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John O'Neill and the 9/11 
Commission Investigation

Update- April 12, 2004: In the week that the 9/11 
Commission holds hearings scrutinizing the FBI's 
actions in the years prior to the terrorist attack, 
FRONTLINE rebroadcasts the remarkable story of 
John P. O'Neill, the FBI's counterterrorism expert 
who long warned of Al Qaeda's threat. A summary of 
this FRONTLINE report follows:

When the Twin Towers fell on Sept. 11, 2001, among 
the thousands killed was the one man who may have 
known more about Osama bin Laden and Al Qaeda 
than any other person in America: John O'Neill.

The former head of the FBI's flagship antiterrorism 
unit in New York City, O'Neill had investigated the 
bombings of the U.S. embassies in Africa and the 
USS Cole in Yemen. For six years, he led the fight to 
track down and prosecute Al Qaeda operatives 
throughout the world. But his flamboyant, James 
Bond style and obsession with Osama bin Laden 
made him a controversial figure inside the buttoned-down world of the FBI. Just two weeks before 
Sept. 11, O'Neill left the bureau for a job in the private sector -- as head of security at the World 
Trade Center. He died there after rushing back into the burning towers to aid in the rescue efforts.

FRONTLINE's “The Man Who Knew,” chronicles John O'Neill's story -- a story that embraces the 
clash of personalities, politics and intelligence, offering important insights into both the successes 
and failures of America's fight against terrorism.

Drawing on exclusive interviews with many of O'Neill's closest friends and associates, this report 
opens with O'Neill's introduction into the new world of terrorism -- the capture in 1995 of one of 
the world's most wanted terrorists -- Ramzi Yousef, the ringleader of the group that bombed the 
World Trade Center in 1993.

Former U.S. Attorney Mary Jo White credits O'Neill with quickly grasping the danger Yousef and 
other terrorists represented to America.

“Yousef is one of the most dangerous people on the planet -- also very smart,” she says. “Getting 
and incapacitating him was a significant public safety issue. And John O'Neill recognized that and 
was not about to take 'no' for an answer before he was taken into custody.”

O'Neill immersed himself into learning everything he could about global terrorism and Islamic 
fundamentalist militancy. In 1997, O'Neill was promoted to special agent in charge of the national 
security division in the bureau's New York office. Observers say O'Neill grabbed at the chance to 
head the team that was investigating and prosecuting most major international terrorism cases. The 
job would also be the perfect base from which to continue his pursuit of bin Laden and Al Qaeda.

But while John O'Neill had succeeded in winning allies among CIA and international intelligence 
agencies, not everyone within the FBI was so enamored of him. A fixture on New York's celebrity 
social circuit, O'Neill's flamboyant style and his unconventional personal life -- he had several 
longtime girlfriends and a wife he never divorced -- had long raised eyebrows within the FBI.

“The Man Who Knew,” gives viewers an insider's perspective on O'Neill's investigations as well 
as the internal territorial debates among the FBI, the State Department, and the White House over 
how to deal with U.S. terrorist investigations in East Africa in August 1998 and the Yemen in 
October 2000.

“[O'Neill] believed the New York field office had the greatest depth of expertise of anybody in the 
country on this issue, and if it's Al Qaeda, how could you send anybody else but the people who 
know the most?” recalls Fran Townsend, former head of the U.S. Justice Department's office of 
intelligence policy.

O'Neill's New York FBI team was at the center of bureacratic arm-wrestling over who would head 
the 1998 investigation into the embassy bombings in East Africa. O'Neill again was the focus of a 
heated political battle over the investigation of the 2000 attack against the USS Cole in Yemen. 
Current and former government officials such as Richard Clarke, counterterrorism chief in the 
Clinton administration and Barry Mawn, former head of the New York FBI office, recount how 
O'Neill's desire to show the Yemeni security forces -- which he viewed as being less than 
cooperative -- that the FBI meant business was one of many issues in the investigation which 
angered U.S. Ambassador Barbara Bodine.

Finally, when O'Neill made a brief trip home to New York for Thanksgiving, Bodine denied his re-
entry visa, preventing him from returning to the investigation. Insiders tell FRONTLINE that 
O'Neill's removal from the scene in Yemen may have seriously limited the Cole investigation -- an 
inquiry that some speculate might have led O'Neill to the Sept. 11 hijackers in time to foil their 
plans.

“The Man Who Knew” also chronicles O'Neill's increasing frustration with Washington's lax 
attitude toward the threat posed by bin Laden, including the possibility that Al Qaeda sleeper cells 
were already operating within the United States.

“What John O'Neill was trying to do was get a momentum going in the FBI to look seriously for 
those cells,” Clarke says. “It was not one of the priorities in most FBI field offices.”

By the summer of 2001, O'Neill had been so marginalized by FBI officials that key clues of the 
looming Sept. 11 plot apparently were never passed on to him. His 25-year career with the FBI 
would come to an end following bureau investigations into his temporary loss of a briefcase 
containing a classified report and charges that he used an FBI car to give a ride to his girlfriend. In 
August 2001, while the allegations were pending, O'Neill opted to retire from the bureau at age 49. 
Just eight days after he started his new job as director of security at the World Trade Center, the 
terrorists he had long pursued struck the towers.

O'Neill's critics contend that his personal failings proved fatal to his FBI career. His supporters, 
however, believe his main failing was refusing to conform to the standard-issue FBI mold.

“John was somebody that bureaucrats were not always pleased with because they felt he wasn't 
marching to their tune -- that he was too ambitious and that he operated out of the box too often,” 
ABC producer Chris Isham tells FRONTLINE. “And this was an FBI that believed very much 
under the [FBI Director Louis] Freeh regime of operating within the box. This was a guy that was 
constantly pushing the envelope when the envelope didn't want to be pushed. So the envelope 
fought back.”
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FRONTLINE's story on John O'Neill spotlights two central issues that emerged during the 9/11 
Commission hearings held in the spring of 2004 investigating why the U.S. intelligence 
community failed to prevent the Sept. 11th terrorist attack: 

 

- The 9/11 Commission's investigation revealed that America's $30 billion intelligence 
community, spread over more than a dozen agencies, was disorganized, fractured and impaired by 
organizational and legal restrictions on the sharing of information. 

These disclosures directly relate to John O'Neill's story. He came tantalizingly close to possibly 
uncovering the 9/11 plot. But his investigations into the USS Cole terrorist attack and into Al 
Qaeda's presence in the United States were both undermined by the CIA and FBI's failure to share 
information with each other. Read FRONTLINE's "What If" report for details.

 

- The 9/11 Commission hearings also revealed how the FBI was not capable of functioning as a 
domestic intelligence service because of limited resources as well as a culture and organization 
that emphasized a traditional law enforcement approach to counterterrorism. FBI agents were 
trained to build criminal cases that could be prosecuted. As the 9/11 Commission's Staff Statement 
noted, "The Bureau rewarded agents based on statistics reflecting arrests, indictments and 
prosecutions. As a result, fields such as counterterrorism and counterintelligence, where 
investigations generally result in fewer prosecutions, were viewed as backwaters." 

John O'Neill had run up against this FBI culture; his counterterrorism efforts directly threatened 
the dominance of the group who held sway over the bureau - the criminal division. O'Neill also 
fought to improve the FBI's resources and capabilities to fight the new terrorism, arguing for a 
plan that represented a seismic shift in the way the FBI had always operated. One example: He 
would have given authority to a new more analytic agent who would have enhanced technology to 
fight terrorism. As the 9/11 Commission hearings disclosed, "66 percent of the bureau analysts 
were not qualified to perform analytic duties." 

 

 

Some selections from the 9/11 Commission's Staff Statement No. 9 (April 13, 2004) relating 
to the FBI's problems in fighting terrorism:

Counter Intelligence Not a Priority--"The FBI took a traditional law enforcement approach to 
counterterrorism. Its agents were trained to build cases. Its management was deliberately 
decentralized to empower the individual field offices and agents on the street." ... "The Bureau 
rewarded agents based on statistics reflecting arrests, indictments, and prosecutions. As a result, 
fields such as counterterrorism and counterintelligence, where investigations generally result in 
fewer prosecutions, were viewed as backwaters." ... "Agents developed information in support of 
their own cases, not as part of a broader more strategic effort. Given the poor state of the FBI's 
information systems, field agents usually did not know what investigations agents in their own 
office, let alone in other field offices, were working on. Nor did analysts have easy access to this 
information. As a result, it was almost impossible to develop an understanding of the threat from a 
particular international terrorist group."

Reno Told Freeh to Shift Resources to Counterterrorism--"Reno told us that the Bureau never 
seemed to have sufficient resources given the broad scope of its responsibilities. She said in light 
of the appropriations FBI received, it needed to prioritize and put counterterrorism first. She also 
said that Director Freeh seemed unwilling to shift resources to terrorism from other areas such as 
violent crime. Freeh said that it was difficult to tell field executives that they needed to do 
additional counterterrorism work without additional resources." 

FBI Statistically Driven--"Collection of useful intelligence from human sources was limited. By 
the mid-1990s senior FBI managers became concerned that the Bureau's statistically-driven 
performance system had resulted in a roster of mediocre sources. The FBI did not have a formal 
mechanism for validating source reporting, nor did it have a system for adequately tracking and 
sharing such reporting, either internally or externally." 

Problem of Rotation Through Headquarters--"Additionally, the career path for agents necessitated 
rotations between headquarters and the field in a variety of work areas, making it difficult for 
agents to develop expertise in any particular area, especially counterterrorism and 
counterintelligence." 

No Ability to Know What It Knew--"Prior to 9/11, the FBI did not have an adequate ability to know 
what it knew. In other words, the FBI did not have an effective mechanism for capturing or 
sharing its institutional knowledge. FBI agents did create records of interviews and other 
investigative efforts, but there were no reports officers to condense the information into 
meaningful intelligence that could be retrieved and disseminated." 

Reno Warned FBI to Strengthen Intelligence--"Reno told us that she was very concerned about the 
Bureau's information sharing and intelligence capabilities. In 2000, Reno sent several memoranda 
to Director Freeh expressing these concerns. One memo stated that 'it is imperative that the FBI 
immediately develop the capacity to fully assimilate and utilize intelligence information currently 
collected and contained in FBI files and use that knowledge to work proactively to identify and 
protect against emerging national security threats.' Reno's requirements involved improved 
information sharing, improved counterterrorism training, a threat assessment, and a strategy to 
counter that threat. It is not clear what actions the FBI took in response to these directives from the 
Attorney General." 

 

 

Related Readings:

 The 9/11 Commission Report (July 2004) 
This is the full and final report of the 9/11 Commission which is officially called the National 
Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States. It was created in late 2002 to produce a 
full and complete account of the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, including America's 
preparedness and immediate response to the attacks. The commission was also charged with 
providing recommendations designed to guard against future attacks. 
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A Letter to Lou Gunn 
On his last day at the FBI, 
O'Neill sent this e-mail to the 
father of one of the sailors 
killed in the USS Cole attack.

 

His Congressional 
Testimony 
In November 1995, O'Neill 
testified about the terrorist 
threat posed by weapons of 
mass destruction.

 

Cooperation and 
Teamwork in a Multi-
police Environment 
In this speech to the Spanish 
Police Foundation on July 10, 
2001, O'Neill asked the 
audience, "How much more 
successful could we all be if 
we really knew what our 
agencies really knew?" 

 

O'Neill's story, as drawn from FRONTLINE's research, reporting, and interviews with O'Neill's friends and 
colleagues. 

In this 1997 video interview, John O'Neill talks about the work of FBI agents, how he handles the 
emotional challenges of his job, and what he calls "ordered liberty" -- the delicate balance of national 
security and civil liberties. 

Memories of O'Neill, recounted by friends and colleagues Clint Guenther, Fran Townsend, Barry Mawn, 
and Richard Clarke, offering glimpses of his personality, character, and working style. 

In many ways, John O'Neill was always engaged in a double war, says Valerie James. "He was fighting 
terrorism, and fighting his own people too." Here, friends and colleagues talk about the clash of 
personalities and politics that persisted throughout O'Neill's FBI career. 

Impressions of a life, offered by seven of O'Neill's friends and colleagues. 

Friends and colleagues discuss O'Neill's passionate pursuit of the Al Qaeda terrorist network, from 1995 
and the capture of Ramzi Yousef to the summer of 2001. 

Colleagues describe the obstacles O'Neill faced as on-scene commander in Yemen: a U.S. ambassador, 
uncooperative Yemeni officials, a hostile environment, and ultimately, the lack of support from FBI 
headquarters. 
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1952 John Patrick O'Neill Born in Atlantic City, New Jersey

Even as a young boy, O'Neill knows he wants to be a special agent for the 
FBI, although he also flirts with the idea of being either a priest or an 
archeologist. One of his favorite television shows is The FBI. When he 
gets older he will tell friends that he was inspired by Efrem Zimbalist, Jr., 
the actor who played Agent Lewis Erskine in the show.

1971 Marriage . . . New Family . . . FBI Job . . . Graduation

During his first college semester, O'Neill marries Christine O'Neill, who 
had been his high school girlfriend. While in college, O'Neill takes his 
first job at the FBI. He works as a fingerprint clerk, and later as a tour 
guide at FBI Headquarters in Washington. In 1974, O'Neill graduates with 
a degree in administration of justice from American University and a few 
years later earns a masters in forensics from George Washington 
University.

1976 FBI Special Agent

In 1976, O'Neill is hired as an FBI agent. Over the next 15 years, he gains 
experience in various FBI areas, including organized crime, white-collar 
crime and foreign counterintelligence. In 1991, he is appointed chief of 
the government fraud unit at FBI headquarters.

July 1991 Reassigned to Chicago Field Office

A few months after being named to the government fraud unit, O'Neill is 
appointed assistant special agent in charge (ASAC) in Chicago. There, he 
supervises the violent crime, white collar crime, and organized crime 
programs. The move is an important promotion, but his wife and two 
children decide not to join him. In Chicago, O'Neill establishes the 
Fugitive Task Force, an interagency group that brings together federal 
agents and local police. 

1991 (Approx) Meets Valerie James

Valerie James meets O'Neill after sending him a drink in a bar. O'Neill, 
who tends to keep different parts of his life compartmentalized, does not 
tell James about his family. She learns about them two years later from the 
wife of one of O'Neill's co-workers.

Feb. 26, 1993 World Trade Center Bombing -- Six Killed, Hundreds Injured

The FBI tracks and arrests several suspects and names Ramzi Yousef as 
the plot's mastermind. Still in Chicago, O'Neill is not directly involved in 
the initial investigation.

August 1994 VAPCON Appointment

O'Neill's first major chance to prove his talent to FBI brass in Washington 
comes when he is appointed to supervise VAPCON, a task force 
investigating violence against abortion providers. 

January 1995 Chief of Counterterrorism Section, FBI Headquarters

With this appointment in Washington, O'Neill coordinates and oversees 
counterterrorism investigations nationwide. He is the FBI's main liaison 
with other agencies, including the NSC and CIA.

February 1995 Ramzi Yousef's Capture

Anxious to start his new job, O'Neill shows up at his office on his first day 
in Washington -- a Sunday morning. It's the same morning Richard 
Clarke, head of counterterrorism at the National Security Council, 
discovers that Ramzi Yousef has been located in Pakistan. Clarke calls the 
FBI Counterterrorism Section on the off chance someone would be there. 
When Clarke asks who's answering the phone, O'Neill replies, "Well, who 
the hell are you? I'm John O'Neill." O'Neill spends the next few days 
working around the clock on Yousef's successful capture by FBI, DEA, 
and State Department agents. 

Spring 1995 A Self-Education on The New Terrorism

After Yousef's capture, O'Neill begins immersing himself in everything he 
can learn about the 1993 World Trade Center bombing, Ramzi Yousef and 
Islamic militants.

June 25, 1996 Khobar Towers Bombing, Dharan, Saudi Arabia

The blast kills 19 American soldiers and injures 500 others. At first bin 
Laden is a suspect, but U.S. officials later conclude the plotters were 
probably linked to the Iranian government.

Both O'Neill and FBI Director Louis Freeh are directly involved in the 
investigation. They travel to Saudi Arabia where they reportedly disagree 
on whether the Saudis are cooperating. According to FBI lore, O'Neill 
tells Freeh bluntly that the Saudis were "blowing smoke up your ass." 
Whether the story's true or not, O'Neill's friend and ABC News producer, 
Chris Isham confirms that O'Neill was frustrated with the investigation. 
"He felt the Saudis were definitely playing games and that the senior 
officials in the U.S. government, including Louis Freeh, just didn't get it."

November 1996 O'Neill's Warning

In a speech at the Explosives Detection Symposium and Aviation Security 
Technology Conference in New Jersey, O'Neill tells the audience that 
"interesting times lie ahead" and that the main terrorist threat now comes 
from transnational groups not backed by national governments. He also 
warns, "We see the intent is for a large number of casualties." 

Jan. 1, 1997 Promotion: Ass't Special Agent in Charge of Counterterrorism and 
National Security

O'Neill's new position at the FBI's New York office puts him in charge of 
about 350 agents. And he hopes it positions him for the job he really 
wants -- assistant director in charge of the New York field office. O'Neill 
dives into New York City's culture with Valerie James, who has moved 
there from Chicago. While he has many haunts, one of his favorites is 
Elaine's, a restaurant catering to the famous and powerful. O'Neill also 
makes good use of New York to entertain visiting overseas law 
enforcement and intelligence officers.

May and June, 1997 O'Neill on the Record

A May Associated Press article on Islamic terrorism quotes O'Neill as 
saying that various terrorists groups are operating within the U.S. "A lot of 
these groups now have the capacity and the support infrastructure in the 
United States to attack us here if they chose to," he states.

A month later, in a speech in Chicago at the National Strategy Forum, 
O'Neill describes the Afghanistan insurgency against the Soviets as "a 
major watershed event." He warns that Afghan war veterans have become 
a major security threat: "They were trained in terrorist activity, and now 
they are back in their various countries around the world with the training 
and having the network capabilities to know other jihad players around the 
world who have the same like mind, the same fundamentalist thinking and 
the same type of training.”

1998 Call for Reorganizing the FBI

FBI Deputy Director Robert "Bear" Bryant, consulting with O'Neill and 
others, writes a report calling for the FBI to change the way it fights 
terrorism. The report advocates a centralized information system to collect 
data and help predict future attacks. Bryant also endorses assigning some 
agents to spend their entire career working counterterrorism cases. "I think 
it was never funded. It was put on the backburner somewhere," Bryant 
tells FRONTLINE.

June 10, 1998 John Miller of ABC News Interviews Bin Laden

O'Neill's friend, ABC producer Chris Isham, arranges the interview. Some 
of O'Neill's information helps Isham and Miller draw up their questions 
for bin Laden. Isham tells FRONTLINE that O'Neill was desperate to 
watch the footage of the entire interview, even though ABC had a policy 
against releasing the outtakes. "He wasn't taking no for an answer," he 
says. Isham ultimately compromised by putting the entire interview on the 
ABC News Web site. 

Watch the full bin Laden interview.

Aug. 7, 1998 US Embassy Bombings -- Nairobi, Kenya and Dar es Salaam, 
Tanzania

Truck bombs kill 224 and injure thousands in the two blasts. Within 
minutes of hearing the news, O'Neill rushes to Assistant Director Lewis 
Schiliro's office to argue that only Al Qaeda could have carried out such a 
sophisticated attack. He's eager to be named on-scene commander and for 
the New York office to be designated the FBI team handling the 
investigation, although the Washington field office traditionally handled 
crimes against embassies. A turf war erupts between New York and 
Washington. Washington is initially chosen to lead the investigation, but 
FBI headquarters reverses itself and a few weeks later gives the case to 
O'Neill's New York team. However Washington refuses to send O'Neill 
himself. 

1999 A Reprimand

In the course of attending a FBI function, O'Neill's car breaks down near 
an FBI safe house. He allows Valerie James to use the bathroom and 
borrows a bureau car. When the incident is discovered, headquarters 
opened a formal inquiry and O'Neill is disciplined for a security breach 
and unauthorized use of government property.

1999-2000 Career Problems

While in New York, O'Neill's rise in the FBI bureaucracy begins to stall as 
he is passed over three times for promotions. First, he applies to be 
assistant director in Washington for the national security division. Bear 
Bryant tells FRONTLINE he recommended O'Neill, but the car incident 
was a problem. "I think that what happens in the FBI, it's a very 
militaristic society and if you're being investigated by OPR, Office of 
Professional Responsibility, and there's a question, they don't want to 
promote somebody that's got a cloud over them, even a minor thing, like a 
vehicle."

He applies for a second position -- this time for an opening as assistant 
director for the counterterrorism division, but loses out to Dale Watson. 
Finally, the one opening O'Neill really wants -- head of the FBI's New 
York office -- becomes available. Again O'Neill is not chosen. Barry 
Mawn gets the post.

December 1999 The Millennium Threat

O'Neill is extremely worried about the millennium. Clint Guenther, a 
former agent who worked with O'Neill in the New York office, tells 
FRONTLINE, "He's feeling frustrated over the fact that he doesn't have 
enough manpower to cover everything he could possibly think it may be 
important to cover. We had so many threats that were coming in."

On Dec. 14, Ahmed Ressam is intercepted at the Canadian border carrying 
130 pounds of explosives. O'Neill and the interagency Joint Terrorism 
Task Force work around the clock to monitor and arrest suspected 
terrorists. The Justice Department is so concerned that Attorney General 
Janet Reno orally approves intelligence wiretaps. "We believe for the first 
time they're really planning to hit on our own soil, and that scares the life 
out of us," DOJ official Fran Townsend tells FRONTLINE. O'Neill orders 
his agents to monitor wiretaps real time and cancels Christmas leave.

New Year's Eve 2000 Watching the Ball Drop in Times Square

The turn of the millennium passes without incident. Lewis Schiliro recalls: 
"I remember talking to John shortly after midnight on that night, and there 
was a sense of accomplishment. We had just made the arrests in the 
Ressam spin-off. And, you know, certainly we believed we got everybody 
that we need to find. But you're never really 100 percent sure of that."

In a July 2001 speech in Spain, O'Neill points to the millennium 
investigation as a model of good law enforcement. It underscored his core 
belief that in the fight against terrorism, everyone had to work together: 
"The coordinated approach of federal, state, and local law enforcement 
entities was integral to efforts to disrupt the alleged terrorist plot and 
greatly contributed to the presentation of evidence in the trial of Ahmed 
Ressam," he tells the gathering.

July 2000 A Costly Slip Up

During a FBI retirement conference in Orlando, Florida, O'Neill leaves a 
briefcase with documents from work in a room with other agents while he 
goes outside to take a cell phone call. The bag is missing when he returns, 
and he immediately alerts local police. O'Neill is relieved when he learns 
the bag had been recovered and only a Mont Blanc pen and a lighter had 
been taken; however, he is concerned when he learns he is carrying more 
sensitive documents than he had realized. O'Neill's friend Jerry Hauer tells 
FRONTLINE, "I think he felt that some people were going to use it -- as 
they did -- as a wedge, as a way of painting him in a bad light."

O'Neill decides to return directly to New York and reports the incident. A 
fingerprint dusting reveals no documents were touched, but the Justice 
Department opens an investigation. While he would be cleared of any 
criminal wrongdoing, the incident shadows the rest of his FBI career.

Oct. 12, 2000 Bombing of the USS Cole —Aden Harbor, Yemen

Seventeen American sailors are killed in the attack on the naval destroyer. 
O'Neill immediately goes to Assistant Director Barry Mawn to convince 
him that New York needs to act quickly to be named the lead office in the 
investigation. Mawn agrees. As with the East Africa bombings, O'Neill 
lobbies to be the on-scene commander. However, headquarters in 
Washington again has concerns about sending O'Neill. In the end, Mawn 
convinces Director Louis Freeh that the New York office should run the 
investigation with O'Neill as on-scene commander.

Mid-October 2000 The Cole Investigation

Arriving in Yemen, O'Neill finds challenging field conditions. His agents 
confront 102-degree heat and a cramped, unsecured hotel for their 
quarters. O'Neill soon finds himself clashing with Barbara Bodine, the U.
S. ambassador to Yemen, who is concerned about the number of FBI 
agents and military personnel flooding into the country after the bombing. 
O'Neill argues that the FBI needs resources to thoroughly investigate the 
attack. Bodine has different priorities, including maintaining good 
relations with Yemen. "I had to act as a cultural interpreter. They have 
endured first British colonialism, and then the Soviets. These people have 
only had foreigners telling them what to do. Now O'Neill and his men 
were coming in, doing essentially the same thing," Bodine later told 
Britain's The Sunday Times.

