without resources and from Mike Sheehan to
be bold. Therefore, for Washington’s consideration only, I had attached a $200 million
target for a multiyear program. A great deal of money admittedly, but the NEA had
annually requested more that $4 billion to support the Middle East peace process. If
we were serious about a war on terror, then should we not be willing to spend hun-
dreds of millions? After several frustrating sessions with the Yemeni lawyers on the
memorandum, I left Sanaa with a text acceptable to me. I would have to see for myself
what support I could muster in Washington for funding the Yemen front of the war

on terror.
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CHAPTER THREE

A MEETING OF MINDS

ounterterrorism is the preeminent interagency issue. Appropriately, the

NSC meeting to prepare for the visit of President Saleh was the policy focal

point. Unfortunately, the meeting would bring together a group of relative
strangers with clashing agendas, limited authorities, and little preparation time. It was
a recipe for failure.

There was another way to do this, exemplified by Dick Clarke and his manage-
ment of CSG. Before 9/11 and in the following months, Dick had formed by force of
personality a group of experts from various agencies who shared a common mission:
to combat the increasing threat of terrorism. Clarke was himself a strong personality
and widely disliked for his bulldozing, intimidating style. In the State Department,
he was particularly unpopular. State’s Foreign Service officers spend about half their
careers overseas and learn to value bilateral relationships. Dick was a creature of Wash-
ington—DoD, State, but mostly the NSC—and generally he saw bilateral relations as
purely a means to the end of U.S. interests as defined by Dick Clarke.! Dick’s CSG was
not a collection of sycophants. Other powerful personalities, such as the FBI’s John
O’Neill and Dale Watson, CIA’s Cofer Black, and State’s Mike Sheehan, disagreed
vigorously and protected their bureaucratic turf. To a remarkable extent, however, they
did share an overriding counterterrorism priority and battled to promote this priority
within their home agencies.

Clarke and his CSG were now history. The interagency meeting to discuss Presi-
dent Saleh’s visit was chaired by the regional senior director, Zal Khalilzad, with the

NSC’s counterterrorism office represented by its deputy, John Craig, former ambas-
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sador to Oman, Yemen’s neighbor to the east. As director of Arabian Peninsula affairs
in State, Craig had a history with Yemen and its president. Like O’Neill, he also had
a history with my strong-willed predecessor, Barbara Bodine. Neither disposed him to
cooperation with Sanaa’s ruler or with the U.S. ambassador in Sanaa. Negotiating a
memorandum text with the Yemenis had been a painful exercise in reinforcing strong
general commitments while avoiding premature financial ones. However, the NSC
meeting led to a bureaucratic dead end because some in Washington were not even
ready for general commitments. For them, Yemen was a “target,” not a “partner.”

How to explain this view to President Saleh, who was resting comfortably at the
Ritz-Carlton, Washington? I did not have long to consider the matter as I was sum-
moned in short order to meet with him. He preempted with his own surprise. He
would not sign the memorandum; rather he proposed that Foreign Minister al-Qirby
do so with Secretary Powell. Yemen’s constitution and legal system so dictated, he
claimed.

Neither for the first time nor the last, the president’s machinations provided a
relatively graceful exit from an awkward diplomatic situation. I had only to resist his
last-minute change and play for time, and the memorandum would succumb to a nat-
ural bureaucratic death with minimal recriminations. Saleh would continue to pursue
his preferred approach in the Washington meetings but, confronted with suspicions
and indifference, made no headway. Our backing away was far from an ideal solution
because it fed Yemeni suspicions in turn. It was left to see whether high-level personal
contact could establish a basis for cooperation that had eluded lower-level bureaucrats.

Saleh’s meetings with the principals of the Bush administration were a mixed bag.
As an ambassador, I needed a meeting of the minds on the critical issue of terrorism.
CIA director George Tenet did the best at laying this foundation. He was focused and
well briefed. His message was simple and consistent. The United States needed to see
results from Saleh’s verbal commitment to partnership, and then it would provide
tangible resources.

FBI director Bob Mueller was similarly focused on terrorism but primarily in the
context of the ongoing USS Cole investigation. Although the president had radically
shifted U.S. priorities in the wake of 9/11 from prosecution of terrorists to prevention
of terrorist attacks, the FBI’s interest in successful prosecutions proved enduring. Still,
Mueller’s personal commitment to a partnership with a cooperative Yemen was im-
pressive. On the Cole case, the director asked for patience in not rushing to trial until

the investigation had exhausted all leads.
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For Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, Saleh put protocol aside and called at the
Pentagon, the scene of one of the 9/11 attacks. Unlike in the previous meetings, the
secretary of defense had been poorly briefed by his staff. A generally amicable meeting
ran aground when Rumsfeld began to push Saleh for a speedy trial of the Cole suspects.
Of course, the Yemeni president had just heard the opposite appeal from the director
of the FBI and was naturally confused. As the only U.S. representative at all meetings,
I had to correct the secretary and succinctly explain our overriding interest in a full
investigation that would uncover as much of al Qaeda’s network as possible. Rumsfeld
took the correction in stride, and I never felt any personal resentment.

President Saleh’s meeting with Secretary Powell was cordial—almost too cordial.
Saleh used the occasion to press his case on both the Palestinian issue and Iraq. His
points were reasonable, but we wasted precious time on issues in which Yemen was
marginal to Washington. The core concern of ending al Qaeda’s sanctuary in Yemen
went insufficiently addressed. From my perspective, we faced a completely counter-
productive outcome from his visit. I might return to Sanaa as ambassador accountable
for U.S. efforts to end the Palestinian-Israeli conflict or for a peaceful resolution of our
differences with Iraq.