As relations between the two sour, the number of topics they disagree on 
multiplies. O'Neill wants a heavily-armed security presence; Bodine wants 
the agents to be unarmed. O'Neill wants to have direct access to Yemeni 
officials; Bodine feels she should supervise encounters. As O'Neill starts 
to seek support from Barry Mawn and other FBI officials back in the U.S., 
the cables sent by Bodine to the State Department become increasingly 
critical of O'Neill. It reaches the point where Louis Freeh and Janet Reno 
become personally involved in the dispute. 

Mid-November 2000 Return to New York

Taking a break, O'Neill flies back to New York. Valerie James tells 
FRONTLINE that he had lost over 20 pounds during his month-long stay 
in Yemen.

January 2001 Return to Yemen Blocked

When O'Neill tries to return to Yemen, Ambassador Bodine denies 
O'Neill clearance to enter the country. FBI headquarters decides that 
relations with Bodine are so bad that it is not worth fighting for O'Neill's 
return. Assistant Director Barry Mawn tells FRONTLINE, "I actually 
think John was more disappointed that our headquarters didn't back us up 
as far as sending him back, and taking a strong stand with the State 
Department." He adds that there were consequences to the FBI's decision: 
"I felt that we didn't progress as quickly as we could have by John not 
going back. Again, John kind of held their feet to the fire. And he had 
developed the relationship with the head of PSO [Yemen's equivalent of 
the FBI]. By John not going back, we lost contact with the head of PSO."

Spring 2001 Continuing Terror Threats

From the spring through summer of 2001, the FBI receives a number of 
indications that there is a serious threat of another terrorist attack. O'Neill 
focuses on the USS Cole investigation on the theory that it will lead to a 
better understanding of Al Qaeda and the intelligence necessary to thwart 
another attack.

June 2001 FBI Pulls Out of Yemen Due to Security Threat

O'Neill and Barry Mawn agree their agents in Yemen could not be 
protected. "We were operating with three SWAT personnel as support as 
far as security goes, and an open hotel just wasn't going to work. We 
couldn't provide protection," says former FBI agent Clint Guenther.

Summer 2001 Intelligence Indicates Attack on U.S. Interests Likely

By now, O'Neill is more marginalized than ever at the FBI because of his 
deteriorating relationship with headquarters. He discusses the threats with 
his friend Chris Isham, who tells FRONTLINE: "He knew that there was a 
lot of noise out there and that there were a lot of warnings, a lot of red 
flags, and that it was a similar level that they were hearing before the 
millennium, which was an indication that there was something going on. 
Yet, he felt that he was frozen out, that he was not in a capacity to really 
do anything about it anymore because of his relationship with the FBI. So 
it was a source of real anguish for him."

June 21, 2001 Louis Freeh Resigns as FBI Director; Thomas Pickard Appointed 
Interim Director

July 2001 O'Neill Decides to Retire from FBI

He hears about a job opening as head of security at the World Trade 
Center. It would mean a significant salary increase, but also it would mean 
leaving the FBI. By this point, however, O'Neill realizes his chances for a 
promotion were severely hurt by the briefcase incident. In addition to 
career problems, entertaining foreign visitors and O'Neill's lifestyle had 
left him in debt. The job at the World Trade Center would give him a 
chance to pay off that debt.

July 10, 2001 Speech to Spanish Police Foundation

While vacationing in Spain with Valerie James and her son, O'Neill gives 
a speech to Spanish police on interagency cooperation. He asks the 
audience, "How much more successful could we all be if we really knew 
what our agencies really knew?" 

July 10, 2001 Phoenix FBI Office Recommends Agency-Wide Investigation of 
Flight Schools

The memo makes its way to FBI headquarters but it is not passed on to 
O'Neill or Mawn in the New York office -- nor is the struggle the 
following month of the Minnesota FBI office to investigate the alleged 
20th hijacker, Zacarias Moussaoui.

Aug. 19, 2001 The New York Times Reports on O'Neill's Briefcase Incident and 
Pending Retirement

The Times story quotes an anonymous source, whom O'Neill believes is 
Tom Pickard. O'Neill confronts Pickard who denies that he was the source 
of the leak. 

Aug. 22, 2001 Last Day at the FBI

In his final hours on the job, O'Neill signs an authorization for the FBI to 
return to Yemen. Calling Fran Townsend at the Justice Department from 
his desk, O'Neill explains, "I wasn't leaving here until I did it, because I 
promised that we would send them back. When I pulled them out, I had to. 
But I was determined to be the one who signed the piece of paper to send 
them back."

O'Neill also e-mails Lou Gunn, whose son had died in the Cole attack, to 
tell him that he was retiring, but that the FBI was returning to Yemen.

Late August 2001 New Job: The World Trade Center

According to Chris Isham, O'Neill recognized the threat still posed to the 
World Trade Center. "When he had first gotten the job at the World Trade 
Center, he told me, 'I've got this great job. I'm head of security at the 
World Trade Center.' And I joked with him and said, 'Well, that will be an 
easy job. They're not going to bomb that place again.' And he said, 'Well 
actually -- he immediately came back and he said, 'actually they've always 
wanted to finish that job. I think they're going to try again." 

Sept. 10, 2001 Intimations

On the eve of Sept. 11, O'Neill is with friends on the town. According to 
Jerry Hauer, O'Neill warns him that night: "We're due for something big." 
O'Neill explains, "I don't like the way things are lining up in Afghanistan." 
Still, O'Neill tells friends that he is happy about his new job. "[It] doesn't 
get better than this," he says.

Sept. 11, 2001 Two Hijacked Planes Hit World Trade Center Towers

O'Neill is in his 34th floor office in the North Tower at 8:46 a.m. when 
American Airlines Flight 11 crashes into it. Among others, O'Neill calls 
Valerie James once he is outside the building. He asks her what hit the 
building and tells her, "Val, it's horrible. There are body parts 
everywhere." A few seconds later he tells her, "Okay, I'll call you in a 
little bit." O'Neill also sends a text message to Fran Townsend to report 
that he is okay. 

In the minutes after the attack, O'Neill makes his way to the command 
center that had been set up. There he sees FBI agent Wesley Wong. Wong 
would tell Esquire magazine later, "He was in FBI mode. Then he turned 
and kind of looked at me and went toward the interior of the complex. 
From the time John walked away to the time the building collapsed was 
certainly not more than a half hour or 20 minutes." Wong is the last 
person to see him alive.

Sept. 28, 2001 Memorial Service for O'Neill

A week after his body is found in the debris of the South Tower, about a 
thousand mourners attend John O'Neill's service in Atlantic City. Barry 
Mawn, one of the speakers, tells the gathering that O'Neill didn't resign 
from the FBI because of the briefcase incident. Mawn says that he felt it 
was important to clear up some of the things people were saying about 
O'Neill's departure. "He didn't run from a fight. He didn't retire because 
this was a serious matter. He retired because circumstances were right and 
it was a good job," Mawn tells FRONTLINE.

Following the service, John O'Neill is buried in the churchyard of St. 
Nicholas of Tolentine Church, the church where he once served as an altar 
boy.
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-ABOUT MY INTERVIEW WITH JOHN O'NEILL  
    By Barbara Newman

 

It was near Christmas in 1997 that I interviewed John O'Neill, the FBI's 
Special Agent in Charge of National Security Programs at the FBI's New 
York Office. He had recently been appointed to this post and was part of 
a two-hour program I produced on the FBI's New York Office for A&E's 
Investigative Reports series. When I first broached the idea of doing the 
program with John he immediately became its champion. He understood 
how intriguing a story like this could be. John introduced me to his boss, 
Jim Kallstrom, the Director of the New York Office. I still remember 
sitting outside Jim's office with Gayle Gilman, my Executive Producer 
from A&E, when Jim took a phone call from FBI Director Louis Freeh, 
hung the phone up and told us "Approved." In one fell swoop, John and 
Jim had short-circuited the sometimes ponderous FBI bureaucracy. It's an 
action I found later to be very natural to both of them.

Agents who weren't allowed to tell even their wives what they were 
doing talked about cases and themselves; why they joined the FBI, where 
they grew up, what their dreams and aspirations had been. The idea was 
to turn a red-hot beam on a very closed, but vital part of our government. 
Our host was John's National Security Division, the most secret of all 
parts of the FBI. I ended up spending almost an entire year filming the 
show, commuting to New York from Washington on Mondays and 
returning on Fridays. The piece was a total success from a journalistic 
point of view and a morale booster for the agents and their families.

It's pretty illustrative of John to go out on a limb and champion a 
documentary on the FBI, allowing access to its premises, including 
undercover and secret agents. It was one of the first projects he 
undertook with his new position in New York. He had arrived there only 
a few months after we started our research.

I knew John well before I interviewed him, from the time he was in 
Washington as a section chief in the National Security Division. I had 
first met him there after I produced a documentary called "The New Face 
of Terrorism" for A&E's Investigative Reports in 1993. I profiled the 
"Blind Sheik" Omar Abdel Rahman, and reported on the threat his 
teachings and followers posed to U.S. security. The day after I delivered 
the show to A&E, a bomb exploded at the World Trade Center. 
Rahman's protege, Ramzi Yousef, was the mastermind of this attack. An 
international hunt tracked down a group of Muslim extremists who 
executed the attack. A few years later, in October 1995, Rahman was 
convicted of conspiracy against the U.S. for his part in the plot to blow 
up bridges, tunnels, the U.N., and the FBI's New York office. Rahman, in 
prison, is a martyr to the cause of extremism, and his sons are leaders in 
Al Qaeda.

I had covered terrorism stemming from the Middle East since 1980, 
when I was a producer for ABC's 20/20. John and I shared an interest in 
this area and a belief that the U.S. could suffer a tremendous blow from 
those who espoused a hatred of us and our society. Some found his zeal 
shrill and annoying. I found it reassuring.

John could be utterly charming or totally devastating. He could wither 
with a look, suffering fools badly. He was openly contemptuous of 
people he didn't think pushed the envelope or themselves. He thought so 
quickly he often finished my sentences. I knew when he disagreed with 
me by catching an amused flicker in his eyes.

John had old-fashioned values. He was patriotic. He was religious, never 
missing a Sunday mass. He told me that he was so poor growing up, he 
had done every job, including cleaning bathrooms. He went to the FBI at 
age 18 and became a tour guide. The Bureau was his life; they sent him 
to college at American University.

Behind the bluster, John was a gentle soul. He might not admit it, but I 
think he would rather light a candle than curse the darkness.

John and I were friends. We were able to communicate directly, without 
artifice. We trusted each other and knew each other's limits. For years 
John had told me that Osama bin Laden was an enormous threat to the U.
S. and that I should do a documentary about him. And for years I told 
him that Americans weren't interested. We were both right.

 

 

In this excerpt, O'Neill talks about the 
work of FBI agents, how he handles the 
emotional challenges of his job, and 
discusses "ordered liberty" - the 
delicate balancing of national security 
and civil liberties. 

Note: Please be aware there is a high 
level of demand for this video, and you 
may not be able to access it on the first 
try due to a limited number of streams.
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The observations and stories of friends and colleagues which offer a glimpse of 
John O'Neill's personality, character and working style. These are drawn from 
FRONTLINE's interviews with Clint Guenther, Fran Townsend, Barry Mawn and 
Richard Clarke. 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
       Former FBI Agent NYC - Counterterrorism

 

John always had at least two telephones on him. He had a Nextel Worldphone, 
which was an FBI-issued phone, and he always carried his own personal little 
Motorola StarTAC. He spent probably more time on that phone than he did on 
any other. I think that he felt that, if he was under scrutiny by his superiors, he 
didn't want anybody misconstruing what any of his phone calls were. So he'd 
always pick up his own phone and make his phone calls that way.

But he spent an inordinate amount of time on that little phone. It seemed to be, 
like, affixed to his ear. I remember one time that we had the Royal Canadian 

Mounted Police down for a week-long meeting on our efforts with the Egypt Air disaster and 
TWA 800. They were investigating the SwissAir 101 disaster up in Nova Scotia. So we had a 
week-long working seminar with these folks, exchanging ideas and investigative techniques. At 
the end John decided that we were going to take the RCMP guys out to dinner, and he was going 
to take them to a steakhouse out of town. We were all supposed to meet at, say, 6:00, and we're all 
standing there at the bar. John shows up punctually at 6:00.

But he's standing out on the street, and here he's got this StarTAC glued to his ear, pacing back and 
forth. It was an hour and a half that everybody waited for John O'Neill to get off that telephone, 
because it was just one call after another, receiving or sending calls out. He had to get all that 
business out of the way . But then he came in and he was at the top of his game, really happy that 
he was able to once again take partners in law enforcement out and spend some quality time with 
them. 

 

 
       Deputy to the U.S. Attorney General 1995-2002

 

The night before his last day [at the FBI] -- and now we're in the end of August 
[2001] -- he called me. I was at my desk. It had to be 7:00, 8:00 at night. . He 
has composed an e-mail to Mr. Gunn, whose son had been killed on the Cole 
and who he kept in contact with throughout the course of the investigation. He 
asked if he could read it to me. 

John didn't believe we did terribly well by the victims and survivors of these 
awful attacks, for all our focus on investigations and solving crimes and 
successful prosecutions. So he really was on a personal crusade, both with 
families of Khobar victims and TWA 800. The Cole was no different. He had developed this 
relationship with Mr. Gunn, who was frustrated with the lack of information he was getting.

He composed a long e-mail, talking to him about what the status of the investigation was, about 
pulling agents out, about the continued commitment of the case. At that point, John knew that the 
decision was made that they were going to put agents back in to continue the investigation. So in 
the e-mail, he tells Mr. Gunn about what a privilege it's been to have met him, to know him, to 
work with him, and that he'll keep in touch with him, and he will make sure that the bureau keeps 
Mr. Gunn apprised of developments. 

The next day, his last day, very busy, lots of sort of administrative things he's got to do, people he 
wants to say goodbye to. He calls me; it's probably 6:00 at night, to which I say, "What in the 
world are you still doing there on your last day? What could conceivably keep you there?" He said, 
"Well, one I wanted to make sure that you were the last phone call from my desk, given all the 
cases we had worked on together. And the other thing, the real reason I'm still here, is there was a 
piece of paper, and I am determined that it will be my last official act in the FBI. I just signed the 
authorization to send the agents back into Yemen. I wasn't leaving here until I did it, because I 
promised that we would send them back. When I pulled them out, I had to, but I was determined to 
be the one who signed the piece of paper to send them back."

In that 24-hour snapshot, you see both the man who really cared about the victims, and yet who 
was so committed to that case that it was a point of personal pride that he was going to sign the 
piece of paper that allowed the agents to go back and continue the investigation.

 

 
       NSC Coordinator for Counterterrorism, 1992-2001

 

Can you take us into a discussion at NSC when he would be there? What 
was he like?

Well, as you can imagine, the situation room, the conference room where they 
usually have these meetings, you know, it's a bunch of fairly gray bureaucrats 
sitting around the table. And more often than not, a bunch of guys, 
unfortunately, all guys, more often than not. 

And John would come into the room and there would be a presence about him. 
He would go around the room like it was a ward meeting and he was an Irish politician. He'd 
smash everybody on the back and grin and grip and pass out cigars and, you know, the atmosphere 
changed. He was building a team. I might have been chairing the meeting, but he was building a 
team and we were all on his team.

He wanted to get people beyond representing their agencies and have them be friends and have 
them feel like they were part of a team on which he was a key player. And then when you got 
around to the substance of any discussion, he always knew more about the CIA guy's brief than the 
CIA guy did. He knew more about the State Department guy's brief than the State Department guy. 
He prepared for meetings. He prepared in detail. He wanted to show everybody that his 
recommendation was well founded because he knew all the facts and he had considered all the 
facts. And he would continue to drive and press and press until people agreed with his 
recommendation.

 

Which they often did?

Which they almost always did. 

 

 
       Head of the FBI's New York office, 2000-2002

 

Did you go to John O'Neill's memorial service in Atlantic City?

Yes. It was very full. It was a good service. There were a number of speakers -- 
I was one. Actually, I think my remarks initially were questioned by some 
people, primarily because they didn't know the full extent of my relationship 
with John 

Essentially, one of John's biggest concerns when he left the job was that he was 
running from the [FBI] inquiry. And he almost didn't retire because he said “I 
don't want it to look like I'm running. I've always stood up to a fight.” I mean, he said, “You know, 
I'm going to ask for you to be supportive of me as to that whole incident, that it was minor and that 
it was not a big deal that everybody's trying to make of it.” And he said “Essentially, down the 
road, I will make comments to that effect.” 

And what he was planning, I know, is at a retirement party that he would get up there and explain 
what happened and what occurred. So I think what I did is I said “I want to set the record straight 
for John O'Neill. He didn't run from a fight. He didn't retire because this was a serious matter. He 
retired because circumstances were right and it was a good job. It was the right decision for him 
and his family,” and that in my view it was a really minor incident.

And I think some of the controversy is “Well, why are you bringing up that incident?” And I said 
that John would have wanted me to talk about it. And the people that really knew John came up to 
me afterwards and said “You definitely said the right thing there,” you know, setting the record 
straight, and it was not that big a deal. 
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In many ways John O'Neill was always engaged in a double war, says his friend 
Valerie James -- "He was fighting terrorism, and fighting his own people too." 
Here are the observations of his friends and colleagues about the clash of 
personalities and politics throughout O'Neill's FBI career. Those interviewed: 
Chris Isham, Fran Townsend, Barry Mawn, Mary Jo White and Valerie James.

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
       Senior Producer, ABC News

 

Since I knew him, John always had a problematic relationship with the FBI 
hierarchy or FBI bureaucracy. He loved the FBI; he really, really loved the 
FBI. I think that everybody that knows John knows how much he really loved 
it since he was young. He just adored the FBI. 

But at the same time, it used to make him really angry. The bureaucracy made 
him angry, and the bureaucrats made him angry. He felt that the bureaucrats 
were always trying, in some way, to crush good work. It was so hard for good 
work to get done in the FBI, because the bureaucrats were running the show, 

and that was a source of continuing frustration for him.

I think it was one of the reasons why John would sometimes rub people above him the wrong way. 
Sometimes people above him would get irritated with John, because he was irritated with them. 
There was always a lot of friction in that relationship. But he loved the FBI. 

 

When he spoke to you about [the stolen briefcase incident in July 2000 and its consequences] 
how did he characterize what had happened? 

This was, he felt, another example in a chain of incidents with the bureaucracy in which the 
bureaucracy was basically taking its revenge on John unfairly. He felt, once again, it was unfair. 

It had been a mistake, but he had left a briefcase in a room unattended. It had been lifted by an 
employee. They recovered it very quickly, and all the contents were there. There was no indication 
that there was any kind of espionage or any kind of criminal activity whatsoever other than 
shoplifting. Apparently the employee who did the lifting of the briefcase was somebody who was 
known to be a kleptomaniac of some kind. So it was what it was. It was unfortunate, but it was in 
no way any kind of violation of national security, and in no way was any classified information 
compromised.

Yet he felt that he was getting clobbered by the bureau. He felt that it was another example, such 
as the suspension when he gave his girlfriend a ride in his bureau car, that were relatively minor 
infractions that did not [need] to be applied with as much vigor as they were.

 

Is it as simple as interoffice politics? It's as simple as they didn't like Valentino suits and 
evenings at Elaine's and a guy who just didn't fit the mold?"

I don't think John was entirely blameless in all of this. John had a way of irritating people. He 
would not tolerate fools, and he would be in a meeting with people and would make it very clear to 
them that they were just so ignorant that it was a waste of time for him to be talking to them. So 
[laughs] I think that his own character -- a lot of the things that made John great and made him so 
effective and made him such a good manager in many ways were also the very things that used to 
drive people above him crazy. 

I never worked for John, obviously. But one of the things that I was always very moved by was 
talking to people who worked for him -- and people who were not always treated that well 
sometimes by John, because John had a short fuse sometimes and he could blow up and did blow 
up -- yet the guys that worked for him, even the guys that sometimes got banged around by John, 
completely loved the guy. So he had something that people appreciated below him. Above him, 
those very qualities drove people nuts.

 

 
       Head of the FBI's New York office, 2000-2002

 

He had supporters and he had non-supporters at the executive management 
ranks of the FBI. He had a number of people that probably did not want him to 
have that job, and I am sure they spoke against him.

 

Why?

John's personality. I think he, being aggressive, had probably ticked some people off along the 
way. I think some of them were of the opinion that they didn't want John to be an equal, which he 
would have been as an assistant director in New York. There, the assistant director is the highest 
you go, except for deputy director and director. So it would have put him on equal footing with a 
lot of people.

I just think it was his demeanor, his style. He could make people feel uncomfortable, and by that, I 
mean people in the executive ranks that probably did not have his background and his 
understanding. 

John knew his topic or subject matter. He was probably our most learned expert when it came to 
Al Qaeda. He had been following them. He knew them. He was concentrating on them both within 
the agency as well as outside with his liaison contacts, the international. So John had a very good 
handle on it. He would sometimes speak up, "This is what we need to do," and sometimes that 
would embarrass higher-ups.

 

So in the end, it was his style which hurt him? Was O'Neill just way too James Bond for 
anybody's taste inside the FBI?

Probably it would be his James Bond-type style, as opposed to the substance. The sharp elbows 
and being abrasive, this didn't particularly bother me. But I think it bothered some people. John 
liked to be viewed as the guy in charge. I had heard stories, probably before I got there, that he 
was "Mr. New York." He was the FBI in New York. If you needed anything or wanted anything, 
you had to go through John. I think he also enjoyed having the contacts, liaison, being a power 
broker, the Elaine's. 

I think some people were a little bit uncomfortable with that, and to a certain extent, I understand 
that. If you get a guy that becomes a little bit too flashy or too full of himself, then sometimes he 
will promote himself at the expense of the agency. By that, usually what happens is that an 
individual starts giving out information, or he starts doing favors that he shouldn't be doing -- he's 
compromising himself, as far as being an FBI agent. So I think there was, sometimes, concern and 
worry about that with John.

 

 
       Deputy to the U.S. Attorney General 1995-2002

 

[Why was John O'Neill having trouble moving up the ladder at the FBI?]

At that level of government, it really is important that people are comfortable in 
working together. It's not just expertise. Expertise is very important, but it's not 
just that. People have got to really trust one another in the ability to speak their 
mind, speak freely, give their opinion and play, as the saying goes, get in the 
sandbox and not kick sand on one another, but play well together.

I think it was probably an unfair view of John that he didn't do that well, that he 
didn't play in the sandbox. I think Dick [Clarke], myself -- there were plenty of us who would say 
to you John was one of the most extraordinary team players you'll ever meet. But I don't think that 
was always his perception. He was very strong-willed and he was very opinionated, and didn't sort 
of roll over on something he felt strongly about very easily.

I think people misinterpreted that perhaps as him not being as good team player, and so maybe not 
ready for that next step. I'm not going to kid you. I think there were also those who thought that 
some of the sort of petty bureaucratic things that had happened were an indication that he wasn't 
ready to make the next step. I think that was ridiculous, frankly.

His view was people above him felt threatened by him, by his expertise, and so didn't really want 
him around; that it was personal; it was an insecurity thing. I don't know if that's true. But I think 
that it is certainly true he was a man who was very downed by the way the bureau had treated him 
after all he felt he had given to the bureau. I think it fair to say he was very bitter at the way the 
bureau treated him, and very down about it in that period of time that you're talking about.

 

 

 
       U.S. Attorney, Southern District of New York, 1993-2002

 

He cut a kind of profile, as I understand it, that was different than a lot of 
the FBI agents. 

Right. More elbows, more imposing in some ways. I think the fact that he did 
in order to make this contacts have what appeared to be a social life, too, is 
very unlike FBI, very unlike New York FBI, certainly. So he was different in 
that way. Again, that worked to his advantage a lot of the time. Sometimes it 
didn't, because people would say, "What's he up to, and is this really the way to 
go about it?" But I think from his point of view, and from what I could see, it 
was very effective. 

 

 
       John O'Neill's friend and companion

 

What was the attitude towards John O'Neill from headquarters?

... He was very controversial there. You've got to know that. He was very 
controversial at headquarters. 

 

And he got that?

He got that, loud and clear.

 

Did he battle that?

Very much so. 

 

Did he ever rant and rave about this? Did he fixate on this?

Yes.

 

What would he say?

John became very paranoid the last year, year and a half of his life. I would say to him, "John, I 
feel like you're paranoid." But you know what? He wasn't paranoid. They were out to get him. 
There were a handful of people in D.C. that were out to get John O'Neill. 

 

But why? This guy knew so much. He was so good at what he did. Nobody says he did a lousy 
job. Why? Was it because of his demeanor? 

O'Neill liked to do things his way. He was a little rough around the edges as far as politics. But I 
think it annoyed him when he knew the right way that something should be done and he couldn't 
get it done. Or he didn't care how he got it done.

 

And what we're talking about here is not a job.

We're talking about saving our country. 

 

Tell me about after the decision for retirement.

Well, it was a very, very painful decision for John. John needed to make some money, too. Let's 
not forget that the FBI does not have the biggest entertainment budget in the world. One of John's 
greatest skills was liaison. He paid for a lot of that himself out of his own pocket. He needed to 
make some money. He had some debt to pay off. 

John actually is not the happiest person in the world with this great new job. He wasn't excited 
about it. If John had his druthers, he would have stayed with the FBI. He [rather] would have still 
been assistant director in New York. 

 

Tell me about The New York Times article and about the briefcase.

We knew before we got The New York Times that it was going to be in the paper. John was 
absolutely distraught over it. Number one, it was a ridiculous thing. He had to go to a retirement 
seminar. It is a mandatory seminar. You must go. It is in Florida. He went down for a few days, 
and then we were meeting for the weekend. So I flew down on a Friday afternoon. I was supposed 
to meet John. 

We were meeting in Bal Harbor at the Marriott. John came in. I don't remember seeing John as 
distraught as he was this night. What has happened? He told me he left his briefcase in this room 
of 150 FBI agents and got a phone call. Couldn't hear on his cell phone, so he just walked outside 
to take his call.

Walked back in, his briefcase was gone. He was completely freaked. They found the briefcase 
within 20 minutes. There was nothing missing from the briefcase other than a Mont Blanc pen and 
a lighter. Anyhow, that story, interestingly enough, died for 18 months. John went to Yemen. All 
of that happened, and then, all of a sudden, this story was dragged up again. 

And that was the final nail in John O'Neill's coffin that they were going to use to have him retire. 
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The comments and observations of friends and colleagues, drawn from 
FRONTLINE's interviews with Clint Guenther, Chris Isham, Valerie James, Barry 
Mawn, Fran Townsend, Robert Bryant and Richard Clarke.

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
       Former FBI Agent NYC - Counterterrorism

 

I would say John O'Neill probably should have been a leprechaun, because he 
always had that little bit of impishness about him. There was always that little 
twinkle in his eye that kind of indicated that he was about some mischief. But 
that was really him. 

He was a good, fun-loving, hard-working person. He loved the people he 
worked with. He was what I would consider an agent's supervisor. His people 
loved him. At times, they could hate him, too, but there was always that love 
relationship there with him, because he always stood by his people. He was the 

type of person who didn't administer from behind a desk. He wanted to be out with the troops. If 
there was a hot investigation going, he wanted to be out there managing out and assisting in any 
way he possibly could. He was a perfectionist. He didn't like anybody that didn't want to go the 
full measure. He wanted to make sure that you did your job to the utmost. 

I think that the one thing that he feared more than anything -- especially in the game of the war on 
terrorism -- was that we would make some mistake that would cost us dearly. John always feared 
that somehow we would miss something. He would be after his investigators to make sure they 
covered every base and he would leave no stone unturned. Woe be you if you failed to cover 
everything.

 

What would happen? 

There was the dark side of John. He was a fiery Irishman and he would go after you with full 
measure. He'd just dress you down and start firing questions at you. "Why didn't you do this? How 
come this wasn't done? How come you didn't cover this?" But he didn't hold grudges. He would 
move on, as long as he realized that you realized your mistakes and went back and made the 
corrections. 

 

 
       NSC Coordinator for Counterterrorism, 1992-2001

 

He was, first of all, incredibly bright. He may not have had a Ph.D. from MIT 
or something like that, but his IQ was clearly off the charts. He had a stamina, 
an energy that was just unending. He worked virtually every moment when he 
wasn't sleeping. He didn't consider any job that he was doing a 9-5 job. He was 
on the job all the time, always working, always trying to get his goal -- which, 
in the time I knew him, was getting terrorists.

In addition to the drive, there was also an Irish blarney kind of charm. The 
combination worked. Frequently, he was in your face because you weren't 
doing a good enough job, or his subordinates weren't doing a good enough job, or somebody else 
wasn't living up to his standard. It would have been hard to take that all the time were it not for the 
charm that went along with it.

He was very demanding; he was demanding both up and down; both to his superiors and his 
subordinates. He set a very high standard of what should be done. Basically, if you didn't want the 
job done, you didn't give it to John O'Neill. If you did want the job done, you gave it to John 
O'Neill, and watch out, because it was going to get done; don't worry too much about stepping on 
people's toes along the way. 

Frankly, a lot of the jobs that he did would never have gotten done, had he not stepped on toes. 
The real question I think you have to ask yourself is, when you're out in the world arresting 
terrorists, if the only way to do that is to ruffle some feathers -- and even before 9/11, it should 
have been obvious, and it was to me and it was to him -- that stepping on a few toes, breaking a 
little crockery was a price that we had to pay to get the job done. After all, the job wasn't a 
popularity contest; the job was protecting the American people.

 

 
       Senior Producer, ABC News

 

We met through other friends of mine who were in the FBI. We met at a dinner 
here in Washington. He struck me as unusual for an FBI agent, because he was 
direct, and he had a kind of a wit about him that was unusual, a bit of a playful 
side of his character, which was, again, unusual. He was also obviously highly 
informed by what he was doing. In our first meeting, he was very careful -- and 
was always careful -- but clearly informed, interesting, and interested.

He always made it very clear to me that there were certain red lines that he 
wouldn't cross and he never did, obviously pertaining to classified information. 

He understood very well that there were red lines. But he also understood that there was a great 
deal in the public record and public domain, and that one could discuss these things in such a way 
that could be helpful without crossing those red lines.

That was, I think, the basis of our relationship. He was one of those rare birds inside the 
government who had access to highly classified information, and yet also understood that talking 
to a journalist was not necessarily a violation of any rules. It could actually be helpful on both 
sides. 

 

 
       John O'Neill's friend and companion

 

Very first time I saw John, I did something I had never done before and will 
never do again. I sent him a drink. He was standing at the bar and he had the 
most compelling eyes I had ever seen. We both knew the bartender, although 
we didn't know each other. He asked who had sent him the drink. The bartender 
pointed to me. He walked over, introduced himself. We started talking. About 
10 minutes later, you get into that "What do you do?" thing.

I said, "What did you do?" He said, "I'm with the FBI." I said, "I know, I'm 
with the CIA." He pulled out a business card. He was with the FBI, obviously. 
We went to five places that night. We went to a salsa place. We went to a jazz place. It was typical 
of John's frenetic life. 

 

What did you think of him? 

I thought he was an incredibly exciting, interesting person. He wasn't just a law enforcement 
person; he had many interests. He knew a lot about French Impressionism. He knew a lot about 
jazz. One thing about John that fascinated me was when he got into something, he learned 
everything about it. 

 

Did he have a routine?

We had four newspapers delivered to the house. He would skim through every one of those 
immediately, with CNN on. He would make coffee. He would drink a cup of coffee, sometimes 
two cups of coffee, and read every paper while watching CNN every morning. 

Saturday mornings, a big treat for him, and he loved this -- I know there are a lot of stories about 
how impeccably groomed John was -- he would go over to the local barber across the street, and 
for $10, he would have his hair cut every week and a hot shave. That was his Saturday treat for 
himself. 

[He] used to say, "You have five seconds to make a first impression. It's all about grooming. It's all 
about your whole personal self, your first impression, right?"

 

So what was the image he was trying to portray?

Probably someone on top of his game. Which he was. 

 

 
       Deputy to the U.S. Attorney General 1995-2002

 

Dick Clarke talks about NSC meetings where O'Neill would show up, and 
suddenly take the meeting over. . Is that the way you remember him in 
Washington in that job?

Yes. It didn't always serve him well, but yes, that's right. And he was conscious 
of it. I mean, that was part of him; he was very good. He had precious little 
patience. Others would come to a meeting and not have, as he would say, 
worked it before. Before you walked into a meeting with John, by the time you 
walked in the room, the thing was done. The meeting was over before 

everybody ever got in the room. He would make phone calls. He would see what people's positions 
were. He would cajole them, persuade them to a consensus. So by the time he walked in the room, 
everybody in the room knew they had spoken to John. Everybody in the room knew that John 
knew where this was going, and it was basically cooked by the time you got into the meeting.

That was good news and bad news. For people who didn't agree with him, it had to have been 
incredibly frustrating, because he had sort of gotten the thing arranged before he ever walked in 
the room, so there wasn't going to be any real big debate. He used to laugh at people after he left -- 
those who would go to the meetings instead of him then -- that, boy, they didn't understand how 
Washington [worked], how these things got decided, because the real work got done before the 
meeting started. 

I think the thing that made him different was his passion. I say that because I believe it. I say that 
because I think that's what his answer would have been to you. And I believe with all my heart that 
was his answer, because of something that he wrote to me. These are his words, not mine: "My 
passion holds all of my wealth and all of my liabilities. It is the best and the worst of me. But it is 
me. It is my identity. Alas, I know of no more noble cause than to fight for that which one has the 
greatest of passion for. Rebellions left in the hands of good men will ultimately prevail, and the 
costs and sufferings of the rebels will be small indeed. "

 

 

 
       U.S. Attorney, Southern District of New York, 1993-2002

 

I think why John was so unique in the counterterrorism arena is that he had 
both the headquarters experience and the field experience. By virtue of the 
headquarters experience, he not only knew how his hierarchy worked; he made 
lots of invaluable contacts in other branches of our government in Washington 
-- the White House, the intelligence agencies, the Defense Department.

But also, by virtue of having been in headquarters for a number of years in the 
terrorism arena, and that's the security arena, he made lots of contacts all 
around the world with his fellows in law enforcement and in the intelligence 
agencies -- building a coalition, year after year after year, to call upon when he needed them; when 
a terrorist plot was afoot, or he was trying to get the evidence to prosecute a terrorist. He brought 
all that to New York when he came, which was something that had not been there to that degree 
before. Then he continued to build on that.

He was right about how essential these worldwide contacts were. He spent a lot of time cultivating 
them around the world. He would bring over to my office, the U.S. Attorney's office, these 
countless visitors from around the world, just to make sure we all knew each other got to know 
each other. Then when the occasion presented itself, we could call on that person to help out an 
investigation.

 

 
       Head of the FBI's New York office, 2000-2002

 

John was always, I guess in my view, very blunt. He pretty much said what he 
felt. He did not sugarcoat things much. I would even say that that sometimes 
would rub other people the wrong way. I personally would rather a guy tell me 
straight out what he thinks, as opposed to somebody that is trying to sugarcoat 
it and do it end run around.

John liked to be in the spotlight, and he did well in the spotlight. He sometimes 
would irritate some of his superiors, because he was very straightforward and 
wanted to get things done. I think some of his superiors -- he made them 

uneasy, actually. I think if they were not very confident or had the experience that either John did 
or some of the other agents, they'd get a little nervous.

 

But his expertise probably outweighed his lack of diplomacy at times in answering questions?

I think so. I'd say John knew how to be diplomatic if he needed to be. I would say that he saved 
that for people outside the agency as opposed to those inside the FBI. I think his method of 
operation is, again, to be very straightforward: "This is my thoughts. This is my opinion. Watch 
what you are asking for, I will give it to you straight." He never particularly sugarcoated anything. 
I mean, he obviously didn't do it in an insulting manner. He didn't necessarily try to show people 
up. It was just his style. 

 

 

 
       Deputy Director of the FBI, 1997-1999

 

He was a person that I had immense personal regard for. We could argue like a 
couple of thieves in the night over issues, because we were both hardheaded. 
We were both a little bit Irish, he much more so than I. We had strong opinions 
about things, and we could get into it really quick. But it was never a personal 
issue, because there was always that professional respect, I think, for each other.

 

What kind of arguments would you have?

Tactical issues, about whether we should deploy people in harm's way, and how to do certain 
things. John always had a definitive plan and he was always professing this and that, and 
sometimes I told him, "One, I've got the gold pin and I'm responsible. And I don't do funerals 
well." And he said, "Neither do I." 

So we basically would work out compromises on issues. Sometimes, if it was the agent's safety, he 
was like I was; he was very conservative. But sometimes you take risks. Sometimes it was a 
tactical issue on whether to approach a person to do something, to try to get information. We 
talked all the time. 

 

Someone like O'Neill, they need a guy to champion the cause, or champion the work. Is that 
who you were?

Probably. Let's face it, John was a bit of a maverick. He had a lot of detractors, and he was a bit of 
a maverick. But I worked with John a lot of years, and had great personal regard for him. He 
always produced what I thought was an excellent product. 

home + his life and career + what if... + "connect the dots" + interviews 
timeline: al qaeda's global context + introduction + video: 1997 interview + discussion + readings & links 

producer's chat + tapes & transcripts + press reaction + credits + privacy policy 
FRONTLINE + wgbh + pbsi

web site copyright 1995-2005 wgbh educational foundation

frontline: the man who knew: his life and and career: the john o'neill i knew | PBS

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/john/knew.html03/05/2008 20.51.19

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/
javascript:scrollOn('navg1');
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/view/
javascript:spawn('../../../programs/localized/pbsv.html',420,400);
javascript:scrollOn('navg4');
javascript:scrollOn('navg5');
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/
http://www.pbs.org/cgi-registry/stationlink.cgir
http://www.pbs.org/
http://www.pbs.org/
http://www.pbs.org/search/search_programsaz.html
http://www.pbs.org/hplink/redir/tvschedules/
http://www.pbs.org/hplink/redir/aboutpbs/aboutpbs_support.html
http://www.shoppbs.org/entry.point?target=z&source=PBSCS_CONTENT_TOPNAV:N:DGR:N:N:707:QPBS
http://www.pbs.org/search/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/talk/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/etc/links.html
http://discuss.washingtonpost.com/zforum/02/tv_frontline100402.htm
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/etc/tapes.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/etc/press.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/etc/credits.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/us/privacy.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/
http://main.wgbh.org/
http://www.pbs.org/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/us/copyright.html


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Al Qaeda was a danger the U.S. couldn't ignore. And we were ill-equipped to deal 
with it.

These are two of the themes running through the following observations of 
colleagues and friends about John O'Neill's passionate pursuit of Al Qaeda. Those 
commenting are: Richard Clarke, Mary Jo White, Fran Townsend, Clint Guenther 
and Chris Isham.

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
       NSC Coordinator for Counterterrorism, 1992-2001

 

I would go around the country to FBI offices and ask, "Is there an Al Qaeda 
presence in Chicago, in San Francisco, in Boston?" And typically the reaction I 
would get is, "What's Al Qaeda?" 

But not with John. John knew what Al Qaeda was; he was among the first 
people to see the bin Laden threat. He believed there was a bin Laden network 
in the United States even if he couldn't prove it. So he was constantly trying to 
prove it, because of what he understood about the Al Qaeda network and the 
rest of the world, he said, "It's inconceivable that they're not here."

 

What did he understand that nobody else understood?

I think he understood, first of all, that Al Qaeda wasn't a nuisance -- that what Al Qaeda said in its 
documents and bin Laden's speeches was the truth. He said to me once, "You know, it's like Mein 
Kampf. Hitler wrote Mein Kampf when Hitler was just a jerk. No one took him seriously, so no 
one read the book, or if they read the book, they didn't believe he would try to do what was in the 
book. [John] said, "Bin Laden's just like this. When you read what this guy says he's going to do, 
he's serious. He is going to try to do it in the Middle East, and there are a lot of people who support 
him. A lot of people are giving this guy money. We have to take him seriously, because what he 
says he's going to do is to go to war with the United States."

 

Was he, were you, listened to?

Yes, slowly. Certainly after the embassy bombing in Africa in 1998, it was very obvious that what 
John was saying, what I was saying, was right: that this was more than a nuisance; that this was a 
real threat. But I don't think everyone came to the understanding that it was an existential threat. 
The question was, "This group is more than a nuisance, but are they worth going to war with? 
After all, they've only attacked two embassies. Maybe that's a cost of doing business. This kind of 
thing happens. Yes, we should spend some time some energy trying to get them, but it's not the 
number one priority we have." ...

I think if you ask most terrorism experts in the mid-1990s, "Name the major terrorist organizations 
that might be a threat to the United States," they would have said Hezbollah, which had a 
relationship with Iran. They would have said Hamas, which is a Palestinian group. Most people 
would not have said Al Qaeda. Most people wouldn't have known that there was an Al Qaeda. 

If you ask them, "Well, what about this man bin Laden?" most people in the mid-1990s would 
have said, "Ah, yes, the terrorist financier." What O'Neill said was, "No, this man is not a 
financier. Yes, he's got some of his own money, and he's very good at raising money from other 
people. But that's not all he's about. The money is money for a purpose. The purpose is building a 
worldwide terrorist network based out of Afghanistan, initially based out of Sudan, but then 
moved to Afghanistan. A worldwide terrorist network, the point of which is going after the United 
States, after governments friendly to the United States, particularly in the Arab world." So O'Neill 
did see early on that this was more than just another terrorist group. It was a serious threat it was in 
the process of building. ...

 

In 1997, he gives the Chicago speech where he says, "We should expect an attack." He's 
talking in that same period of time -- or a little after -- about cells within the country. How 
common was this belief at FBI and NSA?

In 1997, I think there were only a handful of us who knew that there were Al Qaeda cells in the 
United States. When my boss, National Security Adviser Sandy Berger, would ask the FBI in a 
formal meeting, "Is there an Al Qaeda presence in the United States?" their formal answer would 
be, "We don't know of one, and we don't think there is one." But if you asked O'Neill, or you had 
asked me, a few others, including some people in the CIA, the answer would have been, "We can't 
prove it yet, but we see the smoke, and where there's smoke, there's fire." Sure, there were cells. 
We weren't able to prove it at the time. 

But what John O'Neill was trying to do was to get a momentum going in the FBI to look seriously 
for those cells, to look for the connections which, frankly, most FBI offices were not doing. It was 
not one of the priorities in most FBI field offices.

 

 

 
       U.S. Attorney, Southern District of New York, 1993-2002

 

One of the things that John and I shared was recognizing and never letting go 
of the view of how dangerous bin Laden was and is. You heard in the media 
and elsewhere, and in some quarters, that maybe he wasn't such a big force in 
terrorism. You heard that as late as during the embassy bombings trial, which 
didn't end until May 2001, that really we had made too much of him. He wasn't 
as big a player as law enforcement, John O'Neill, the U.S. Attorney's office, 
Director Freeh, and Attorney General Reno thought he was; that really, we 
were making too much of him. You don't want to raise his profile so that he has 
a greater following.

But in terms of how major a player he was and is, John O'Neill certainly recognized that as early 
as anyone, and maintained that view until John died. It was very sad. 

 

Were you all becoming -- the word "obsessed" is not the right word -- but focused by him, in 
a big way, by then?

I think "obsessed" is perhaps the right word; very concerned. Very concerned about not the "if," 
but the "where, when, and what." Would it be future attacks? John O'Neill certainly lived and 
breathed that 24/7, as we would say, as did some of the rest of us, as well.

You're constantly trying to put more pieces together, so that you could learn more, stop more, 
prevent more, but clearly knowing -- and I think John O'Neill said it certainly before Sept. 11 -- 
we're due for a big one, and very worried about that. When you're as worried about that level of 
risk and danger, as he was, and we were, you spend most of your waking hours -- and most of your 
hours are waking -- worrying about that, and trying to learn more. 

 

Did he ever indicate to you that he was frustrated at his inability to convince others of the 
importance of this?

From time to time. But clearly a lot of people within the FBI and within our government did 
recognize how dangerous the risk was, and were working hand in glove with John and others on 
that risk and trying to learn more. But occasionally he would express, "They don't seem to get it," 
without any specificity. 

But for the most part, I think our government did grasp pretty early on, partly because John 
educated them about how serious the risk was. But no one I can think of breathed it, lived it, 
breathed it, worried about it more than John O'Neill.

 

From what I've read, speeches he's given he believed earlier than many and couldn't really 
convince as many people as he felt he needed to that Al Qaeda was here, that there were the 
sleeper cells in the United States. Is that your memory of it?

To an extent. But again, I wouldn't isolate it to sleeper cells in the United States. This is a global 
problem, a global risk. A lot was occurring from abroad, and not in the United States. I think John 
recognized that. What he wanted to be sure of is that everybody realized it could also be occurring 
in the United States. So whenever anyone flipped up on the radar screen of interest, we should 
pursue them very vigorously, even if major portions of the plot were being directed from abroad, 
which I think he recognized, too.

Again, if ever he confronted anyone who he thought was not taking this seriously enough, he 
would rattle that cage and make a believer of them. 

 

 

 
       Former FBI Agent NYC - Counterterrorism

 

He realized that there was probably going to be some sort of Middle Eastern 
terrorist organizations having the operational base in this country. And we 
didn't have very good relations, or we hadn't developed good sources within 
that community, where we could start to understand what was going on in the 
various Muslim communities. 

He developed good working relationships with intelligence agencies in other 
countries like Great Britain, a lot of the Middle Eastern countries. He worked 
very hard at making sure that they knew exactly who he was and how he 
wanted to fight this. He wanted to make it a team effort. 

 

One of the things Dick Clarke told us was that, early on, he got the fact of the danger of there 
being domestic cells of Al Qaeda and fundamentalists in the country, while the FBI and the 
rest of the world didn't believe it. The official line was that it wasn't a possibility. Was that 
true? 

Yes. That was true. He fully believed that they had moved in and had cells here for a long time. 
On a daily basis, we were coming up with information that kind of leaned towards the fact that 
groups were coming in from various parts of the world. We couldn't really find out what they were 
about, but we could see movements of groups into this country. 

 

Bin Laden -- how personal a fight was this? 

I think what he realized is you have to know your enemy in order to be able to fight him well. I 
don't think that he was personalizing anything. He just realized that he really needed to know and 
understand this man's thoughts, his ideologies, and where he thought bin Laden would be looking 
and moving next. He was very academic about that. 

 

It sounds like ... John O'Neill was a storehouse for all this information. He was good at three-
dimensional chess and able to complete the pictures and see where the connections were. 

I think John started to see the big picture and to see the connectivity, since his investigative team 
had been the first to investigate a lot of these cases. The Washington field office had also been 
involved in some of these investigations, but John was able to get process on a lot of these people, 
including bin Laden early on. Because of that, every time an incident thereafter occurred, John 
would fight with Washington to make sure that we constantly took the lead on these investigations. 
So we would build this intelligence base, and so we would have investigators that had the 
institutional knowledge and that was the way it was. New York agents had the most knowledge 
out there on these groups.

 

Why is that important?

It's important because then you don't have to go back and reinvent the wheel. We didn't have, and 
still don't have, the databases that we really need to do the job. Until those databases are in place, 
it's going to be very hard for an investigative team, say, from Los Angeles or Miami or anywhere 
else to grab ahold of one of these cases and be up to speed right away. It's the group and the 
grassroots -- those investigators who you send out there who've seen the picture before. Once they 
hear a name, they know the relationship that he has with all the other loosely affiliated groups.

 

 

 
       Senior Producer, ABC News

 

How would O'Neill work something like Al Qaeda from your perspective? 

John was a guy who threw himself into something and he absorbed everything 
he could get his hands on. Obviously a lot of this had to do with intelligence 
that was coming in from sources in the U.S. intelligence community. But he 
reached out. John reached out to other services such as the Jordanians who 
knew a lot about this guy. He reached out to the British. He reached out to 
other services like the Egyptians, who knew about the Egyptian fundamentalist 
movement. 

John would throw himself into trying to absorb as much information as he could from all sources, 
including myself, because he understood that as a journalist, there were certain things that I had 
access to that he didn't have access to. I could go to Afghanistan; he couldn't. So he reached out to 
everybody. I know he was, in that time period, trying to absorb as much information as he could. 

 

By then, of course, he's completely obsessed with [bin Laden]. People tell us that he's sitting 
at home watching videotapes of him from everybody. True story?

Yes. He was obsessed by him; I think there's no question about it. He wanted to absorb as much 
information as he could about this guy. He wanted to know what made him tick. He wanted to 
know where he was, what he was doing, and what his approach was and where his assets were. He 
was completely obsessed by the guy; there's no question about that. 

 

When you would sit around, have dinner 

When he and I got together, we always talked about terrorism. What he was anguished by was 
how much he didn't know. He knew certain things and he saw certain pieces, but he always knew 
that there was so much more that he didn't know, and that's what spooked him. What spooked him 
and what really used to drive him crazy was what he didn't know, and how much was out there that 
he didn't know. 

 

 
       Deputy to the U.S. Attorney General 1995-2002

 

 

When does the light bulb go on for John O'Neill about Al Qaeda and 
Osama bin Laden?