Therefore, a great deal rested on the concluding meeting in the Oval Office with
President Bush. Fortunately, Bruce Riedel, my former colleague from the NSC and
now senior director for the Near East, arranged for a prebriefing of President Bush.
We had barely five minutes, but it proved sufficient. As Bruce and I entered the room,
we found both Powell and Rice had preceded us. The president bolted from his desk
and asked what the United States wanted from Yemen. The others turned to me as
the administration’s man in Sanaa. I told the president that Saleh was primed to be
helpful and that we needed to direct that willingness to specific objectives, particularly
the capture or killing of al Qaeda’s leadership in Yemen, Abu Ali and Abu Assem.
The president himself maintained photo arrays of key al Qaeda operatives and could
appreciate such a direct approach. Bruce helpfully warned that the president should
preempt. Saleh’s last Oval Office meeting with Clinton had gone nowhere because
Saleh had been allowed to begin and had filibustered for nearly the entire meeting,.

In the event, the president performed impressively. He laid out the common
ground available for a U.S.-Yemeni counterterrorism partnership. Saleh, who both
understood and appreciated straightforwardness, pronounced himself committed to

such a partnership. I felt I had clear and actionable agreement at the very top. Doubts,
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some at very high levels, remained, but at least the United States would for the present
treat Yemen as a partner, not a target.

Before leaving Washington, I made a few last calls, including one to Under Sec-
retary Marc Grossman, one of our generation’s most brilliant diplomats. Marc and I
had worked together as staff aides in the NEA bureau during the long, painful year
following the taking of our colleagues as hostages in Tehran. More than anyone else, as
director general of the Foreign Service, he was responsible for my appointment to Sa-
naa. He asked how the Oval Office meeting went. I briefed him on the apparent meet-
ing of minds, but I also noted the deep skepticism around town that Saleh would act.

Marc aptly summed up my situation: “You need scalps.”



CHAPTER FOUR

GROWING PAINS

n his way back to Yemen, President Saleh stopped over in Europe. Paris

and Berlin were favorite destinations where he was always well received.

Generally, the Europeans provided less material support but did so more
graciously and therefore earned ample diplomatic rewards. In this instance, however,
Berlin proved an embarrassment. While enjoying German hospitality, the president
was informed that the German manager of the Mercedes-Benz dealership in Sanaa had
been kidnapped. The kidnappers were four young men from a Khawlan tribe, notori-
ous for such activities. They had no association with al Qaeda and sought a material,
not political, payoff.

Kidnapping in Yemen has a long history. Hostages play a role in tribal law as
pledges of good behavior. Their captors generally treat them well and return them
once satisfied.! This tradition had engendered many jokes about hostages returning
from captivity lavishly fed and delighted by the experience. Some observers have ar-
gued almost seriously that it is a unique form of Yemeni tourism.

In 1998 the practice turned nasty. The Islamic Army of Aden, led by Zein al-
Abdine al-Mihdar and inspired by a radical Egyptian sheikh in London named Abu
Hamza al-Masri, kidnapped twelve British, two Australian, and two American tourists
in late December near Mudiyah in southern Yemen.? Al-Mihdar demanded the release
of nine jailed Islamists and the lifting of United Nations sanctions on Iraq. A Yemeni
tradition had evolved into a twentieth-century terrorist act. Yemen’s security forces
responded forcefully. In their operation, four of the tourists—three British and one

Australian—were killed.> Al-Mihdar was captured, tried, convicted, and executed. The
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Yemeni government demanded the extradition of al-Masri, and there ensued a long
diplomatic exchange with the British government to build a legal case on which to do
so. Some of al-Mihdar’s associates were British nationals found guilty and imprisoned.
Yemeni justice failed European standards, so the British ambassador in Sanaa was
periodically required by London to protest their captivity and press for release. The
Yemenis received, as well as gave, mixed signals on terrorism.

I saw the “tribal” kidnappings as a slippery slope into the potential abyss of ter-
rorist ones. Within the American embassy, we regularly discussed kidnappings in our
EAC. Embassy staff regularly reported surveillance, and in one case a probable abduc-
tion was thwarted by the young officer’s savvy maneuvering to reach a friend’s house.
The State Department had placed Sanaa on “authorized departure” status, partially
as a result of the continuing kidnapping threat, which meant we could not recruit staff
effectively.

U.S. counterterrorism policy strictly forbade the American government mak-
ing any substantive concessions to kidnappers. Our allies generally took softer lines.
Any country with a reputation for paying ransom found its nationals were fair game
throughout the Middle East and Central Asia. In Yemen one Asian country’s develop-
ment program was curtailed by the peril of its experts. Once again, a vicious circle
prevailed with insecurity and underdevelopment reinforcing each other.

The kidnappers of the Mercedes-Benz manager had erred in their timing, how-
ever. Saleh was embarrassed. He ordered a firm response, and Yemeni security forces
encircled the kidnappers. Accounts of the subsequent events varied. The official Ye-
meni account claimed their forces liberated the German. The hostage himself reported
to the German ambassador that he managed to wander away from his captors in the
night and found Yemeni security forces who then took him to safety. In any case, Ye-
meni security forces arrested three of the four kidnappers, who were tried, convicted,
and imprisoned.’

Applauding Saleh’s firmness, I began my rounds of introductory calls and gave
priority to the tribal sheikhs rather than to the political party leaders.®