From his time down in the international terrorism section at headquarters in 
Washington, as he begins to see the Ramzi Yousef case and World Trade 
Center, as things begin to progress, John completely throws himself into this. 
He's reading everything he can get his hands on about radical fundamentalism. 
So I think it was probably before World Trade Center that this issue of radical fundamentalism sort 
of raises itself on his scope. He's already beginning to focus on it before the first World Trade 
Center, and think about it and look at the implications of it.

By the time the first World Trade Center bombing happens, from things he said to me, he's already 
got in his mind this is a major and long-term problem for us that we are ill-equipped to deal with. 
Not because we lack the commitment to deal with it, but because it's a mindset he's now read, he's 
studied it. He really believes this is a mindset that will be so difficult to us to counter because it's 
so alien to us, the whole thinking of it, that he's not sure we're well prepared to deal with it. 
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Colleagues describe the significant obstacles O'Neill faced as the investigation's 
on-scene commander in Yemen: a U.S. ambassador who arguably wanted full 
control, uncooperative Yemeni officials, a generally hostile environment, and 
ultimately, the failure of FBI headquarters to fully support O'Neill. Drawn from 
the full interviews with Richard Clarke, Mary Jo White, Barry Mawn, Clint 
Guenther and Chris Isham.

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
       NSC Coordinator for Counterterrorism, 1992-2001

 

I think there were two things going on in Yemen. The first thing was the 
government of Yemen didn't want us to know all the details; in part, because 
that would reveal that some low-level people in the Yemeni government may 
have been part of the conspiracy; in part, because it would have shown that the 
Yemeni government didn't really have control over a large section of Yemen; 
in part because it would have shown that Yemen was filled with terrorists from 
a whole variety of different organizations. So Yemen didn't want to cooperate 
fully, didn't want us to see everything that was there.

The other thing that was going on was that you had an U.S. ambassador who wanted to be fully in 
control of everything that every American official did in the country, and resented the fact that 
suddenly there were hundreds of FBI personnel in the country and only a handful of State 
Department personnel. She wanted good relations with Yemen as the number one priority. 

John O'Neill wanted to stop terrorism as the number one priority, and the two conflicted. Almost 
all of us who were following the details in Washington, whether we were in the Justice 
Department, the FBI, the White House, State Department, the Defense Department -- almost all of 
us thought that John O'Neill was doing the right thing. 

But the State Department has to support its ambassador. State Department doesn't have a lot of 
assets. It doesn't have a lot of airplanes or a lot of guns. It's basically got its ambassador. It's got a 
letter to every ambassador from the president of the United States saying, "You, Ambassador, are 
my personal representative in the country. You're in charge of everything the United States does." 
So when the ambassador makes the decision, the State Department feels, for institutional reasons, 
that they have to back her up. 

So I think even though the people we were working with in the State Department who were 
following the case thought the ambassador was wrong, nonetheless, they decided to back her up.

 

 
       Head of the FBI's New York office, 2000-2002

 

Were Washington headquarters or the FBI happy that O'Neill was going 
[to Yemen]?

My recollection is that I got questioned on it, "Is John the best guy to send?" I 
had no hesitancy, and said, "Absolutely, he's the best guy to send."

 

But soon there's friction between the U.S. ambassador in Yemen, Barbara Bodine, and 
O'Neill. 

Initially, some of the main areas of disagreement were security, amounts of people that were over 
in Yemen, as well as, potentially, who was in charge and who was running it.

That being said, with the FBI and with John, there's no question that we recognize the ambassador 
is the person in charge, the president's representative in a foreign country; the person, overall, 
responsible for everything that happens with U.S. citizens over there. 

But we also take a view recognizing that, if there's an investigation, that we're in charge of the 
investigation. We don't cut in people just for the sake of them being in the know. We realize, 
obviously, the ambassador should be briefed as to what's going on, what's happening and, in 
particular, if we're encountering any difficulties.

To a certain extent, some of the reporting that John told me is that she became very involved, and 
wanted to know exactly what was going on, when and where. And that's kind of contrary to our 
thinking. If there's a need to know, or if it's something that's obviously going to impact on those 
country authorities then, obviously, we'd tell. So that's one issue.

There was also, in John's mind, security -- [in] which I fully supported him -- that we go over as a 
big group. What we like to do is send over either a hostage rescue team or some of our SWAT 
fellows to provide security for the agent investigators, for the bomb techs, for the folks doing the 
Evidence Response Team. We like to have an in-house security. So we go as a pretty big package. 

When we initially responded, we were probably a couple hundred in strength. Being fair to the 
ambassador, she maybe got some flack from Yemen authorities as to the overwhelming U.S. 
government response to this particular incident, that we didn't need to be as strong as we were.

Again, I fully believed and supported John as far as security. Yemen is a tough country. I guess 
there's more guns than people. I don't know if it was particularly friendly to the U.S. investigators, 
so we wanted to be secure with our people. I didn't want to send anybody over there and get them 
hurt.

 

What is your sense of O'Neill's feelings as he comes up against these obstacles? 

I think he was very frustrated in that he wasn't being allowed to do his job, that he wasn't getting 
support, and that she was supporting the Yemen authorities, as opposed to the investigators and 
himself. Of course, our view on that is you're the U.S. ambassador. We understand your position. 
But you need to be weighing in for us more so than the Yemenis, and she had her own ideas. She 
basically wanted to have a smaller contingent of people over there as possible. That's not how we 
operate. Things just continued to escalate. 

I really think it became a personality conflict between the two of them. Whether she viewed John 
as coming in and trying to take over and was usurping her as the head U.S person or not, I don't 
know. But I think that was probably part of it. Again, I don't know. With these two individuals, I 
think from the get-go, they probably rankled one another, and it went from bad to worse.

 

In the upper echelons of the FBI, this may be confirming people's worst fears about O'Neill?  

There may have been people at FBI headquarters that were going, "See, I told you so. John does 
upset people, and get them upset. And maybe he wasn't the right guy." But that's all childish gossip 
and rumoring, as far as I'm concerned.

 

But it proved to be true in some ways.

In some ways. But at the same time, I'd balance that against, "Who is the right guy to go? What do 
we need to get done, and who's going to know what to do?" In that regard, there are very few in 
the FBI that had the criteria to go over and do the job that he did.

I should tell you the story. When I went over there, one of the complaints against him is that John 
didn't have any knowledge, that he was a cowboy; he was upsetting the Yemenis; he didn't know 
how to get along, and that they were all making complaints about him. Initially, I found that very 
hard to believe. I had seen John in New York with a lot of people from the Arab countries come in 
and visit with him. I know he had gone over there. I knew he was well thought of by Arab 
intelligence agencies and law enforcement. I knew he was well thought of by other U.S. 
ambassadors. So I had a hard time accepting this. 

I was there for about a week and half. One of the evenings that I went -- [the head of the PSO], 
which is the equivalent of the director of the FBI that we're talking to --he, unsolicited, said that 
when the USS Cole first happened, he said the entire government response was pretty large. He 
was referring to not only the FBI, but the State Department, the agency, and primarily the military. 
The military responded there in very big fashion, obviously, because the ship had been bombed. 
They had people hurt. So they came in there. 

I said, "Did you have a problem with our presence?" He said, "No, I never cared about the FBI. 
You could have a thousand FBI here, because we're both working to do the same thing. We're 
looking to get who's responsible for this. No, I have no problem with the FBI being here, and you 
can decide whatever you want as to how many you have here."

So that refuted anything that I heard. It was also said that they didn't like him. I mean, that was 
clearly not observed by me in going with these visits every night.

 

Then January 2001 comes, and O'Neill wants to go back to Yemen. But Ambassador Bodine 
wouldn't give him clearance. 

What it told me is that, clearly, the ambassador had the upper hand, she was backed by the State 
Department, and that we had to find another way of addressing it. 

 

How did O'Neill handle it?

I think John was upset. This didn't help him. She was badmouthing him. She had caused a stir at 
headquarters. I actually think John was more disappointed that our headquarters didn't back us as 
far as sending him back, and taking a stronger stand with the State Department. Eventually, our 
headquarters said, "Let's try and work around." 

 

What did that say to you about headquarters and John O'Neill?

On that particular issue, they decided that they weren't going to take that on. They got to make that 
their other options, as opposed to having a turf battle with State Department. They may have been 
right; I'm not saying they were wrong there. But I felt the investigation was important. 

 

Did we lose anything by not sending John O'Neill back into that place? 

I felt that we didn't progress as quickly as we could have by John not going back. John kind of 
held their feet to the fire. He had developed the relationship with the head of the PSO. By John not 
going back, we lost contact with the head of PSO. The director of the PSO is not going to see 
John's deputy or lower-level people. So there's that protocol situation.

If we had sent him back, I think the information and progress in the investigation would have gone 
quicker and smoother. I think we were somewhat frustrated. There was a deliberate slowing down. 
I think John could have kept that on track.

 

 

 
       U.S. Attorney, Southern District of New York, 1993-2002

 

My sense in Yemen, to the extent I can talk about it, is that it was a difficult 
relationship, although it improved over time with the Yemeni officials, unlike 
Nairobi and Dar-es-Salaam after the East Africa embassy bombings, where you 
had a model of almost instantaneous cooperation. That was not the situation on 
the ground in Yemen. So it was a harder nut to crack in that way, in terms of 
getting full access to witnesses and so forth.

I think there is no question that the State Department had a different view of 
what was necessary to do, and how to go about it, than John O'Neill did. So it 

was a difficult situation from beginning to end, where people were not in agreement as to how best 
to break through the barriers that were there. 

But John gained the respect, and he was on the ground over there for a substantial period of time. 
He gained the respect gradually of the president of the highest government officials over there, and 
we've seen the fruits of those relationships -- and we still are. After Sept. 11, the cooperation 
improved even more, and that has been explicitly attributed to their respect for John O'Neill and 
the fact that he died.

 

Is it as simple in Yemen as the fact that Ambassador Bodine did not like John and John 
didn't like her, and they just didn't connect in some way? 

I don't think personalities meshed. But I think the difficulties went far beyond that. It was difficult, 
irrespective of how that relationship would have been. And no question, there were some 
differences -- as there typically can be -- in points of view between our diplomatic side of the brain 
and our law enforcement side of the brain. I think that certainly was present in Yemen.

But it would be over-simplifying to really a significant degree to say it was a personality clash that 
was the problem over there. There was an element of that, but the problem went much deeper. It 
involved earning the confidence of the Yemeni authorities, too, which is still an ongoing process.

 

[There are people] who say maybe John O'Neill harmed the effort more than he helped it. 

No, I say not a chance they're right. His elbows made more things happen, not fewer things 
happen. That's not to say that, as to a particular individual, he might not have been more successful 
getting their cooperation with a different approach. But in the long term and across the board, he 
needed those elbows, and I'm glad he had them. 

 

 

 
       Former FBI Agent NYC - Counterterrorism

 

Do you remember his first phone call back to you where he mentioned 
[Ambassador] Bodine and what his reaction to all this was?

One of his first calls back where you knew that he was having problems with 
the ambassador was when he had gotten his people into Aden and realized that 
there were no facilities available for them to stay. There was no hotel available. 
A lot of other government agencies had sent people over there. A lot of 
intelligence groups had sent people, and there was absolutely no place for FBI 
personnel to stay. The ambassador basically just said, "Let them sleep on the 
floor in the ballroom, because we're not finding additional facilities for them." 

And John, being a guy who always took care of his troops was just incensed that she would not try 
to find some sort of accommodations so that he could make his people as comfortable as possible 
also. Right then and there, you knew that there was going to be strife between the two, because 
John was going to take care of his people, and he was going to do everything he possible could to 
make sure that they had what they needed to conduct their investigation. 

 

So what was the next problem with Bodine?

The next thing with her was guns, weapons. She couldn't understand why our personnel needed to 
be armed. She wanted the weapons sent out of the country immediately. As a matter of fact, I think 
she even commanded that they turn in their weapons the next military flight that came through, 
they would all be shuttled out of the country. John wouldn't stand for that. He stood his ground on 
that and did win the fight.

The next battle that I recall that they had was over manpower. The ambassador decided that there 
were absolutely too many people involved in this investigation. She made an arbitrary decision as 
to how many she thought that O'Neill would need to conduct his investigation. If memory serves 
me right, I think 27 was the number or something like that. She came up with this number. I don't 
know how she derived that number, but she did.

Therefore, John was only allowed to have 27 people in the country at a time and, if he wanted to 
bring in, say, five additional specialized investigators, well then five people would have to leave. 
This became impossible for John O'Neill to comprehend, because he wanted his people there. He 
wanted them there now. He didn't want to have to give up people. He didn't want to give up 
security personnel in order to bring investigators in. But that's what she was forcing him to do was 
to make these compromises and he was incensed by that.

 

So what did he do?

He did learn to play her game to some degree. Every time he wanted to try to get some personnel 
in, they would be in negotiations to try to say, "Well, I can't lose five people. Can I send out three 
people for the five?" Depending on any given day or argument, he would win certain concessions. 
That's the way he had to play to game.

 

So what was this doing to the investigation?

It was bogging it down. I mean, surely we could've used all the manpower. It would've helped to 
have had as many people as possible early on. It would have benefited her also, because we 
could've gotten accomplished what needed to be done as far as evidence recovery, going over the 
crime scene, and moving on. 

 

Tell me about the phone call that he was talking about with his dealing with the ambassador. 

It was sometime early on in his stay over there. But it was after he had several encounters with 
Madame Ambassador that he called back one time and I got him on the phone. I think we were 
getting ready to do a conference call. He says in the impish way that he could have, "Clint. I have 
tried everything in my power to win this woman over with my O'Neill charm, but it just isn't 
working. I don't understand this." So he laughed at himself and went on.

That was the way it was. I don't think that he ever hated the woman or had any real dislike for her. 
He just couldn't understand why he couldn't get her to see his way and to deal with him.

 

To some extent, perhaps headquarters helped or didn't help enough in clearing it up and 
standing behind John O'Neill?

I think the stance in Washington at all levels was that Ms. Bodine was coming to the end of her 
tenure over there and would be rotating out in August of last year anyway, so let's just let it flow 
and have the transition occur normally. That didn't help O'Neill's case at all, because there was still 
a lot of investigative time between present, when they were having the problems, and when she 
was going to be leaving.

 

They were out for months?

They were out for a month or a little bit more than a month. Probably around July that we started 
focusing on coming up with a plan and working with the embassy over there to try to establish a 
reentry. That's when John said, "Well, I'll go over and sit down with the ambassador and we'll 
work out the details," and she denied him entry into the country.

John kind of wore that as, I think, a badge of some type. He was very amused that it was 
determined that he was persona non grata. He never got furious over it. He was kind of tickled by 
it.

 

Now we know the connections. There were connections between some of the individuals there 
in Yemen and the Malaysian meetings and some of the [9/11] hijackers. There were dots to 
be connected. What did we lose by, months before 9/11, having to pull out the best people to 
investigate the case, having to pull them out of Yemen? 

That's hard to say, what we lost. We could've lost a lot. We could've lost the intelligence that 
could've connected that dot to the World Trade Center. I don't know that to be a fact, but a lot of 
the Al Qaeda people are coming out of Yemen. A lot of the Yemenis are involved. I think if we 
could have had better investigative effort over there, had been able to build the confidence of the 
local law enforcement, we may have been able to find people, interrogate them, and get a lot more 
intelligence that would have shown us something going on.

 

 

 
       Senior Producer, ABC News

 

This was a case that he was really pushing hard on. He understood that Yemen 
was critical to [Al Qaeda]; that this wasn't just a venue where they set off a 
bomb; that there were connections between Yemen and East Africa, and 
Yemen and Afghanistan, and Yemen and Europe; and that this was very much 
of an important operational base for these guys. If he could illuminate that 
base, he could begin to really put a dent in this network. That is one of the 
reasons he was pushing so hard on the investigation of the bombing of the USS 
Cole. 

He felt enormously frustrated in that investigation as well because of the complex nature of the 
Yemeni government. The Yemeni government was divided, and you had good guys and bad guys. 
The depth of support for bin Laden and the bin Laden network was very serious in Yemen. There 
were deep tentacles that that organization had, going back many, many years.

O'Neill understood that. He understood that this was a very important challenge, that it was critical 
for the United States to try to really get at what happened in Yemen, and he was blocked from 
doing that. He was blocked from doing that by the Yemeni government or by elements of the 
Yemeni government. But he didn't feel that he had the backup from the U.S. government that he 
needed to really do the job.

I also think that there were some unfair raps about John in Yemen. He actually had forged very 
good relationships with many of the Yemeni officials and had a very good relationship with many 
of the Yemenis. At one point, he had a Yemeni delegation up in New York and he was taking him 
up in helicopters and flying him around. There was a whole group of people in Yemen that were 
really doing everything they could to try to move that investigation forward.

The problem is there were other guys in that government who were trying to do everything to 
prevent that investigation from going forward. And unfortunately, the U.S. government wasn't 
giving John the kind of backup that he needed to move the thing forward.

We don't know what would have happened if John could have done his job in Yemen, if John had 
been able to do his job in Yemen and had really had the full backup to go and to really push in 
Yemen, to walk those tracks back, to investigate fully who the perpetrators were of the attack on 
the USS Cole and what kind of networks he could have exposed.

But we do know that there were Yemenis involved in the attacks of Sept. 11. We know that at least 
one of the hijackers was a Yemeni. We know there were other Yemenis that were involved. So is it 
possible that if he had been able to really open up that network and really expose that network that 
he could have, in some way, deterred the tragedy of Sept. 11? I don't think we know. But it's sad, 
because we won't know the answer to that. I think he would have at least had a fighting chance, if 
he had been able to do his job. ...
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From: John O'Neill 
To: Lou Gunn 
Subject: retirement 
Date: Wed, 22 Aug 2001 10:03:05 -0400

Dear Mr. Gunn:

By now you may have heard that I am retiring from the FBI after 31 years of what I believe was 
loyal and dedicated service. Today is my last day.

I want you and those USS Cole family members you are in contact with, [to know] that the FBI 
has and will continue to work hard on the investigation in Yemen and where ever else the case 
takes them. There has been an assessment team which was in Yemen in early August and an 
advance team is about to depart to Yemen within the next week. The FBI will be back in Yemen 
with full resources by early September if all goes well.

In my 31 years of government service, my proudest moment was when I was selected to lead the 
investigation of the attack on the USS Cole. I have put my all into the investigation and truly 
believe that significant progress has been made. Unknown to you and the families is that I have 
cried with your loss. All Americans share your pain.

I will keep you and all the families in my prayers and will continue to track the investigation as a 
civilian. Mr. Kenneth Maxwell of the New York office will be heading the investigation and he 
can be reached at [deleted]. My personal e-mail is [deleted] if you want to stay in touch. I thank 
you for all your support.

God bless you, your loved ones, the families, and God bless America.

John
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Statement of John P. O'Neill, Section Chief, National Security Division, Federal Bureau of 
Investigation

Hearing on Terrorist Use of Nuclear/Biological/Chemical Agents 

Before the Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations 
United States Senate 

November 1, 1995 

Mr. Chairman, 

Thank you for the opportunity to address your subcommittee on the threat caused by the 
proliferation of nuclear, biological, and chemical (NBC) weapons. I'd also like to tell you about the 
measures which have been taken by the Federal Bureau of Investigation to detect, prevent, and 
respond to the use of NBC in the United States. 

As you know, special weapons proliferation concerns the spread of weapons of mass destruction 
(WMD) and their delivery systems. The FBI is the primary agency for foreign counterintelligence 
and counterterrorism investigations within the United States. The FBI has developed and 
coordinates a special weapons proliferation program in order to prevent the malevolent use and/or 
proliferation of WMD, including nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons in the United States. 
The program relies on proactive domestic programs, foreign counterintelligence investigations in 
the United States, criminal investigations, counterterrorism investigations, close coordination with 
the intelligence community, and international cooperation. As we have seen in our recent 
investigations, the ramifications of a terrorist act committed in the United States are great. The 
potential for the loss of life and damaging psychological effects from a terrorist attack in the 
United States involving NBC are even greater. Simply put, we can't afford one such attack. 
Fortunately, to date, our investigations in the United States reveal no intelligence that rogue 
nations using terrorism, international terrorist groups, or domestic terrorist groups are planning to 
use these deadly weapons. We remain vigilant, however, to the possibility of NBC terrorism, by 
pursuing intelligence and countermeasures programs that are well coordinated and well exercised. 
Our first goal is to prevent such an incident from occurring. Secondly, we must ensure we have the 
capabilities to respond swiftly and decisively should an attack occur. 

I'd like to speak about the threat of nuclear terrorism first. 

Within the past few years, there have been hundreds of reports of international smuggling 
incidents involving nuclear material. The FBI has been involved in numerous nuclear smuggling 
investigations. In evaluating this threat to date, there are no known instances where such nuclear 
weapons or weapons-grade nuclear materials have actually existed or been purchased in the United 
States. However, the FBI continues to investigate vigorously all allegations related to nuclear 
threats within our jurisdiction. 

One of our most recent successful initiatives in this area was the FBI-sponsored international law 
enforcement conference on nuclear smuggling, held from April 18 to April 20, 1995, at the FBI 
academy. Among the 150 participants were law enforcement representatives from 23 foreign 
countries, including the Russian Federation and the newly independent states. This conference 
displayed unparalleled cooperation between law enforcement and intelligence entities and 
culminated in an invaluable exchange, where participants examined the international criminal 
problem of nuclear smuggling and its counterintelligence and terrorism implications. 

With regard to nuclear terrorism, it is acknowledged that the production of a nuclear weapon 
would entail considerable technical expertise and funding, thereby lessening the likelihood of such 
an incident at this time. 

The ability of terrorists to obtain and employ C/B agents, however, is no longer subject to 
speculation. The sarin gas attacks in Japan earlier this year, allegedly carried out by Aum 
Shinrikyo, crossed the threshold with the use of a nerve agent to attack a civilian population. In 
response to the March 20, 1995 attack in the Tokyo subway system, the FBI opened a criminal 
investigation based upon a violation of Title 18, U.S. Code, Section 2331, which authorizes FBI 
extraterritorial investigation. As a result, we dispatched FBI agents to Japan. We have 
extraterritorial jurisdiction in this matter because two American citizens were victims of the sarin 
gas attack. Thankfully, both of them survived their injuries. The FBI is unable to confirm any 
additional investigations, if any, as this would be classified information. 

Despite the fact that conventional methods of attack are the proven choice of terrorist 
organizations to date, the use of a C/B weapon or agent can no longer be ruled out, as the sarin gas 
attack in Tokyo demonstrated. Other groups may be inspired to employ C/B weapons for future 
terrorist attacks due to the worldwide attention the Japanese attacks received. 

Low production cost, ease of concealment, and lethality make some C/B agents possible terrorist 
weapons. Due to the relative ease with which a C/B weapon could be acquired or constructed by a 
terrorist or terrorist group, the FBI remains vigilant to that possibility through our active 
investigations and close coordination with the intelligence community. In consideration of the 
magnitude and potential catastrophic consequences of the release of such a weapon, the FBI 
aggressively pursues countermeasures programs and the readiness to respond to and mitigate the 
consequences of such an attack. 

However, the only documented C/B attack in the United States involves the use of a biological 
agent, which occurred in Oregon in 1984, when two members of a sect produced and dispensed 
salmonella bacteria in restaurants in order to affect the outcome of a local election. 715 persons 
were affected; fortunately there were no fatalities. 

The FBI recently concluded a case involving subjects who had manufactured ricin, which is a 
deadly poison derived from castor bean seeds. This extremely toxic poison is easily prepared, and 
all of the materials necessary to produce it, as well as the instructions on its production, were 
acquired from publicly available sources. The four individuals investigated for producing the ricin 
espoused extremist antigovernment, anti-tax ideals, and advocated the violent overthrow of the 
government. For the ricin poisoning, they had specifically targeted a deputy U.S. marshal who had 
previously served papers on one of them for tax violations. To carry out the poisoning, the subjects 
mixed the ricin with a solvent which would allow its absorption into the bloodstream. They 
conspired to smear the ricin mixture on doorknobs or steering wheels in order to poison their 
victim. 

The FBI intervened in time to prevent the attack. This case is the first biological weapons 
investigation brought to trial and successfully prosecuted under the biological weapons 
antiterrorism act of 1989. On Feb. 28, 1995, two defendants in the case were found guilty under 
Title 18, U.S. Code, Sections 175 and 2, naming them principals in the ricin poisoning conspiracy. 
Two additional subjects involved were recently convicted on Oct. 25, 1995, for violation of Title 
18, U.S. Code, Sections 175 and 371, naming them co-conspirators. 

There is a valid concern over the relative ease with which biological materials and chemical 
precursors can be obtained. For example, in May 1995 an individual is alleged to have acquired 
three vials of yersina pestis, the organism which causes bubonic plague, from a bio-medical supply 
company. The material was recovered, unopened, by law enforcement officials, and the individual 
was arrested and charged with fraud. On June 27, 1995, the individual was indicted by a federal 
grand jury on three counts of fraud by wire for opening the account by phone, faxing letterhead 
memo with an fraudulent environmental protection agency number and ordering the three vials, 
which had been shipped via federal express. 

To date, these are the only cases involving the potential use of biological agents that the FBI has 
investigated where prosecution has been sought. On recent occasions, the FBI has responded to 
communicated threats of NBC terrorist attacks; to include the initiation of threat credibility 
assessments in accordance with guidelines set forth in our operational NBC contingency plans. 
The threat credibility assessment process entails coordination with other entities of the U.S. 
government to examine available information on the threat and determine its viability from a 
technical, operational, and behavioral standpoint. To date, all of these alleged threats have been 
determined to be hoaxes. 

As the lead law enforcement agency in responding to acts of NBC terrorism or criminal related 
NBC incidents in the United States, the FBI has taken many actions in order to deal with this 
emerging threat. For example, we have developed and maintain crisis management plans to 
respond to a domestic NBC terrorist threat or incident, to include procedures for assessing threat 
credibility, operational federal law enforcement response, notifying pertinent agencies, and 
deploying the necessary technical resources to assist FBI field operations and local authorities in 
investigating, containing, and minimizing the consequences of the threat. 

Operational plans for response to a C/B terrorist threat or incident are delineated in the FBI's C/B 
incident contingency plan; and, for a nuclear or radiological threat or incident, the nuclear incident 
response plan. These plans, which have been in effect since the late 1980s, are continually updated 
and revised, most recently, in June, 1995. The contingency plans have been constructed to provide 
a blueprint for a federal law enforcement crisis management response to an NBC incident. These 
plans outline and clarify the operational procedures that we will follow if faced with an NBC 
threat or incident. 

The plans are also designed to marshall the appropriate federal tactical, technical, scientific, and 
medical support to bolster the FBI's investigative and crisis management abilities and to augment 
local and state resources in addressing the threat inherent in an NBC incident. The contingency 
plans emphasize coordination between all participants and are particularly concerned with the 
bridge between the law enforcement crisis management activities and the management of the 
consequences of the crisis. 

The first priority of the plans are public safety and the preservation of life. In a terrorist or criminal-
related NBC incident, the FBI will assume the lead investigative and crisis management role, in 
association with local law enforcement authorities, to successfully resolve the incident. 

Based on the specific details of an incident, law enforcement responsibilities will be resolved or no 
longer a priority, and the federal emergency management agency (FEMA) will subsequently 
assume consequence management responsibility for the incident. The FBI's NBC incident 
contingency plans clarify and address this issue and provides guidance regarding the federal 
management transition from the FBI to FEMA in this context. 

Earlier this year, FBI headquarters tasked the 56 domestic FBI field offices to conduct C/B 
terrorism exercises in each of their regions in accordance with guidelines set forth in the C/B 
incident contingency plan. This includes coordination and participation by other public safety 
agencies who would be involved in a C/B incident; including first responders, regional offices of 
supporting federal agencies, and state emergency management agencies who would be involved in 
consequence management at such an incident. Each of the 56 field offices has taken action in 
response to this tasking and are in the process of planning and conducting C/B exercises. 

Through vigilance in our investigations and active cooperative exchanges with the intelligence 
community, we remain alert for terrorist intentions to acquire or employ weapons of mass 
destruction. We continue to improve our capabilities to respond to threats of NBC through active 
coordination with supporting federal agencies. We continue to develop, plan, and deliver NBC-
related training for our personnel. We continue the analysis of exercises conducted to date, which 
have been devoted to crisis management of NBC threats and continue to develop new exercises. 

In conclusion, the FBI continues to be vigilant both in its intelligence collection/analysis to 
prevent an NBC incident, and in our plan for a response should an NBC incident occur in the 
United States. 
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-Introduction

Good morning. Thank you for your invitation to the beautiful city of Madrid. It is a pleasure to be 
with you today to discuss law enforcement coordination, cooperation, how it functions, and in 
some cases does not function, in the multipolice environment of the United States and how U.S. 
agencies partner with the private sector to work together to reduce crime.

As a representative of the federal branch of the U.S. Government's law enforcement community, I 
want to thank the Spanish Police Foundation and the University for this opportunity to come 
together with law enforcement colleagues and share experiences and best practices. I am very 
interested to learn from your experiences here in Europe and my colleagues in the U.S. continue to 
study the dramatic changes occurring in European Law Enforcement as a result of the European 
Union.

In 1998, Thomas Friedman wrote an opinion article in The New York Times editorial section. In 
the article he discussed the three innovations which each company and/or country in the world 
would have to develop to be successful in the New Millennium.

First, he discussed the importance of information management -- the need to not only collect 
information but the need to analyze, store, and retrieve this information in a usable format. How 
much more successful could we all be if we really knew what our agencies really know?

Second, he discussed the critical need for self-inspection and analysis and the ability to reinvent 
companies and governments based upon emerging trends and patterns. We do this everyday in 
addressing new crime patterns and the new ways criminals commit frauds and crimes against 
persons and properties. We continue to perfect new ways to more rapidly identify emerging crime 
trends and reinvent ways our agencies can respond more effectively and efficiently to these crimes.

And lastly, Friedman discusses in his article the need for companies and countries to strategically 
partner. This is what we have come to discuss here. If the United Airlines can partner with Delta 
Airlines and Iberia Airlines can partner with American Airlines and Cathay Pacific Airlines, why 
can we not continue the all important work of strategic partnering both within the U.S. and 
countries of Europe, and throughout the free world? We can also look to develop better partnership 
between the public and private sector in many areas.

Given finite resources and the increasing complexity of criminal and national security 
investigations, partnering is the centerpiece of how we in the U.S. function in accomplishing our 
mission. Today, to best explain this approach, I will concentrate my remarks on three areas: the U.
S. law enforcement structure and cooperation in the United States, partnering between the public 
and private sector, and coordination with police in other countries.

 

-U.S. Law Enforcement Structure in the United States

It is important to clarify that the United States does NOT have a national police force. Rather, we 
maintain a decentralized police system in line with core American values which would be in 
opposition to vesting total law enforcement authority with any one agency. The U.S. federal law 
enforcement system encompasses about a dozen agencies which are accountable to federal cabinet 
level ministries and the President of the United States, with oversight by Congress. Many of these 
agencies are singlemission departments, such as the Drug Enforcement Administration, charged 
with enforcement of drug laws, the Bureau of Internal Revenue, which investigates tax evasion, 
and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms, charged with enforcement of federal firearms 
statutes and the investigation of non-terrorist arsons and bombings. The United States Secret 
Service is responsible for the protection of the President, Vice President, and other official heads 
of state who visit the U.S. and for the enforcement of our counterfeiting laws. The FBI is the 
primary investigative agency for the U.S. Government, charged with enforcement of over 125 
federal violations.

All fifty U.S. states maintain their own statewide police agencies that are independent of the 
federal government. State police departments are accountable to their governor and the legislative 
guidelines of their states. You may be interested to hear that there is some variance from state to 
state on a number of investigative thresholds such as what constitutes drunk driving, for example. 
In addition to state police forces, there are approximately 17,000 local police agencies in 
communities across the United States, including county and city forces. There are also a number of 
special category police forces tasked with single interest authority, such as university campus 
police or park police.

U.S. law enforcement agencies at all three levels -- national, state, and local -- are increasingly 
integrating their efforts to combat criminal activities. When crime crosses over local, state, and 
national lines, which is the rule rather than the exception, cooperation must be the centerpiece of 
our effort and cooperative investigative resources are pooled in more an more cases

 

-Cooperative Efforts

Federal law enforcement works side by side with state and local law enforcement in a number of 
ways. We make tremendous use of liaison as it is clear that we must all work together to 
accomplish national priority objectives. We have found an especially effective way to make this 
work, through the use of interagency task forces. A task force is always a successful way of 
pooling resources and specializations and ensuring everyone gets credit for the good work that is 
accomplished. The law enforcement community makes use of task forces for a variety of 
investigative topics ranging from drugs, violent crime, child pornography, organized crime, and 
terrorism.

As an example, in the area of terrorism, federal law enforcement works with state and local law 
enforcement through Joint Terrorism Task Forces (JTTFs) to maximize interagency cooperation 
and coordination in addressing terrorism problems within the United States. JTTFs currently exist 
in 30 U.S. cities where 620 FBI Special Agents work side-by-side with over 486 local, state, and 
other federal law enforcement personnel. This initiative enhances interagency coordination, 
sharing of intelligence, and the capacity to obtain arrests and convictions in counterterrorism 
investigations. Experts from all agencies are marshaled together for maximum results and this 
system of task forces has reduced interagency fighting to an almost not-existent level.

From a violent crime perspective, U.S. federal law enforcement agencies work with state and local 
law police through SAFE STREETS TASK FORCES (SSTFs). SSTFs attack the gangs most 
responsible for violence through longterm, proactive, multi-agency efforts focusing on crimes of 
violence and the apprehension of violent fugitives. There are 175 SSTFs operating in 52 FBI field 
offices. They team nearly 730 FBI agents with 135 other federal agents and some 1,235 state and 
local law enforcement officers. Since the inception of SSTFs in 1992, violent crime rates in the 
United States have dropped for a variety of reasons, one of which is the contributions of the SSTF. 
Since the beginning of this initiative, there have been almost 192,895 arrests and over 61,370 
convictions or pretrial diversions.

Our work on strategic planning in the U.S. continues to be refined, however, much more work 
must be done. We have relied on formal Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) that are signed 
agreements which detail all parties' duties and responsibilities. These agreements cover 
deputization -- where all state and local law enforcement officers are first subjected to a detailed 
background investigation and must meet the same standards as FBI Special Agents. Thereafter, 
they are deputized as federal officers to establish their full competency and to cover liability 
issues. There are issues of compensation of overtime for state and local officers; on report writing 
-- one common, uniformed reporting system. The federal system for all personnel assigned to the 
task force is used. This information is then exchanged with the other agencies on the task force. 
Issues of supervision, of conflict resolution, and even the issue of which agency will provide the 
vehicles and who will pay for the gasoline, are covered by the MOUs.

Training is an area where additional refinement is needed. When bringing multiple agency 
personnel together, we must remember that each agency trains to various degrees differently. 
Enforcement actions such as car stops, and building entries/searches must be practiced by all 
members of the newly formed joint teams so all understand a common system. Firearms training 
and legal instruction fall under these same categories of common training needs.

When it comes time to take credit for the success of the task force's actions, even if an agency has 
only one officer on the task force, I believe all agencies must be given equal public credit. This can 
be accomplished through formal press conferences and/or releases.

Having said all of that, I still believe that it is personal relationships that make the success of these 
multi-agency endeavors. Relationships at all levels are important. From the officer/detective/agent 
level to the top bosses and all ranks in between, personal relationships and dedication to the 
common goal are the ingredients of success. For those of us at senior levels, I believe it is a critical 
element of leadership to foster excellent personal relationships with our colleagues and let our 
subordinates emulate our example.

 

-Services and Shared Resources

State and local law enforcement also interact frequently with various federal service organizations. 
In the increasingly globalized and high-tech environment in which modern law enforcement 
agencies must operate, information sharing, training, and technical assistance programs are an 
important aspect of the teamwork and partnership necessary to effectively handle the current 
investigative workload. Various law enforcement agencies provide a wide array of services and 
assistance programs ranging from criminal investigative issues, forensics, and technological 
expertise. As a manager in the FBI, I can share with you firsthand a few of the services we 
provide; most if not all are similar to those services provided by your European police agencies, 
which are complemented by a variety of other programs within the general law enforcement 
community.

The FBI Training Division operates the FBI National Academy (NA) at Quantico, Virginia, which 
provides professional development training and education to international, state, and local law 
enforcement organizations. The NA is one of the oldest law enforcement training programs in the 
world. Since 1935, over 30,000 graduates have completed the eleven-week law enforcement 
management course. The 205th NA class graduated on June 8, 2001. The FBI also trains over 
120,233 state and local police officers annually in the 3,319 courses it conducts in the United 
States.

The FBI Laboratory, which provides forensic and other scientific investigative support services, 
has secured interagency cooperation well since the mid-1930s. In particular, Evidence Response 
Teams specialize in organizing and conducting major evidence recovery operations and have made 
significant contributions in key investigations, including the Oklahoma City and U.S. Embassy 
bombings. The Laboratory also manages a national DNA indexing system that enables forensic 
laboratories throughout the country to exchange and compare DNA profiles electronically, thereby 
linking unsolved crimes to each other and known violent offenders.

The Criminal Justice Information Services (CJIS) is also an important link between the FBI and 
state and local law enforcement. CJIS provides fingerprint identification services and access to 
various important law enforcement repositories and automated communication networks. The 
CJIS Integrated Automated Fingerprint Identification System (IAFIS) provides two hour 
turnaround for electronic criminal submissions and 24-hour turnaround for civil fingerprint 
submissions. During the year 2000, 15,321,339 fingerprint cards were processed, resulting in 
6,209,404 identifications being made against existing records. The National Crime Information 
Center 2000 (NCIC 2000), a national computer index of documented crime and criminals and the 
brainchild of the International Association of Chiefs of Police, serves more than 107,000 law 
enforcement and criminal justice agencies and averages 2.3 million transactions per day. The 
National Instant Criminal Background System (NICS), operational since Nov. 30, 1998, has 
facilitated more than 19 million checks, resulting in over 160,000 gun purchases being denied.

 

-Case Example

An excellent illustration of the advantages and necessity of a cooperative law enforcement 
approach to counterterrorism is the interagency federal, state, and local collaboration surrounding 
the apparent millennial bomb plot in December 1999. On Dec. 14, Ahmed Ressam was arrested at 
the U.S.-Canadian border after attempting to enter the United States at Port Angeles, Washington 
(near Seattle). In Ressam's rented vehicle, U.S. Customs Agents found items that could be used to 
make several explosive devices. On Dec. 30, the FBI and the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service (INS) initiated a proactive effort to interview individuals in the United States who may 
have had information potentially helpful to ongoing counterterrorism investigations.

Ressam's arrest, the subsequent detainment of several other individuals attempting to enter the 
United States via Canada, and events in other parts of the world triggered a broad-based effort by 
the U.S. Intelligence and law enforcement community to determine the nature of the Millennial 
threat facing the United States. Over 100 interviews were conducted nationwide in the days prior 
to the millennium. Police officers across the United States assigned to the terrorism task forces 
conducted many of these critical interviews, as they are full partners in our combined efforts to 
prevent acts of terrorism. The coordinated approach of federal, state, and local law enforcement 
entities was integral to efforts to disrupt the alleged terrorist plot and greatly contributed to the 
presentation of evidence in trial of Ahmed Ressam, which concluded on April 6, 2001. The Los 
Angeles jury found him guilty on nine federal counts. He has now agreed to cooperate and is 
currently giving testimony against other conspirators in a trial in New York City.

 

-Cooperation with Civil Society: Business and Public Interest

Law enforcement also maintains frequent contact with the public to stay on top of a wide range of 
issues and potential threats, working with both activists and even militia groups to try to 
circumvent potential crime problems. A growing area of concern for law enforcement officials is 
the issue of civil disturbances. As anti-globalization and animal rights protests have increased in 
both volume and intensity in recent years, law enforcement has increasingly reached out to these 
groups to try to facilitate working relationships and prevent acts of violence at controversial 
special events such as World Trade Organization and International Monetary Fund meetings.

U.S. law enforcement also conducts liaison with counterparts in the private sector and academia, 
as appropriate. This liaison allows our agencies to exchange information and technological best 
practices and expertise, as well as provide information on warnings, as appropriate.

Liaison with the private sector is especially important due to the growing problem of cyber crime 
and potential infrastructure threats. Our ability to deal with these growing crime problems requires 
the support of both the business community and international law enforcement partners. The Love 
Letter virus of May 2000 and the denial-of-service attacks against Yahoo!, Amazon.com, E-bay, 
CNN, Buy.com, and other e-commerce sites in February 2000 underscore the threat to our 
information infrastructure. From these examples, you can see that there is a "marriage" between 
traditional law enforcement agencies and the public and business communities for the purpose of 
public safety. It is a marriage that works.

We in U.S. law enforcement came to the public recognition in the mid-1990s that law enforcement 
could not solve all crime problems, let alone the causes of crime alone. We realized we needed 
help and cooperation from the private sector and the communities at large if we were to succeed 
against the growing crime trend. Partnering with businesses, individually and umbrella business 
groups, along with community groups and ethnic and religious leaders, has paid large dividends in 
our efforts to reduce crime in America.

 

-Outreach

Here are just a few examples of what we are doing: The U.S. government's interagency National 
Infrastructure Protection Center (NIPC), currently operating out of the FBI, has two programs to 
create partnerships with the private sector. First, our Key Asset Initiative (KAI) facilitates 
response to threats and intrusion incidents by building liaison and communication links with the 
owners and operators of individual companies in the critical infrastructure sectors and enabling 
contingency planning.

The second is the InfraGard initiative. This is an initiative that we have developed in concert with 
private companies and academia to encourage information-sharing about cyber intrusions, 
exploited vulnerabilities, and physical infrastructure threats. A vital component of InfraGard is the 
ability of industry to provide information on intrusions to the local FBI field office using secure e-
mail communications in both a "sanitized" and detailed format. We can use the detailed version to 
initiate an investigation; while NIPC can analyze that information in conjunction with other 
information we obtain to determine if the intrusion is part of a broader attack on numerous sites. 
The NIPC can simultaneously use the sanitized version to inform other members of the intrusion 
without compromising the confidentiality of the reporting company.

 

-Case Examples

The damage that cyber intruders can do is enormous and underscores the importance of teamwork 
among the law enforcement community and private sector to combat emerging high tech threats. 
The high stake consequences are underscored by the "Love Bug" incident. On May 4, 2000 the 
world awoke to find itself stricken with the "Love Bug," a virus that traveled as an attachment to 
an e-mail message and propagated itself extremely rapidly through the address books of Microsoft 
Outlook users. The virus reportedly infected large corporations such as AT&T, TWA, and Ford 
Motor Company; media outlets such as the Washington Post, and ABC news; international 
organizations such as the International Monetary Fund, the British Parliament, and Belgium's 
banking system; state governments; school systems; and credit unions, among many others, 
forcing them to take their networks off-line for hours. Damage estimates from the virus range 
upwards of $10 billion and illustrate the importance of a coordinated and rapid response to cyber 
intrusions, with law enforcement and the business community working side by side.

 

-Warnings

A relatively new function in our law enforcement community that illustrates the need for 
information sharing is the process of providing warnings of violent crime, particularly terrorism. 
Warning is critical to the prevention of terrorist acts. Rapid and efficient exchange of information 
among law enforcement and intelligence agencies can make an enormous difference in identifying, 
detecting, and deterring planned attacks before they occur.

Proactive threat warning is an area where federal law enforcement is taking a leadership role 
enhancing interagency cooperation and communication and managing the National Threat 
Warning System (NTWS). This system ensures that vital information regarding terrorism reaches 
those in the U.S. Counterterrorism and law enforcement communities responsible for countering 
terrorist threats.

The NTWS provides warnings to over 60 U.S. government agencies and subcomponents and to 
over 17,000 law enforcement agencies in the United States and Canada via the National Law 
Enforcement Telecommunications System (NLETS). Warnings are also provided to over 100,000 
private sector security personnel via the "Awareness of National Security Issues and 
Response" (ANSIR) program.

 

-Case Examples

In its effort to facilitate an agency-wide understanding of terrorist organizations, motivations, and 
potential dates of significance, the U.S. law enforcement community collects, analyzes, and 
disseminates a wide variety of threat assessment and warning communications to interagency 
partners.

Recent examples of threat warnings provided to interagency partners include an assessment of the 
terrorist threat in the United States approaching the Millennium, an advisory on threats 
surrounding the trial of four defendants charged in connection with the East Africa Embassy 
bombings, an assessment concerning the conviction of suspected international terrorist Ahmed 
Ressam, and an assessment regarding a call for militant "direct action" targeting U.S. interests by 
eco-terrorists.

 

-Cooperation with Police in Other Countries

As you are aware, both criminal and national security threats are increasingly transcending 
traditional investigative boundaries and becoming more intertwined, multifaceted, and technical in 
nature. Various developments, to include the expansion of global trade, the vulnerability of 
emerging nation states, and the easing of international travel restrictions have contributed to the 
globalization of crime and terrorism.

The rise of the networked society has further compounded the internationalization of crime and 
terrorism as foreign perpetrators have the capacity to exploit communications and financial 
systems and target a country's interests while operating within their own national borders. The 
control and management of critical infrastructures by computers, to include electrical power and 
transportation systems, makes them increasingly vulnerable to cyber intrusions. Advances in 
information technology and global communications have also made access to the materials and 
information necessary to conduct physical attacks more readily available and provided a vehicle 
for mobilizing support.

As you know, the cumulative result of all of this is that our national boundaries are becoming 
increasingly vulnerable and virtually irrelevant. As an example, organized criminal enterprises that 
were once confined largely to Russia are now entrenched in such diverse places as the United 
States, Japan, Spain, and Israel, and they are finding new ways to exploit people and commit 
crimes all over the world. Our nations are grappling with international drug rings and the pipeline 
of narcotics that flows not only to the United States but to Europe and elsewhere.

Terrorists have become perhaps the most dangerous criminals, willing to travel around the globe to 
commit acts of violence to express their radical beliefs. As we saw in Yemen in October 2000, 
they sometimes even turn themselves into suicide bombers, taking their own lives to inflict 
massive casualties on unsuspecting people. None of our nations are immune from this rise of 
radicalism.

U.S. law enforcement is committed to doing its share internationally to preserve and facilitate the 
rule of law. In fact, it is a key part of the mission we have been given by our government -- to 
support law enforcement agencies here and around the world.

We look forward to working with you in the future. The relationships between all international law 
enforcement partners is critical, it is -- International Strategic Partnering. U.S. law enforcement is 
absolutely convinced, from the directions we have seen crime take these last several years, that our 
success in protecting the people of the United States is directly related to your success, to the 
strength and effectiveness of your law enforcement efforts and vice versa.

Let me tell you why that's so true. You know about the various U.S. federal law enforcement 
offices we have set up around the world in partnership with many different nations. As I can speak 
to the work of the FBI in this effort, our offices, called Legal Attaches, pursued more than 15,000 
leads in 1998 for investigations begun by Special Agents back in the United States. By now, the 
number of leads has doubled.

These numbers, though, don't begin to tell the story of how important and critical these legal 
attache offices stationed abroad are to partnership in mutual investigations.

They don't tell the story of the bombing of the U.S. Embassies in East Africa in the summer of 
1998 and how interagency law enforcement personnel in Pretoria and Cairo raced to the disaster 
sites and helped to quickly control the crime scenes -- a critical component in the eventual success 
of the investigation.

They don't tell how our interagency and international partners in Manila helped track down within 
hours the Philippine student who unleashed the deadly "love bug" virus earlier this year that rung 
up roughly ten billion worth of damage worldwide. What a team.

They don't tell how three different overseas offices and interagency partners around the world -- in 
Panama City, Copenhagen, and Tallin, Estonia -- helped piece together in lightning speed the 
complex cyber-trail left by a North Carolina man who had bombed two large department stores 
and was threatening to blow up more. The work of those abroad turned up vital information on 
overseas accounts that ultimately gave us the name, address, and telephone number of the 
perpetrator, who was later arrested, convicted, and sentenced to more than 40 years in prison.

The U.S. law enforcement community and FBI were successful in each of these investigations 
only because of your help. That is why U.S. law enforcement is so committed to building positive 
relationships with you and other law enforcement professionals around the world.

 

-Case Example: The 2002 Winter Olympics. Salt Lake City, Utah

A good way for me to conclude my presentation is with an example of where everything we've 
been discussing today comes together. There is perhaps no better illustration of the importance of a 
concerted effort to integrate law enforcement efforts at the local, state, national, and international 
levels than Olympic security preparations. And how appropriate it is to look at these issues as we 
approach the 30th anniversary of the attack in Munich, Germany in 1972.

As you know from your successful 1992 Olympics in Barcelona, an immense amount of 
interagency communication and cooperation is critical to ensuring the success and safety of 
Olympic Events. Your team did an outstanding job in Barcelona. We in the United States hope to 
emulate your efforts with our upcoming 2002 Winter Olympics in Salt Lake City, Utah. Already, 
U.S. law enforcement personnel at the federal, state, and local level are working side-by-side along 
with international partners, such as yourselves, to help in the realization of a safe and secure 
Olympics. The United States sent a delegation from our law enforcement community to assist with 
the Summer Olympics in Sydney, Australia and we hope to carry on the best practices gleaned 
there to our own events. In preparation for future Olympics, a Greek National Police Officer is 
currently assigned to the Salt Lake City law enforcement effort.

Planning for the public safety and security of the Games has already required an unprecedented 
level of cooperation and coordination among the myriad of local, state, federal and international 
law enforcement entities with responsibilities associated with the Games. There exists an 
unquestioned consensus among these agencies that it is impossible for any single law enforcement 
agency to possess all the resources required and expertise necessary to accomplish this task alone.

Task forces, by design, are excellent vehicles for bringing to bear the specialized resources of 
interagency partners and the mechanism being utilized to coordinate efforts for security efforts in 
Salt Lake. In May 2000, the FBI established the Olympic Joint Terrorism Task Force (OJTTF), 
which is comprised of over 40 full and part-time local, state, and federal law enforcement officers 
and agents representing dozens of agencies and jurisdictions. The OJJTF is capable of collecting 
and analyzing intelligence and investigating matters in virtually any jurisdiction at any level. This 
ability has proven to enhance law enforcement efforts across the country and will serve to greatly 
enhance Olympic public safety and security operations.

At the international level, the FBI and the Utah Olympic Public Safety Command have invited 
senior law enforcement officers from the nations of Greece and Italy (2004 and 2006 Olympics 
respectively) to participate in all aspects of Olympic security planning. The Salt Lake FBI Office 
continues to receive frequent communications from foreign law enforcement entities requesting 
information and assistance regarding the Games. The FBI will continue to facilitate their inclusion 
in Olympic planning and functions to make the event a success. We are also working with the 
International Olympic committee, the U.S. Olympic Committee, the host Olympic Committee, the 
various major sponsors, all of the vendors, big and small, who will service the Olympic Games 
and all of the businesses that will be affected, good or bad, by these games. Cooperation, outreach 
and understanding are critical to the success of the public safety efforts at these Olympic Games. 
The public and private sectors are married at these games.

Planning for the public safety and security essential for hosting a safe and successful Games has 
long been recognized as every agency's primary objective. However, in the process of planning for 
the realization of this goal I believe that each of the law enforcement agencies involved has 
already accomplished something of equal importance. I am speaking of the partnerships that have 
been created at all levels of law enforcement which have been required to advance the Olympic 
public safety and security planning process. These partnerships will exist as a legacy long after the 
17 days of the XIX Olympiad have past.

 

-Closing Remarks

Crime is a global phenomenon, and it demands a global response. Yes, that is making our jobs 
more difficult, dangerous, and demanding. But it's also having a positive impact on our profession. 
It's bringing us closer together. It's giving us the chance to exchange ideas and strategies and build 
relationships that are professionally rewarding and personally satisfying. It's drawing our nations 
into a tighter, more close-knit community. The result is that law enforcement around the globe has 
never been more professional and effective.

So, on behalf of the U.S. Government FBI, I want to wish you all a productive conference. Thank 
you for being here and best of luck in your future endeavors.
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by Jim Gilmore, co-producer of "The Man Who Knew," with research by Mike 
Wiser

 

 
 
 
 

 

What if the CIA had shared information with the FBI back in Jan. 2001 about a 
meeting in Malaysia and a participant named Khallad? It was information that 
might have helped O'Neill connect the dots to the 9/11 conspirators.

And what if O'Neill had been able to return to Yemen and the FBI's Cole 
investigation back in Jan. 2001 to interrograte Fahad al-Quso. Al-Quso had been 
picked up early in the Cole probe--and al-Quso also had connections to that 
Malaysia meeting and had met with 9/11 hijackers who had attended it.

 

In September 2002, agents and officials from the CIA and FBI testified 
before a joint congressional panel about how their security agencies 
failed to fully share information about suspected terrorists and their 
activities in the months leading up to the Sept. 11 attacks. 

As much as anyone working in counterterrorism, John O'Neill knew 
about this communication breakdown. In fact, just two months before 
Sept. 11, in a speech to Spanish police on interagency cooperation, he 
had asked his audience, "How much more successful could we all be if 
we really knew what our agencies really knew?" O'Neill's last major FBI 
investigation -- the attack on the USS Cole on Oct. 12, 2000 -- was a 
case study of just how bad inter-agency communication had become. 

 

-The Critical Meeting in Malaysia

The story of this intelligence failure begins with a 1999 CIA 
breakthrough -- the interception of communications from an Al Qaeda 
logistics center in Yemen about a meeting of operatives that would take 
place in January 2000 in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. The names of two of 
the participants were mentioned: Khalid Almidhar and Nawaf Alhazmi.

The CIA tracked Almidhar on his way to Malaysia. An agent told 
FRONTLINE that during a passport check at a stopover, the CIA even 
got access to his Saudi Arabian passport and learned Almidhar had been 
issued a multiple-entry visa to the U.S. 

Once in Kuala Lumpur, the Al Qaeda operatives were photographed -- at 
the CIA's request -- by Malaysian authorities at a series of meetings. 
Reportedly, no sound recordings were made, but intelligence sources 
now believe the meetings were held to plan future Al Qaeda attacks. 
Among the men captured in the surveillance photos were: 

●     Almidhar and Alhazmi (later hijackers of American Flight 77 
which flew into the Pentagon on Sept. 11); 

●     Ramzi bin al-Shibh (a Sept. 11 co-conspirator and Mohamed 
Atta's roommate. It would not be until after Sept. 11 that bin al-
Shibh would be identified in the Malaysia surveillance photos); 

●     Tawfiq bin-Atash -- AKA "Khallad" (a suspected intermediary 
between bin Laden and plotters of the October 2000 USS Cole 
attack). 

The CIA maintains that it did notify the FBI by e-mail of the Malaysia 
meetings soon after they occurred -- and that it did mention Almidhar 
had a U.S. visa. The FBI, however, states they have no record of this 
notification. 

The CIA admits that it did not inform the bureau that after the Malaysia 
meetings ended, it tracked Almidhar and Alhazmi to Los Angeles. The 
CIA further admits that it failed to warn the INS or the State Department, 
and as a result, the men's names were not added to a terrorist watch list. 

Not one of the men who attended the Malaysia meetings was, at the time, 
known to have been involved in any crime against the United States, so it 
is perhaps understandable that the CIA missed the full significance of the 
meetings. This changed, however, in October 2000, when the USS Cole 
was attacked in Yemen and 17 sailors were killed. The FBI's subsequent 
investigation into the Cole attack would uncover evidence that would 
make the CIA's continued withholding of information incomprehensible. 

 

-The USS Cole Investigation

John O'Neill and his FBI investigators were on the scene in Yemen 
within days of the attack on the Cole. For O'Neill, it was obvious that the 
attack was an Al Qaeda operation. Within weeks, the investigation led to 
the arrests of several men. 

One young man from an elite Yemeni family, Fahad al-Quso, had been 
tied to the plot with physical evidence found in an Al Qaeda safe house. 
At the FBI's urgings, Yemeni authorities arrested al-Quso in December 
2000.

Meanwhile, the search continued for bigger fish in the conspiracy. One 
was a man known as "Khallad" (real name: Tafiq bin-Atash). The FBI 
believed Khallad helped plan and run the Cole operation. At this point, 
what O'Neill and investigators did not know was that Khallad had been 
on the CIA's radar screen for about a year because of the surveillance 
photos taken at the January 2000 Malaysia meeting. 

If the CIA now knew -- as a result of the Cole probe -- that Khallad was 
an Al Qaeda operative tied to a deadly attack against the U.S., the 
questions begging to be asked were: Who then were the other Al Qaeda 
representatives with him at that Malaysia meeting? Where were they 
now? And were they planning additional attacks? 

It appears the CIA never asked those questions.

 

-"Someday, someone will die and the public will not 
understand."

Not until June 11, 2001 did the CIA sit down with those in charge of the 
Cole investigation at the New York office and show them some of the 
photos taken at the Malaysia meeting. They asked for help in identifying 
the men. (John O'Neill was not at that meeting.) A high-ranking FBI 
official at this meeting told FRONTLINE that when they asked the CIA 
representatives for more information about Almidhar and Alhazmi -- 
men the FBI had until then never heard of -- they were told they were not 
cleared to know more. It was an astonishing meeting -- reportedly, it 
turned into a shouting match. 

Two days later, in Saudi Arabia, Khalid Almidhar received a new 
American visa. He got on a plane and returned to the United States on 
July 4, 2001. 

According to the September 2002 CIA testimony before the joint 
congressional panel looking into the Sept. 11 intelligence failures, the 
agency had not conducted a review of cables in their files concerning the 
Malaysia meetings until July 13, 2001. This time FBI agents were 
allowed to participate in the review. When this group found the 
information concerning Almidhar and Alhazmi's travels to the United 
States, their names were at last added to terrorist watch lists. But it was 
too late; they were already in the United States. 

Meanwhile, Washington was on high alert. There were warning signs 
that Al Qaeda was planning some type of attack but no one could put the 
puzzle pieces together. In New York, the Cole investigation was at a 
standstill. The FBI had been pulled out of Yemen in June due to security 
concerns, and John O'Neill, preparing to retire, was no longer actively 
involved in the investigation. 

Finally, on Aug. 23, 2001, the CIA sent an urgent memo to the New 
York FBI office seeking help in tracking down Almidhar and Alhazmi. 
At long last, the significance of the information in its files seems to have 
dawned on the agency. A quick check of hotels listed by the terrorists as 
places of residence on their travel entry cards came up empty. One New 
York FBI agent testified before Congress in September 2002 that he had 
requested use of "full criminal investigative resources" to find Almidhar. 
But headquarters denied his request. The reason given was that Almidhar 
was not under criminal investigation, and headquarters cited the wall 
between prosecution and intelligence as posing a problem. The agent's e-
mail response to FBI headquarters, dated Aug. 29, 2001, was that 
"Someday someone will die and the public will not understand why we 
were not more effective and throwing every resource we had at certain 
problems."

 

-Postscript: Reconsidering the Yemen Investigation

Following Sept. 11, Fahad al-Quso was interrogated again in Yemen on 
Sept. 12, 13 and 14 by FBI and Navy investigators, who had only just 
returned to Yemen a few days earlier. One of O'Neill's last acts at the 
FBI in late August 2001 was to sign the authorization for that return.

Interrogators showed al-Quso the CIA surveillance photos taken at the 
critical January 2000 Malaysia meetings. Al-Quso identified Alhazmi 
and Almidhar and admitted he was a bagman for Al Qaeda, presumably 
to fund the conspirators' future operations. He claims he wasn't at the 
meetings, but that Alhazmi and Almidhar met with him soon after the 
meetings concluded. 

One investigator admitted to FRONTLINE that al-Quso's connections to 
the 9/11 conspirators was a staggering revelation, and he still had 
nightmares about it. When asked what might have been discovered if 
they'd learned of al-Quso's connections earlier, he responded, "the 
possibilities are mind-boggling."

So there was the trail -- the pieces of information linking the Malaysia 
meetings in January 2000, to the USS Cole attack of October 2000, to the 
9/11 plot. At those meetings in Malaysia, it's believed both the 9/11 and 
Cole plots were planned, their operatives met with each other, and 
investigators suspect one or more Al Qaeda operatives at the meetings 
worked both the Cole and 9/11 plots. 

The stunning and logical question that hangs in the air about John 
O'Neill's compromised USS Cole investigation in Yemen is, "What if?" 

What if FBI headquarters had backed O'Neill and pushed the State 
Department to allow him to return to Yemen in January 2001 (over the 
objections of U.S. Ambassador Barbara Bodine) to continue his 
investigation?

If O'Neill had been allowed to go back, what could he have done that 
wasn't already being done? Given his aggressiveness in investigations, it 
would have meant more wiretaps, more surveillance of suspects, and 
pushing the government for more arrests. And as his colleagues like 
Barry Mawn, Clint Guenther and Mary Jo White knew so well, it all 
would have been done in the John O'Neill style:

-- wining and dining the head of Yemen's PSO, Yemen's equivalent to 
the FBI... 

-- working with the CIA agents in Yemen and building on those past 
relationships from his Station Alex days... 

-- holding the Yemeni officials' feet to the fire to get more access to those 
detained, and using the interrogations to slowly unravel the Al Qaeda 
network in Yemen -- especially, Fahad al-Quso, who O'Neill knew had 
been holding back ...

This is the scenario that might have played out in Yemen and the one that 
still bothers O'Neill's former allies and supporters. For them, it is 
conceivable that, in the end, John O'Neill would have been able to learn 
about that critical January 2000 meeting in Malaysia, and to start 
connecting the dots that ultimately led to Sept. 11, 2001. 

Read this April 2004 update on Fahad al-Quso and Tawfiq bin-Atash.

 

 
 

John O'Neill and the 9/11 
Commission Investigation

 
 

CIA-FBI Cooperation -- 
Some Recent History 
 
A look at efforts in the 1990s to build 
teamwork
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by Jim Gilmore, co-producer of "The Man Who Knew"

 

 
 
 
 

  
 

-Building Teamwork

In the 1990s, attempts were made to revamp America's intelligence gathering and law enforcement 
agencies so that they could better respond to the threat posed by post-Cold War enemies such as 
Al Qaeda. The reformers, however, had to fight a deep-rooted competitiveness between the FBI 
and the CIA, dating back to J. Edgar Hoover's days, when the two agencies competed for each 
other's turf. They also had to contend with vastly different goals. For the FBI, intelligence is the 
fodder of prosecutions, while the CIA's focus is on intelligence as a stepping stone to more 
knowledge. Legal walls built to protect intelligence sources and defendants, over time, also added 
to the general lack of cooperation between agencies. 

At first, even John O'Neill -- who eventually became a key proponent of interagency cooperation 
-- had to be convinced that the two agencies could work together on counter-terrorism. His mentor, 
Robert "Bear" Bryant, former deputy director of the FBI, argued it was the only way this new 
threat could effectively be fought. Bryant told FRONTLINE, "We put an FBI agent in as the 
deputy out at Langley, and we did this in 1995, so there wouldn't be anything to slip through the 
cracks. We brought in some CIA people. And John initially opposed that, and then basically they 
became friends and it worked very well... We basically leveraged our resources."

Another sign of cooperation between the agencies was "Station Alex." When the White House 
pressured the CIA to get a handle on bin Laden and his organization the agency set up a virtual 
station in Virginia, because they deemed it impossible to infiltrate Al Qaeda itself. This was done 
with the cooperation of the FBI and John O'Neill, then the head of counterterrorism at FBI 
headquarters. Station Alex's purpose was to intellectually dissect Al Qaeda: to learn its 
philosophies and goals, identify its financiers and command structure, and track its cadre of 
supporters through its training camps. 

Richard Clarke, the former chief of the National Security Council's counterterrorism office, 
explained to FRONTLINE that Station Alex revealed how widespread Al Qaeda had become, "We 
were able, over the course of about 18 months, to go from thinking there was a bin Laden network 
to seeing it in 56 countries."

A congressional mandate in 1994 enabled the FBI to help deal with this threat by expanding its 
international presence. New FBI offices were opened in 23 countries. A total of 129 FBI agents 
were now assigned to the FBI's foreign posts with the purpose of working with foreign intelligence 
and law enforcement offices on issues of counterterrorism and international crime.

 

-Renewed Rifts

But it would be a mistake to believe the 1990s brought the type of cooperation between federal 
agencies that was envisioned or truly needed. Serious institutional rifts and petty competitiveness 
continued. For example, some in the CIA saw the FBI's foreign activities as encroaching on their 
territory and a slap in the face meant to penalize the agency for its inability to root out its major 
spy, Aldrich Ames. 

And even John O'Neill sometimes had his doubts. According to one agent who worked for him, he 
counseled wariness of the CIA, which he suspected was often working behind the bureau's back. 

His instincts proved correct. It is now clear the CIA withheld information from the FBI -- 
information that could possibly have helped them connect the dots to the Sept. 11 conspirators -- 
and saved O'Neill's life. This is, quite possibly, the most egregious example of how far short 
attempts came in the 1990s to adequately revamp government agencies to deal with the terrorist 
threat. 
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How Al Qaeda's global network slowly came into focus for U.S. intelligence (1993-
2001)

 

 
 
 
 

 

Click on a box at the top of map to reveal what U.S. intelligence knew at a particular point in time. Then, roll 
over individual events and names for details. (You'll need the Flash 3 player or later and an 800x600 monitor 
to see the interactive Flash version.)

Two Examples of What This Map 
Highlights:

• Khalid Shaikh 
Mohammed 
Suspected (as of September 
2002) to be Al Qaeda chief 
of operations and key 
planner of 9/11 attacks. See 
how he was known to U.S. 
intelligence since the 1995 
Bojinka plot. Discover how 
he also connects back to 
Ramzi Yousef and the 1993 
World Trade Center 
bombing. 

 

• Fahad Al-Quso 
Conspirator in October 2000 
USS Cole attack and in 
custody for months before 
9/11. He links back to 
January 2000 Malaysia 
meeting attended by two 
9/11 hijackers at which Cole 
and 9/11 plots were planned.

This interactive map, while not intended to be 
comprehensive, highlights what U.S. intelligence 
knew at particular points in time, beginning with 
the 1993 World Trade Center attack. (The 
capture of the plot's organizer, Ramzi Yousef, 
launched John O'Neill into his pursuit of Al 
Qaeda.)

Obviously, at the time pieces of information surfaced, 
much of it could not be fully understood and 
connected. Moreover, some clues simply weren't 
pursued and the CIA and FBI didn't always share 
information. 

But this map does lay out some striking links 
between the 9/11 attack and Al Qaeda's previous 
plans, operatives, and conspiracies over the eight 
years leading up to 9/11.

Also explore a full timeline of Al Qaeda's global 
reach, with more details--such as the first time bin 
Laden's name became linked to suspected terrorists.
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An overview of how Al Qaeda's rise and international reach gradually came into 
focus for U.S. intelligence. 

Note: This chronology is drawn from news and government information that 
came out prior to, and after, the Sept. 11 attacks.

 

 
 
 

 

1957 Osama Bin Laden Born

Born in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, his family originally came from Yemen. 

1984 Office of Services Established 

Sheik Abdullah Azzam, a Palestinian religious scholar, establishes the Makhtab al Khadimat -- the 
Office of Services -- in Peshawar, Pakistan to recruit an Islamic army to fight the Soviets in 
Afghanistan. Osama bin Laden provides financial support to Azzam's organization. 

1986 Bin Laden Sets Up Camp, Builds Ties 

Bin Laden establishes Al Masadah ("The Lion's Den"), a training camp for 
Persian Gulf Arabs. Bin Laden begins associating with Egyptian radicals -- 
who, unlike Sheik Abdullah Azzam, advocate a global jihad beyond 
Afghanistan -- and befriends Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri of the Egyptian 
Islamic Jihad. 

1986 Office of Services Reaches U.S. 

The journal published by the Office of Services is distributed in the U.S. by the Islamic Center of 
Tucson, Arizona. 

1989 Al Qaeda Established 

Osama bin Laden -- along with Muhammad Atef and Abu Ubaidah al Banshiri -- founds Al Qaeda 
("The Base"). The organization operates out of Afghanistan and Peshawar, Pakistan.

Read more about Al Qaeda's establishment in the U.S. indictment of Osama bin Laden. 

November 
1989

Battle for Control of Office of Services 

After a car bomb kills Sheik Abdullah Azzam, a battle for control of the Office of Services breaks out 
between those who believe the jihad should focus on the creation of an Islamic state in Afghanistan, and 
extremists sympathetic to Osama bin Laden, who want to expand the struggle worldwide. The extremist 
faction eventually takes control. 

December 
1989

Oklahoma Meeting of Future Terrorists 

At a conference of Muslims held in Oklahoma City, Wadih el-Hage, a U.S. citizen later convicted in the 
1998 U.S. embassy bombings trial, meets with Egyptian Mahmud Abuhalima, who is later convicted for 
his role in the 1993 World Trade Center Bombing. Abuhalima later tries to buy guns from el-Hage.

For more details on el-Hage's Al Qaeda connections, read FRONTLINE's "A Portrait of Wadih el-
Hage". 

February 1989 Soviet Forces Withdraw from Afghanistan 

The Soviets' humiliating defeat by mujahedeen forces in their 10-year long war inspires Osama bin 
Laden and other Islamic radicals to believe their victory in Afghanistan can be replicated around the 
world. At the end of the war, many of the "Afghan Arabs," as the radicals were called, returned home. 
Osama bin Laden returns to Saudi Arabia.

November 
1990

Bomb Manuals, Photos Discovered 

During an investigation into the assassination of the right-wing rabbi Meir Kahane, authorities discover 
bomb manuals and photographs of the World Trade Center and the Empire State Building in the 
apartment of an Egyptian, El-Sayyid Nosair. Nosair reportedly is an associate of Wadih el-Hage. 

It is later learned that Nosair's legal bills in the WTC bombing trial were paid for by bin Laden. This is 
the earliest known intelligence information linking bin Laden to terrorists. 

1991 Bin Laden Flees to Sudan 

Bin Laden leaves Saudi Arabia and travels to Afghanistan with some of his supporters. By 1992, they 
finally settle in Khartoum, Sudan. 

Read more on FRONTLINE's "Hunting bin Laden" chronology. 

1992 Bin Laden Organizes Attacks on U.N. Forces in Somalia 

According to a document released by the British government after the Sept. 11 attacks, between 1992 
and 1993, Mohammed Atef, an Egyptian aide to bin Laden, travels frequently to Somalia to organize 
violent attacks on U.S. and U.N. troops stationed there. After each trip he reports back to bin Laden in 
Khartoum. 

1992 Expanding the Terror Network 

According to the U.S. indictment of bin Laden, between 1992 and 1996 Al Qaeda makes overtures to 
Iran and Hezbollah to take part in a global war against the U.S. The indictment alleges that Mamdouh 
Mahmud Salim, an Al Qaeda leader, met with Iranian officials and that Al Qaeda sent members to 
Lebanon to receive training from members of Hezbollah. American officials also claim that around this 
time bin Laden's group begins an effort to secure components for chemical and nuclear weapons. 

Dec. 29, 1992 Al Qaeda's First Attack 

In an apparent plot to kill U.S. servicemen headed to Somalia, a bomb explodes at a hotel in Aden, 
Yemen and kills two Austrian tourists. Two Yemeni Muslims -- who had been trained in Afghanistan -- 
are injured and later arrested. Intelligence officials believe this is Al Qaeda's first attack. 

The Associated Press later reports that two of the Yemenis detained for the 2000 attack on the USS Cole 
were involved both in this 1992 Aden bombing, and a series of other attacks in 1993. 

Feb. 26, 1993 World Trade Center Bombing 

A truck bomb explodes in the parking garage of the World Trade Center (WTC) killing six and injuring 
hundreds. Investigators discover the suspects have links to a network of Islamic extremists. Several 
people eventually convicted in the bombing are linked to the Office of Service's Al Kifah Center in 
Brooklyn; four of these men are connected to Sheik Omar Abdel Rahman. Rahman, a blind Egyptian 
cleric who was the spiritual leader of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, is later convicted of conspiracy for his 
involvement in a plot to blow up New York City landmarks. He is sentenced to life in prison.

Investigators charge Ramzi Yousef as the mastermind behind the WTC bombing 
and begin a worldwide manhunt. They discover immigration officials had already 
detained Ahmed Ajaj, a Yousef associate, when he entered the U.S. carrying 
terrorist training manuals.

Osama bin Laden's name surfaces during the 1993 WTC investigation as a financier 
of the Office of Services. His name is also found on a list of individuals who was 
called from a safe house used by the conspirators. During the WTC bombing trial, 
bin Laden's name appears on a list of potential unindicted co-conspirators, but Al 

Qaeda is never mentioned. 

April 1993 Final Training of Somali Forces 

According to a document published by the British government, Muhammad Atef, Saif al Adel and other 
members of Al Qaeda return to Somalia to train Somali forces to attack U.N. troops. 

July 1993 Future Bojinka Conspirators Meet 

Pakistani Abdul Hakim Murad -- later convicted for his role in the 1995 Bojinka ("Big Bang") plot to 
blow up twelve airliners -- meets Khalid Shaikh Mohammed at Mohammed's house in Karachi, Pakistan 
while visiting with Ramzi Yousef. Murad would later tell investigators that Khalid Shaikh Mohammed 
-- suspected of helping to plan the Sept. 11 attacks -- had an “intense” interest in pilot training. 

Oct. 3-4, 1993 "Black Hawk Down" 

Eighteen American soldiers are attacked and killed in Mogadishu, 
Somalia. A U.S. indictment later charges bin Laden and his followers with 
training the attackers. 

Read more about the incident on FRONTLINE's "Ambush in Mogadishu" 
Web site.

Late 1993 Al Qaeda Contemplates Nairobi Attack 

Members of an Al Qaeda cell in Kenya discuss attacking the U.S. embassy there. Ali Mohamed, a U.S. 
citizen, later admits to investigators that he took photographs and sketches of the embassy and presented 
them to bin Laden in the Sudan. 

1994 Air France Flight Hijacked 

A group of Algerian hijackers seize an Air France flight headed for Paris. The crisis ends after French 
commandos storm the plane. According to some French investigators, the hijackers planned to blow up 
the plane above Paris or crash it into the Eiffel Tower. 

1994-1995 Ramzi Yousef Hides 

Ramzi Yousef, suspected mastermind of the 1993 WTC attack, hides out in the Philippines with Khalid 
Shaikh Mohammed, believed to be his uncle. The two reportedly plan a number of potential terrorist 
attacks. 

January 1994 Bin Laden Funds Sudan Terrorist Camps 

By January 1994, bin Laden is reportedly supporting at least three Sudan training camps. 

July 11, 1994 Al Qaeda's London Office 

According to a later U.S. indictment, bin Laden sets up a media information office in London which will 
serve as a message center and provide cover for Al Qaeda operations. The center is run by Khalid al-
Fawwaz. 

August 1994 Marrakesh Hotel Attack 

In Marrakesh, Morocco, two Spaniards are killed when three French Muslims open fire on tourists in a 
hotel lobby. European investigators reportedly discover phone calls between the suspects and the Office 
of Services. They also start to uncover a network of Afghan jihad war veterans in Europe. 

December 
1994

Konsojaya Established in Malaysia 

Investigators come to suspect that a company named Konsojaya is a front for funneling money from bin 
Laden to regional operatives. Wali Khan Amin Shah, a Pakistani, and an Indonesian cleric named 
Riduan Isamuddin (AKA "Hambali") established the company. A number of phone calls are made from 
Konsojoya offices to Mohammed Khalifa, bin Laden's brother-in-law, who allegedly ran a charity front 
for Al Qaeda. The Hambali connection to this group is only discovered after Sept. 11. 

2004 Update: "Hambali" now in U.S. custody - see details.

December 
1994

Bojinka Plot -- A Test Run 

Ramzi Yousef plants a small bomb on a Philippine Airlines plane. The bomb explodes during the 
second leg of the trip and kills a Japanese businessman. Authorities later discover the bombing is a test 
run for the planned Bojinka attack. 

January 1995 Bojinka Plot Discovered 

Following an explosion in a Manila apartment, Philippine police uncover a 
plot -- code-named Bojinka or “Big Bang” -- to blow up 12 airplanes 
bound for the U.S. Authorities arrest Abdul Hakim Murad, a Pakistani who 
is an associate of Ramzi Yousef. Yousef flees to Pakistan.

Investigators also discover that Khalid Shaikh Mohammed had visited the 
apartment frequently. His name is found on documents inside a computer 
that contain details of the Bojinka plot. 

Jan. 20, 1995 Planes as Weapons 

In the Bojinka investigation, Manila police interview Abdul Hakim Murad. According to their report, 
Murad describes his discussions with Ramzi Yousef about hijacking a commercial aircraft and flying it 
into the headquarters of the CIA. 

Yousef and Murad also reportedly discuss the idea of using a small airplane loaded with explosives to 
bomb targets in the U.S. 

Feb. 5, 1995 Ramzi Yousef Captured in Pakistan 

Just as FBI Agent John O'Neill begins his new job as section chief of the FBI's Counterterrorism 
Section, Yousef is located in Pakistan. O'Neill helps coordinate his capture. Afterwards, authorities 
learn Yousef spent part of the previous three years living in a bin Laden-funded guesthouse. 

August 1995 Bin Laden's Letter to King Fahd 

Bin Laden sends an open letter to King Fahd of Saudi Arabia calling for a campaign against U.S. forces 
in Saudi Arabia. 

December 
1995

Bojinka Plotter Arrested 

Wali Khan Amin Shah is arrested in Malaysia and rendered to the United States. He is later convicted 
for his role in the Bojinka plot. 

1996 Authorities Focus In On Bin Laden 

The U.S. State Department issues a dossier on bin Laden that claims he is a financier of radical Islamic 
causes and connects him to the 1992 hotel bombing in Aden, Yemen and the training of the Somalis 
who attacked U.S. troops in Mogadishu. At the same time, a grand jury investigation of Osama bin 
Laden is initiated in New York. 

January 1996 Station "Alex" Confirms Scale of Al Qaeda 

The FBI and CIA create a joint station, code-named “Alex,” with the mission of tracking down bin 
Laden. Richard Clarke would later tell FRONTLINE that with the establishment of Station Alex, “We 
were able over the course of about 18 months to go from thinking there was a bin Laden network to 
seeing it in 56 countries.” 

May 1996 Sudan Expels Bin Laden 

Under international pressure, Sudan expels bin Laden. He and his followers return to Afghanistan. 

Spring 1996 An Al Qaeda Informer 

Jamal Ahmed al-Fadl leaves Al Qaeda after he's discovered embezzling money from the organization. 
Al-Fadl begins cooperating with the U.S., providing information on Al Qaeda's organization and how it 
operates. 

June 25, 1996 Khobar Towers Bombing, Dhahran, Saudi Arabia 

Nineteen American soldiers are killed and 500 people injured in the 
bombing. Investigators will eventually conclude that the most likely 
scenario is that the Iranian government commissioned Saudi Hezbollah 
terrorists to carry out the attack. [See Richard Clarke interview.] Others, 
however, are convinced bin Laden played some role in the attack. 

Sept. 5, 1996 Bojinka Convictions 

Ramzi Ahmed Yousef, Abdul Hakim Murad, and Wali Khan Amin Shah are convicted for their role in 
the Bojinka plot. 

May 22, 1997 Terrorists Reported To Be Operating in U.S. 

The Associated Press reports that senior FBI officials have determined terrorist groups are operating in 
America. The AP quotes John O'Neill, who is now special agent in charge of the national security 
division in New York as saying, “Almost every one of these groups has a presence in the United States 
today. A lot of these groups now have the capacity and the support infrastructure in the United States to 
attack us here if they choose to.” 

Aug. 21, 1997 Evidence of Nairobi Al Qaeda Cell 

Police search Wadih el-Hage's home in Nairobi, Kenya. On his computer they discover documents, 
which outline the presence of an Al Qaeda cell in Nairobi. Read more on FRONTLINE's "Hunting bin 
Laden: Warnings to the FBI"]

After the raid, el-Hage is questioned but not detained, and he returns to America. In the fall, el-Hage 
denies his involvement in terrorism to a New York grand jury. 

Feb. 23, 1998 Al Qaeda Calls for Killing Americans 

Bin Laden and Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri issue a declaration with other extremist groups calling on 
Muslims to kill Americans anywhere in the world. 

Read their statement on FRONTLINE's "Hunting bin Laden" chronology. 

June 8, 1998 Bin Laden Indicted 

A U.S. grand jury issues a sealed indictment charging bin Laden with conspiracy to attack “defense 
utilities of the United States.” The indictment alleges bin Laden is involved in the October 1993 attack 
on U.S. soldiers in Somalia. 

June 10, 1998 Interview with Bin Laden 

John Miller of ABC News interviews bin Laden in his mountaintop camp in Afghanistan. During the 
interview bin Laden admits to knowing Wali Khan Amin Shah, one of the Bojinka plotters, but denies 
having met Ramzi Yousef. He also denies knowledge of the “Bojinka plot” or a related plot to 
assassinate Clinton. 

Watch the interview on FRONTLINE's “Hunting bin Laden” Web site. 

August 1998 FAA Warns of Hijackings 

The Federal Aviation Administration warns airlines to be on a “high degree of alertness” for possible 
hijackings by Al Qaeda. 

Aug. 6, 1998 Egyptian Jihad's Warning 

The group, led by Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri, warns of a “message” they will be sending to Americans, 
“which we hope they read with care, because we will write it, with God's help, in a language they will 
understand.” 

Aug. 7, 1998 Bombing of U.S. Embassies 

American embassies in Nairobi, Kenya and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania are 
bombed almost simultaneously. The Kenya bombing kills 213 and injures 
4,500; the Dar es Salaam bombing kills 11 and injures 85. One of the 
bombers, Mohamed Al-'Owhali, a Saudi, flees the scene. 

During the investigation, a search of the apartment of Khalid al-Fawwaz, 
the head of Al Qaeda's London office, reveals manuals virtually identical 
to those found in the luggage of Ahmad Ajaj, who was connected to Ramzi 
Yousef and the 1993 World Trade Center bombing.

Mohamed Sadeek Odeh, a Jordanian who would later be convicted in the 
embassy bombings trial, is arrested in Pakistan when he tries to enter from 
Kenya with a fake passport. 

A group calling itself the Islamic Army for the Liberation of the Holy 
Places faxes claims of responsibility for the attack to different media 
organizations in France, Qatar, and the UAE. According to a document 
published by the British government, a later investigation reveals that the 
fax was sent from a telephone number linked to Osama bin Laden. 

Progress in Embassy Investigation 

Mohamed al-'Owhali is arrested by Kenyan detectives and confesses to his role in the embassy 
bombing. Intelligence officials intercept calls between two bin Laden lieutenants implicating them in the 
embassy bombing. Advisors also warn President Clinton that they have evidence that bin Laden is 
attempting to purchase weapons of mass destruction. 

Aug. 20, 1998 Tomahawk Missile Attack 

President Clinton orders Tomahawk missiles fired at a suspected Al Qaeda camp in Afghanistan and a 
pharmaceutical plant in Sudan, which was suspected of producing chemical weapons for bin Laden. The 
effectiveness of the strikes is later questioned. 
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As deputy director of the FBI under Louis Freeh from 1997 to 1999, he initiated a strategic plan in 1998 to overhaul 
the FBI so it could better address counterintelligence and counterterrorism. He talks about his working relationship 
with John O'Neill, O'Neill's contributions to the counterterrorism effort, and O'Neill's career problems within the FBI. 
This interview was conducted on July 2, 2002.

 

President Clinton's national coordinator for counterterrorism, he is currently President Bush's special adviser for 
cyberspace security. In this interview he talks about the attributes which made John O'Neill stand apart in the world 

of counterterrorism, sketches Al Qaeda's threat and how it came into focus for U.S. intelligence, and discusses 
some of John O'Neill's battles, including the USS Cole investigation. This interview was conducted March 20, 2002.

 

He was an FBI agent in the New York office for 22 years and worked under John O'Neill in the counterterrorism 
division. In this interview he describes the problems O'Neill encountered in Yemen while investigating the bombing 
of the USS Cole. This interview was conducted on June 28, 2002.

 

A close friend of John O'Neill, Isham is a senior producer at ABC News, and head of its investigative unit. He set up 
a 1998 interview for ABC's John Miller with Osama bin Laden in Afghanistan. In this interview he recounts O'Neill's 

pleas to see the footage of the entire bin Laden interview. He calls O'Neill "one of those rare birds inside the 
government who had access to highly classified information, and yet also understood that talking to a journalist 

was not necessarily a violation of any rules. It could actually be helpful on both sides." This interview was 
conducted on May 31, 2002.

 

Since 1991, Valerie James was John O'Neill's friend and companion. In this interview she describes daily life with 
O'Neill. "He is working on this incredible stuff day after day that he can basically talk to none of us about," she tells 
FRONTLINE. "He can't even tell other of his peers about what he's working on; it's that intense. Does a man like 
that come home to roast chicken and mashed potatoes every night?" This interview was conducted on July 11, 
2002.

 

He headed the FBI's New York office from 2000 to 2002. Mawn sums up the O'Neill he knew and discusses the 
battles they both encountered in the USS Cole and East Africa embassy bombing investigations. He also discusses 
the controversy over his statements at O'Neill's memorial service. This interview was conducted on May 17, 2002.

 

She served as deputy to U.S. Attorney General Janet Reno from 1995 to 1998 and headed the Justice Department's 
office of intelligence policy and review from 1998 to 2002. In this interview she describes the FBI infighting over 
the 1998 embassy bombings investigation and the conflict between O'Neill and the U.S. ambassador to Yemen 
during the probe of the USS Cole attack. Townsend also recounts how high the fear was of a potential terrorist 
attack at the millennium after the arrest of Ahmed Ressam at the Canadian border. This interview was conducted 
on May 30, 2002.

 

As the U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of New York from 1993-2002, White prosecuted the 1993 World 
Trade Center bombing, the 1993 "day of terror" plot against New York landmarks, and the 1998 embassy bombings 

in East Africa. In this interview she describes working on the capture of 1993 World Trade Center bomber Ramzi 
Yousef and investigating the embassy and USS Cole bombings with John O'Neill. This interview was conducted on 

May 2, 2002.
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He was deputy director of the FBI 
under Louis Freeh from 1997 to 1999. 
In 1998 he initiated a strategic plan to 
overhaul the organization so it could 
better address counterintelligence and 
counterterrorism. In this interview he 
talks about his working relationship 
with O'Neill, O'Neill's contributions to 
the counterterrorism effort, and 
O'Neill's career problems within the 
FBI. This interview was conducted on 
July 2, 2002.

Mary Jo White said O'Neill was one of the first guys 
she remembers who was thinking about Al Qaeda and 
bin Laden as more than just another kind of Hamas/
Hezbollah terrorist group. Is that the way you 
remember it?

The first time I ever heard the name Osama bin Laden was 
from John O'Neill. It goes back to probably the early 
1990s, like 1994 or 1995. At that time, bin Laden was a 

refugee from Saudi Arabia. He was in the Sudan, and he was doing certain things that would come 
to our attention. John O'Neill was very much aware of who his group was, Al Qaeda, which was 
really started in 1988 -- how much money this person had, and who he was and where he was and 
what he was doing.

 

How did he do that?

Daily you would get reports in the terrorism section from all over the government. You'd get them 
from everything from public source to source reporting to other agency reporting, CIA, NSA, and 
so forth. John really sifted through those, and came with issues that he considered important. 

We had a morning briefing every morning at 7:30, and we would basically go over 
what happened during the night. If there was a bombing, if there was something of 
significance, John would bring it up. But John was really the focal point of the 
terrorism information, domestically, for the government.

 

Regarding that 7:30 in the morning meeting. John O'Neill had a penchant for 
nightlife, and there's the story about the pajamas. What's that story?

Sometimes he would come in late, and I told him I wanted him there; I don't care 
if he came in his slippers and pajamas -- be there. And he was. He worked both 
ends of the candle pretty hard.

I would generally leave around 7, 7:30 at night, and probably the last call I'd make 
I'd call down there -- I still remember the extension -- I'd call down there and say, 
"What the hell is going on?" He'd grumble and gripe and complain a little bit. 
Occasionally we'd go have a drink and smoke a cigar at his favorite place, but that 
probably wouldn't happen too much, just how things were going. But his liaison 
with intelligence services, his liaison with former associates in Chicago and 
various places, his liaison with a Catholic priest who was a very good friend of his 
-- he worked very hard toward FBI objectives. But he also worked very hard to 
basically move around in the areas and learn about what various people were 
doing.

 

So those late nights out, it was work?

Absolutely. He knew more about what the intelligence services were saying about 
terrorism issues, and some of that he learned informally. He just was very social. 
He could be extremely charming. He was charming.

 

How did the dapper John O'Neill wash inside FBI headquarters?

John's professional ethic and his work ethic were well regarded. And his nightlife 
issues, some of it wasn't really known. Some of it wasn't really a matter of 
anybody's business.

 

How did it go with you?

He was a person that I had immense personal regard for. We could argue like a 
couple of thieves in the night over issues, because we were both hardheaded. We 
were both a little bit Irish, he much more so than I. We had strong opinions about 
things, and we could get into it really quick. But it was never a personal issue, 
because there was always that professional respect, I think, for each other.

 

 

 

 

What kind of arguments would you have?

Tactical issues, about whether we should deploy people in harm's way, and how to do certain 
things. John always had a definitive plan and he was always professing this and that, and 
sometimes I told him, "One, I've got the gold pen and I'm responsible. And I don't do funerals 
well." And he said, "Neither do I." 

So we basically would work out compromises on issues. Sometimes, if it was the agent's safety, he 
was like I was; he was very conservative. But sometimes you take risks. Sometimes it was a 
tactical issue on whether to approach a person to do something, to try to get information. We 
talked all the time. 

 

So someone like O'Neill, they need a guy to champion the cause, or champion his argument, 
or champion the work. Is that who you were?

Probably. Let's face it, John was a bit of a maverick. He had a lot of detractors, and he was a bit of 
a maverick. But I worked with John a lot of years, and had great personal regard for him. He 
always produced what I thought was an excellent product. We had disagreements over dealing 
with the CIA.

 

Like what?

I wanted to put a liaison officer from the CIA in the terrorism section, to be his deputy. John 
initially opposed it, and we fought. When we put our liaison officer as John's deputy and we put an 
FBI agent in as the deputy out at Langley, we did this in 1995, so there wouldn't be anything to 
slip through the cracks. We bought in some CIA people. John initially opposed that. Then 
basically they became friends, and it worked very well. I was kind of proud of that, because John 
even admitted this worked really well, because we basically leveraged our resources.

 

That's not the FBI way or the CIA way.

Well, you know, we'd been through the Aldrich Ames case, and you don't want a spy to win twice. 
Working together between the CIA and FBI, there are still issues, obviously. We see it today. But 
the point of it is, there's got to be a close exchange of information about issues of national security 
threats.

 

Who were the detractors, and why were they detractors?

John's probably strong ways. He was pretty straightforward with his subordinates sometimes. He 
was a very strong leader, and some of his subordinates probably didn't care for his style. But most 
of them really came on, after they got to know him. He worked people hard.

 

Why does O'Neill move to New York?

Because it was a promotion for him. He goes from running the terrorism section to running the 
counterintelligence/counterterrorism for New York. [New York] is one of our most important 
offices. You talk to Kallstrom, he'd say it's the most important office. I would say there are 55 
other important offices, too. But as far as counterintelligence, counterterrorism, it had Mary Jo 
White up there, who was very aggressive at bringing prosecutions on Ramzi Yousef, et al. 

So there's always a lot of activity in New York. It's one of the prime offices for counterintelligence/
counterterrorism in the FBI world.

 

At the end of his two years in Washington, what did we know?

When John left in 1997, certainly we knew more about Al Qaeda, and we knew more about Osama 
bin Laden. There was some positive activities that were being looked at. That's really about all I 
want to say.

... He goes to New York and the East Africa bombings occur. ... There is a dispute, almost right 
away, about whether the Washington field office and Washington and headquarters should get all 
over that case, or whether New York should. ... But there was always a degree of competition 
between New York and Washington. And Washington, that normally had the statutory authority to 
be the prosecuting part of the -- if there was a terrorism case developed criminally, I think the 
regulation was [that] it would come to Washington. 

... But our view was, well, who could do the best job? Sometimes you'd use resources from both, 
and that's really where we came out. 

 

What do you figure was lost, or gained, in that decision on who got the embassy bombings 
case?

Well, I think what would be said by the critics would be that they [Washington] lost the 
knowledge and the historical background of prosecutions over a period of years. I would hope that 
that would not be the case. I don't know actually what was lost. I mean, I think it worked out.

 

Can you imagine O'Neill, when he hears that Washington's going?

Yes. I imagine he was upset, to the point that he would call the deputy director and probably the 
director. I don't know if he called Louis [Freeh] or not.

 

Could he?

Sure.

 

And he likely said what?

That the cases ought to be investigated by the New York field office of the FBI. I was deputy 
director at the time.

... He doesn't give up easily, but that's all right. I understand that. But the point of it is, you're 
going to do what's right. My facts are a little hazy on this, but I do remember talking to him about 
it, and he was extremely upset. I said, "We're going to do the right thing, John. We're going 
forward. Let's get this thing done. There's a lot of work to be done out there." At one time, we had 
500 to 600 agents in Africa. We had agents from both offices. 

 

So when you say, "Do the right thing," what does that mean to you?

Just sit tight and hang on. We'll do this thing right, but we've got to do some logistics issues. One, 
getting transportation. Two, getting gear. Three, you have to get a chain of command set up. If you 
put 500 agents on the ground, how are you going to support them in an economy where it's 
questionable whether you can live off the economy?

 

How hard is it for him, during East Africa, to sit there at this desk?

It's terrible, it's terrible to sit at a desk at headquarters. I mean, John always had the feeling if there 
was something going on he wanted to be there. And he wanted to be part of it. I mean, that was 
where he felt he could do the most good, for good purposes.

 

Here's the first guy you heard the word Al Qaeda and bin Laden from. Shouldn't he be 
there?

Well, he wasn't.

 

That wasn't your decision. I've got a feeling that wasn't your decision.

Well, he wasn't there.

 

It wasn't your decision, was it?

He wasn't there.

 

By 2000 or so, O'Neill knows bin Laden and his group of people are determined to do real 
damage to the United States. Did you ever hear him talk about that?

Well, it was patently obvious. We had the attacks that go back to Saudi Arabia; we had the attacks 
that were in Africa; we have the USS Cole. We had the Ressam guy that was intercepted at the 
[Canadian] border. I mean, these issues were coming toward us, and John knew it. 

Frankly, I think a lot of people in government had concerns about Al Qaeda and what they were 
trying to do, and these attacks, whether to call it intelligence or law enforcement or whatever. 
There was a lot of information gathered regarding who these people were and what their motives 
were. We saw the jihad films, and so forth.

 

You're at the top. But do the other guys know and get it, too? Do some come later to the 
party than others?

You mean was there a general consensus that Al Qaeda was a threat to the United States of 
America? Yes, I think so. We saw the attacks, and particularly after the Cole and some of the other 
issues. I mean, this was all falling in a line of pattern.

 

Were there points of disagreement at the upper echelon of the FBI about all of this?

I don't think there was too much disagreement. It was a question of what are we going to do about 
it? How do you leverage a domestic agency that 80 percent of its resources go to domestic law 
enforcement, and probably 15 percent to 20 percent of it go to terrorism and counterintelligence? 
How do you protect America? 

You do that by trying to build a better analytical piece, by basically making sure you have liaison 
with the CIA and the NSA and trying to make sure that you're there to develop predictive 
intelligence. And it's hard for the FBI to do that. The FBI's probably the greatest collector of 
information in the world. But its analysis and dissemination needs a lot of help, needs money.

 

What did O'Neill argue for? 

Sometimes, there was relationship issues with other agencies where he was disliked, and he was a 
very strong personality. There were some of those issues. Certainly he wanted resources, and I 
think he primarily got them. But the question was where they were going to use them. That was 
always an issue I had -- whether they used the resources they had. But the thing that was needed 
was really an analysis in automation. You're trying to fight an international fight on information 
systems that were 10-12 years old.

We reorganized the FBI in 1999. We made counterintelligence and counterterrorism the top 
priority. We created basically a collection mechanism, and it was, frankly, never funded. John 
understood that if you're going to do predictive intelligence, you've got to have the automation, 
you've got to have the analysts, and you've got to have the information pulled together. You've got 
to have people that look at it that are not tied to investigation, but have a free range of thought as 
to what's going on here.

 

So what happened to that idea?

I think it was never funded. It was put in the back burner somewhere. I left in December 1999.

 

Is it funded now? Is it supported now by Mueller? 

I think it's being funded. ... I think a good part of that is going forward. He did away with what we 
call the information support group. He has created an intelligence thing, but it's the same thing. 
But you have to know what you know. See, the trouble with the FBI -- it never knew what it knew. 
It had information, but it never got to the right places, and that goes to automation; that goes to 
analysts. It goes to a lot of things.

 

So with regard to the so-called Phoenix letter, or even the Moussaoui case, it's information 
that would have come in, but nobody could follow it or send it anywhere?

Until you have somebody's job there which is to look at the big picture and not be tied to the Cole 
investigation or Ressam or something like that; until you have somebody there that's a strategic 
analyst that's pretty smart, that understands the culture, that understands the language, that 
understands the nuances; until somebody's there and you have an automation system that can put 
that there, that's what you're dealing with. 

I'm not defending whatever the issues are with those other things. I'm not sure what happened. But 
my view -- John and I talked about this for hours -- you have to have smart people that understand 
what the issues are, what the information coming is, and making an analysis, making correct 
inquiries, to have predictive intelligence. And it's still about a 50 percent chance, but it's a chance.

 

As you and O'Neill and others talked about it, the momentum didn't seem to be going in that 
direction. What happened?

I don't find fault with this. We're trying a major sea change for the FBI, and that's what we were 
trying to do, because we could see it. We saw it with Oklahoma City. We saw it with what was 
happening in the world. And, put aside the Israeli-Palestinian issues, we could see this man living 
in Afghanistan who we sent missiles into. Basically, he was getting funding, he was getting 
support from certain groups in the Arab world. We had to have some type of mechanism that 
worked very closely with the intelligence agencies, and try to come up with predictive intelligence. 
It's very difficult to do. The funding issues and those types of things, I don't think ever got off the 
ground.

 

... In trying to figure out someone like O'Neill, he's someone who you tell, "If you do that, 
you're going to get in trouble, that guy's not going to like you anymore, he's going to kick--"

You better not get a nosebleed. But my daddy always said, "Don't kill your mavericks. They might 
save your life someday, and they're the ones that will always have the great ideas. So try to take 
care of them." And John was a maverick, a brilliant maverick.

 

But maybe there's no room for--

There's always room, because good ideas, whether they're successful today or tomorrow, will 
eventually prevail in government. When the idea is created by John O'Neill or anybody else, if it's 
a good idea and it's solid, it'll pick up advocates and will basically become policy or law or 
whatever. I have great faith in that. It doesn't go on one personality or two personalities. It goes on 
basically the idea -- does it stand the test of criticism and critics and little minds? 

 

Did you ever actually sit down with him and say, "Lighten up?" 

I used to tell him, "Relax. You're going to have a stroke." He was so intense. Because he worked 
hard, he lived hard. ... I used to tell him, I said, "Relax. John."

 

And he would say?

Then he would go back into his comments about what the issue was and put forth a very forceful 
view, which generally would be very persuasive. But he was very intense.

 

It wouldn't surprise you to hear that Attorney General Reno used to call O'Neill all the time, 
as a kind of back channel. Why would she do that?

She was just checking on what she was hearing. She was shopping for opinions, which I think is 
good judgment on her part. She was always very straightforward about it, and it's her privilege and 
prerogative. If I were in that position, I'd shop for opinions, too. She talked to John a lot. She 
respected his intellect and his opinion. I would ask, if John got a call, did he tell me? And she 
would always tell me. So I was all right. So I generally knew what was going on, or Fran 
[Townsend] would.

 

It bothered others.

Well, that's their problem.

 

He wanted the Gallagher job. He wanted the Watson job, and especially the Mawn job. 
What do you figure happened?

I don't know. That was pretty much after I left. I think John got some issues, Some issues 
regarding a vehicle and a [stolen] briefcase and all that stuff. I think that just kind of rode him 
down. ... I just really don't know. I never did inquire. 

Let me just go into one thing, just be very clear with you. I recommended John to replace John 
Lewis when he retired as assistant director of the national security division. He was my choice. I 
recommended him to the director and I recommended him to the attorney general. There was an 
issue that came up on the use of a vehicle that was questionable, and it went on and on and on. It 
was never really resolved. Finally, Louis selected Gallagher. The person that I wanted to see on 
that job was John O'Neill, and he didn't get it. Then after that, really, I retired a couple of months 
later. John wanted that job, and he certainly wanted the Mawn job. He didn't get it. 

 

Why?

I think what happens in the FBI, it's a very militaristic society and you have to -- if you're being 
investigated by OPR, Office of Professional Responsibility, and there's a question they don't want 
to promote somebody that's got a cloud over them, even a minor thing, like a vehicle.

 

So you lose your PDA, or you take a lady friend in a company car, that's enough to do it for 
someone like John O'Neill?

I think it was. ...

 

How do you feel about that?

I think the country lost. It lost his leadership.

 

Did he ever talk to you about it?

No.

 

Why not?

I don't know the answer to that question. He was terribly upset about it.

 

Why does he leave? Why does he go at exactly that moment?

I don't know. Like many public servants, I don't think John had a lot of money, and he lived a very 
long, successful, sometimes frustrating career. Maybe he thought it was time to go. I don't know. I 
didn't really talk to him then.

... Sometimes, you get really frustrated, and you get tired. You live under the constant pressure for 
25 or 30 years. You give your all, and you sacrifice your family. You sacrifice your health. You 
have a credit card debt of X amount of dollars which you're paying pieces of. Although the FBI 
agents are very well paid, there's a financial side of it. If you put three kids through college and 
law school, you look at the tail end of a career and you don't have much money. That's one thing. 

Certainly, the frustration of trying to prevail on issues of policy and substantive issues, which John 
faced, would be very frustrating. I think every chance he got to go higher positions of power and 
authority, he was frustrated by, sometimes, a discipline process. I'm sure that was very frustrating. 
I think he saw that the time was, maybe if they don't appreciate me that much, then I'll go.

 

So, ironically, he takes a job at the World Trade Center. When you heard that he had taken 
that job, what did you think?

I didn't think much about it until Sept. 11. We got his cell phone number and called it and called it, 
and there was no answer. The irony was just amazing. ... Probably the person in the United States 
that knew as much about Al Qaeda and Osama bin Laden died in the rubble of the Trade Center 
that morning.

 

People tell the story about how he came out from the World Trade Center building, but then 
went back in.

Sure. I think it's vintage John. I think he was trying to go back in to help some other people. John 
had a deep religious belief that was very interesting. He carried his religion very quietly and 
behind the scenes, but when you see tragedy and you've been in law enforcement or intelligence 
work or whatever, it becomes very elementary to try to help people that are less fortunate than 
you. I think that's what he was thinking.

 

He was, in lots of ways, a living example of -- for lack of a better word I would call it the 
Bryant plan -- the idea of a disciplinary approach; reach out to lots of different guys, 
different agencies, an understanding of the world, the whole analytical framework. He was 
the personification of that, yes?

Yes. He was very much so, through the liaison, the hard work, the intellect, the thought processes, 
the working with subordinates and superiors, to try to get his thoughts into action and policy. He 
was extremely influential with me, and I think with Director Freeh, and I think with the attorney 
general. I think he was even more influential with people that were subordinates. There was 
always issues of style and method and so forth. But in the end, I think that his views were for the 
right reasons.

 

When we lost John O'Neill, what did we lose?

We lost a great citizen who cared very much about making this country safe. That's about the 
nicest thing I can say. 
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President Clinton's national 
coordinator for counterterrorism, he is 
currently President Bush's special 
adviser for cyberspace security. In this 
interview he talks about the attributes 
that made John O'Neill stand apart in 
the world of counterterrorism, 
sketches Al Qaeda's threat and how it 
came into focus for U.S. intelligence, 
and discusses some of John O'Neill's 
battles, including the USS Cole 
investigation. This interview was 
conducted March 20, 2002.

How did you first meet John O'Neill? What were the 
circumstances?

I didn't know John at the point where I first called him. He 
had been the number two FBI agent in Chicago. He was 
reassigned to headquarters in Washington to work on 
terrorism. He had driven all night, instead of flying -- 
driven all night to Washington. Instead of going to his 
apartment, the first thing he did, in the typical John O'Neill 
way, was to go to the office, go to headquarters. It was a 

Sunday morning; obviously no one was there. 

But I was in my office. I was reading intelligence. I saw a report that indicated that the man who 
had plotted the World Trade Center bombing in 1993, the ringleader, Ramzi Ahmed Yousef, was 
about to move within Pakistan. There was a closing window to catch him. So, thinking there might 
be somebody in the FBI on a Sunday morning, I called and John answered the phone. I said, 
"Who's this?" He responded, "Well, who the hell are you? I'm John O'Neill." I explained, "I'm 
from the White House. I do terrorism. I need some help." 

So I told him my story on the classified phone line. He had never worked on the case before, but 
he obviously knew the importance of it. He went into action over the course of the next two or 
three days; he never left the office. He worked the phones out to Pakistan, he worked the phones to 
the Pentagon, and he worked the phones at the State Department. Together with us, [he] put 
together the rush team that managed to catch Ramzi Ahmed Yousef in Pakistan just before he 
moved into Afghanistan, which would have been beyond our reach. It was a pretty intense couple 
days, but it worked. It was, in the way, the beginning of a beautiful friendship, because the same 
drive he brought to that first encounter, he brought to everything he did.

 

He doesn't seem like your normal FBI agent.

Oh, he wasn't. He was, first of all, incredibly bright. He may not have had a Ph.D. from MIT or 
something like that, but his IQ was clearly off the charts. He had a stamina, an energy that was just 
unending. He worked virtually every moment when he wasn't sleeping. He didn't consider any job 
that he was doing a 9-to-5 job. He was on the job all the time, always working, always trying to 
get his goal -- which, in the time I knew him, was getting terrorists.

 

But in addition to this incredible mind which was always on, always analyzing, 
always putting two and two together, always looking for angles -- in addition to 
the drive, there was also an Irish blarney kind of charm. The combination worked. 
Frequently, he was in your face because you weren't doing a good enough job, or 
his subordinates weren't doing a good enough job, or somebody else wasn't living 
up to his standard. It would have been hard to take that all the time were it not for 
the charm that went along with it.

 

He didn't always have smooth sailing, though. He seemed to get on the wrong 
side of some of his cohorts. He didn't fit in exactly with the FBI bureaucracy.

He was very demanding. He was demanding both up and down, both to his 
superiors and his subordinates. He set a very high standard of what should be 
done. Basically, if you didn't want the job done, you didn't give it to John O'Neill. 
If you did want the job done, you gave it to John O'Neill, and watch out, because it 
was going to get done; don't worry too much about stepping on people's toes along 
the way. 

Frankly, a lot of the jobs that he did would never have gotten done, had he not 
stepped on toes. The real question I think you have to ask yourself is, when you're 
out in the world arresting terrorists, if the only way to do that is to ruffle some 
feathers -- and even before 9/11, it should have been obvious, and it was to me and 
it was to him -- that stepping on a few toes, breaking a little crockery was a price 
that we had to pay to get the job done. After all, the job wasn't a popularity 
contest; the job was protecting the American people.

 

How was his view of the potential terrorist threat domestically different than 
a lot of other folks at the FBI or elsewhere?

Well, I would go around the country to FBI offices and ask, "Is there an Al Qaeda 
presence in Chicago, in San Francisco, in Boston?" And typically the reaction I 
would get is, "What's Al Qaeda?" 

But not with John. John knew what Al Qaeda was. He was among the first people 
to see the bin Laden threat. He believed there was a bin Laden network in the 
United States even if he couldn't prove it. So he was constantly trying to prove it, 
because of what he understood about the Al Qaeda network and the rest of the 
world, he said, "It's inconceivable that they're not here."

 

 

 

 

What did he understand that nobody else understood?

I think he understood, first of all, that Al Qaeda wasn't a nuisance -- that what Al Qaeda said in its 
documents and bin Laden's speeches was the truth. He said to me once, "You know, it's like Mein 
Kampf. Hitler wrote Mein Kampf when Hitler was just a jerk. No one took him seriously, so no 
one read the book, or if they read the book, they didn't believe he would try to do what was in the 
book. [John] said, "Bin Laden's just like this. When you read what this guy says he's going to do, 
he's serious. He is going to try to do it in the Middle East, and there are a lot of people who support 
him. A lot of people are giving this guy money. We have to take him seriously, because what he 
says he's going to do is to go to war with the United States."

 

Was he, were you, listened to?

Yes, slowly. Certainly after the embassy bombing in Africa in 1998, it was very obvious that what 
John was saying, what I was saying, was right: that this was more than a nuisance; that this was a 
real threat. But I don't think everyone came to the understanding that it was an existential threat. 
The question was, "This group is more than a nuisance, but are they worth going to war with? 
After all, they've only attacked two embassies. Maybe that's a cost of doing business. This kind of 
thing happens. Yes, we should spend some time some energy trying to get them, but it's not the 
number one priority we have."

 

Let's talk about connecting the dots, which he seemed to be very good at. Explain the 
inability or the ability of some to connect those dots early on.

I think if you ask most terrorism experts in the mid-1990s, "Name the major terrorist organizations 
that might be a threat to the United States," they would have said Hezbollah, which had a 
relationship with Iran. They would have said Hamas, which is a Palestinian group. Most people 
would not have said Al Qaeda. Most people wouldn't have known that there was an Al Qaeda. 

If you ask them, "Well, what about this man bin Laden?" most people in the mid-1990s would 
have said, "Ah, yes, the terrorist financier." What O'Neill said was, "No, this man is not a 
financier. Yes, he's got some of his own money, and he's very good at raising money from other 
people. But that's not all he's about. The money is money for a purpose. The purpose is building a 
worldwide terrorist network based out of Afghanistan, initially based out of Sudan, but then 
moved to Afghanistan. A worldwide terrorist network, the point of which is going after the United 
States, after governments friendly to the United States, particularly in the Arab world." So O'Neill 
did see early on that this was more than just another terrorist group. It was a serious threat it was in 
the process of building.

 

When did they recognize that?

By the time 1998 the embassy bombings occurred, I think everyone in the Clinton Cabinet would 
have said that Al Qaeda is a serious threat. In fact, if you look in retrospect at what the Clinton 
administration did after those embassy bombings through to the end of that administration -- since 
now most of it is public knowledge, lot of it was highly classified at the time -- if 9/11 had not 
happened, most Americans looking at what the Clinton administration did about bin Laden would 
have said, "What an overreaction. Why were they so preoccupied with bin Laden?"

There was an enormous amount of activity that was carried on if you look at the predicate, prior to 
the attack on the Cole destroyer in October 2000. The predicate was Americans killed at two 
embassies in Africa. Yet there was this massive program that was initiated to go after bin Laden. It 
didn't succeed, but it tried very hard. It did prevent some attacks, and it delayed others. But looked 
at in vacuum, the Clinton administration activities, 1998 to the end of the administration against 
bin Laden -- if you look at that without knowing in advance that 9/11 is going to happen, if you 
can separate that in your mind, the Clinton administration activities against bin Laden were 
massive.

So the frustration that a lot of us had, that people weren't paying enough attention, largely ended 
with the 1998 embassy bombings.

 

Some also say that due to the Lewinsky scandal, more action perhaps was never undertaken. 
In your eyes?

The interagency group on which I sat and John O'Neill sat -- we never asked for a particular action 
to be authorized and were refused. We were never refused. Any time we took a proposal to higher 
authority, with one or two exceptions, it was approved....

 

But didn't you push for military action after the Cole?

Yes, that's one of the exceptions.

 

How important is that exception?

I believe that, had we destroyed the terrorist camps in Afghanistan earlier, that the conveyor belt 
that was producing terrorists sending them out around the world would have been destroyed. So 
many, many trained and indoctrinated Al Qaeda terrorists, which now we have to hunt down 
country by country, many of them would not be trained and would not be indoctrinated, because 
there wouldn't have been a safe place to do it if we had destroyed the camps earlier.

 

So that's a pretty basic mistake that we made?

Well, I'm not prepared to call it a mistake. It was a judgment made by people who had to take into 
account a lot of other issues. None of these decisions took place in isolation. There was the Middle 
East peace process going on. There was the war in Yugoslavia going on. People above my rank 
had to judge what could be done in the counterterrorism world at a time when they were also 
pursuing other national goals.

 

When was the last time you talked to John O'Neill before Sept. 11?

I talked to him a few days earlier. We talked about the fact that he was beginning a new job at the 
World Trade Center. I told him once again that I regretted the fact that he had left public service, 
and he said that we would nonetheless continue to work together. I think the last thing he said to 
me was, "Look, whatever job you have, whatever job I have, we're always going to work together. 
We're always going to be friends. Every time you come to New York, you better come to the 
World Trade Center." 

 

You tried to convince him, it has been written, to take your job. Can you tell me a little bit 
about that what happened?

Shortly after the Bush administration came into office, we were asked to think about how we 
organized the White House for a number of issues, including cybersecurity, computer security, 
homeland security, and counterterrorism. I was asked for my advice, and I proposed that the 
counterterrorism responsibility be broken off be a separate job, and that the cybersecurity job be 
broken off as a separate job. I said I had done counterterrorism for about a decade, and I wanted to 
start working on cybersecurity, which I think is terribly important. That was later approved by the 
president.

So the question came, "Well, who would you recommend to do the terrorism job?" I came up with 
four or five names. The first name that came to mind was John O'Neill, because he had the right 
combination of talents. He had an incredible drive. He never took his eye off the ball. He was 
never satisfied with halfway measures when it meant saving American lives. He would never let 
people think about this as just another job. He knew the bureaucracy, and he knew how to make 
things happen. He was incredibly intelligent. I thought he had all the right sets of skills to do the 
job at the White House.

But he was not terribly excited about that. I think he either wanted to come to work in 
headquarters of the FBI again, or he wanted to get out and start making a decent living. He chose 
to do the latter, I guess, and I respect that. Government servants frequently don't get paid what they 
get paid on the outside. You can only ask them to sacrifice for so long, because they're not just 
sacrificing for themselves, they're sacrificing for their families.

 

A guy like him, though, that had FBI running through his blood, why would he quit? What's 
your gut feeling on why he quit?

I think in these pure middle hierarchical organizations like the U.S. military, like the FBI, if you're 
going to have a career of constantly moving up -- some people choose not to; they're perfectly 
happy to be some middle manager, and that's where they'll stay and they make an important 
contribution. But for those people who decide they're going to make a run at senior management 
positions, it's either up or out. You either get promoted the next time around to a more senior 
position, or you wait perhaps for another opportunity. As you're passed over one or two times, you 
move on. 

The problem with all these hierarchical organizations, and it's a problem we have in our military, is 
that we now have all these litmus tests that have nothing to do with your ability to do the job. They 
have to do with your private life or they have to do with the things that really, I think personally, 
are causing a lot of the very best people in our military not to be promoted to the top of the 
military.

The same is true in the FBI. I think John realized that the only way that you could succeed in this 
hierarchical organization, even after 20 or 30 years in it, was to have a record where there was no 
blemish. People are afraid that in the Senate confirmation process or in the White House clearance 
process or in the press reaction to an appointment that, rather than focusing on the 20 years of 
incredible accomplishment, the press will focus on the one or two blemishes, however minor.

So I think John came to the conclusion that he was not going to get the very, very senior job in the 
FBI that he wanted to get. He'd given it a long time, given it a long career. He had made a lot of 
sacrifices, personally and financially. Since he wasn't going to get that top FBI job, he decided to 
get out and make a decent living.

 

Did the briefcase episode weigh pretty heavily on him?

I don't know [about] the briefcase episode. What I do know is that John always wanted to be 
thought of as being close to perfect. At the end of any meeting, he would hang around say, "How'd 
I do? What can I do better next time? What am I doing wrong?" Of course he was doing nothing 
wrong. He was doing everything spectacularly well. But he always wanted to do better. He always 
needed that reassurance. 

For him to be criticized for something like the briefcase incident, whatever the truth value of that 
incident was, it hurt him a lot, because he always wanted to be thought of as close to perfect. 
Perfectly dressed, perfectly briefed, didn't want anybody to think that he was in any way not the 
number one guy in terms of performance. 

 

Can you take us into a discussion at NSC when he would be there? How did he present 
himself? How did he present the facts? What was he like?

As you can imagine, the situation room, the conference room where they usually have these 
meetings, is a bunch of fairly gray bureaucrats sitting around the table. More often than not, a 
bunch of guys; unfortunately, all guys, more often than not. 

John would come into the room and there would be a presence about him. He would go around the 
room like it was a ward meeting and he was an Irish politician. He'd smash everybody on the back, 
grin, grip, pass out cigars and you know, the atmosphere changed. He was building a team. I might 
have been chairing the meeting, but he was building a team, and we were all on his team.

He wanted to get people beyond representing their agencies and have them be friends, have them 
feel like they were part of a team on which he was a key player. Then when you got around to the 
substance of any discussion, he always knew more about the CIA guy's brief than the CIA guy did. 
He knew more about the State Department guy's brief than the State Department guy. He prepared 
for meetings. He prepared in detail. He wanted to show everybody that his recommendation was 
well-founded, because he knew all the facts, he had considered all the facts. He would continue to 
drive, press, press, until people agreed with his recommendation.

 

Which they often did?

Which they almost always did.

 

Let me ask you about a couple of events. In 1997, he gives the Chicago speech where he says, 
"We should expect an attack." He's talking in that same period of time about, or a little 
after, of cells within the country. How common was this belief at FBI and NSA?

In 1997, I think there were only a handful of us who knew that there were Al Qaeda cells in the 
United States. When my boss, National Security Advisor Sandy Berger, would ask the FBI in a 
formal meeting, "Is there an Al Qaeda presence in the United States?" their formal answer would 
be, "We don't know of one, and we don't think there is one." But if you asked O'Neill, or you had 
asked me, a few others, including some people in the CIA, the answer would have been, "We can't 
prove it yet, but we see the smoke, and where there's smoke, there's fire." Sure, there were cells. 
We weren't able to prove it at the time. 

But what John O'Neill was trying to do was to get a momentum going in the FBI to look seriously 
for those cells, to look for the connections which, frankly, most FBI offices were not doing. It was 
not one of the priorities in most FBI field offices.

 

What about the meetings that were taking place with the Taliban in Washington up until, I 
guess, July or August 2002, or something like that?

This administration -- the Bush administration, and the Clinton administration before it -- had 
authorized an ongoing dialogue with the Taliban, where we told them that if there's another 
terrorist attack anywhere in the world on the United States that we can pin on bin Laden, we're not 
only going to hold bin Laden responsible; we're going to hold the Taliban responsible. 

We had a very serious high-level discussion with the Pakistanis, with the Taliban, saying to them, 
"Look, we're serious. You've got to give up bin Laden. You've got to throw the terrorist camps 
out." So yes, absolutely there was a dialogue, but it never, ever got in the way of going after Al 
Qaeda. We were talking to the Taliban while, at the same time, we had teams inside Afghanistan 
working for the CIA. We were trying to kill bin Laden or arrest him.

 

O'Neill was involved in a lot of the very successful investigations which lead to very 
successful prosecutions. In his mind, did he think that was enough, that was a key?

No, the role of law enforcement in going after terrorists I think has been misunderstood. John 
O'Neill did not think these were law enforcement problems; he thought they were national security 
problems. He didn't think that for every terrorist event, the solution was going out finding the guy 
who did it and arresting him, bringing him back to New York and trying him. That was one of the 
arrows in our quiver. 

We found over the years that the FBI made an important contribution to going after terrorists 
abroad. After a terrorist event, you can learn a lot about who did it, how they did it and the nature 
of the network that still existed by applying traditional FBI investigative techniques. The CIA and 
DOD couldn't do that.

So when you have several hundred FBI agents in Africa going through the rubble, sifting in the 
African heat, sifting through bricks and concrete and finding a tiny little part of a truck that had the 
VIN number on it, and then investigating who bought that truck, where did the money come from 
to buy that truck -- that was something that only the FBI could do. CIA couldn't do it and the 
Defense Department couldn't do it. 

So yes, we wanted the FBI out in the field in Africa, in Asia, in the Middle East, investigating 
terrorist incidents -- not just because there was a crime committed, not just because we wanted to 
arrest people and bring them back to New York for trial. But because what the FBI could do would 
be to find all of these traces and start pulling on a thousand strings through interrogation 
techniques, through forensic techniques, and build a case.

You'd go into John's office. On the wall, there would be a chart with lines connecting phone 
numbers in the United States, phone numbers in the Middle East, and phone numbers in Africa. 
Names. This guy was involved in this case. He talked to that guy over in that case. Only the FBI 
was able to put together that traditional criminal investigative technique that they used to go after 
organized crime in the United States, that they used to go after the Soviet spy network in the 
United States. That's why we turned to the FBI.

 

Let's talk a little bit about 1996 and the CIA. O'Neill was involved in helping set up Station 
Alex -- the mission to track bin Laden, the money, his base of operations and such. Why was 
this important, and what did it achieve?

There was a lot of pressure on the CIA from the White House to do more about bin Laden in the 
1995-1996 time frame. At the time, bin Laden had a lot of his operations based in Sudan. But 
Sudan was not some place where the CIA could easily set up a large operation, so they created 
what they called a virtual station. Rather than having it in Sudan, it was in Virginia. It was not in 
CIA headquarters, so it wouldn't be part of all of that culture.

The FBI decided that they would be a part of the station. They would contribute FBI agents to a 
joint CIA/FBI effort to figure out where this network was. Who was bin Laden? Where did the 
money come from? Where did the money go? Where did the people come from who were trained 
at these camps? Where did they go after they were trained? It was a joint FBI/CIA project.

 

And the success of it?

The success of it was that it proved that there was a huge network. Prior to that activity, beginning 
in 1996, 1997, we thought there might have been a widespread bin Laden network. We couldn't 
prove it. What this did, it started taking a string, pulling it and pulling it, then finding the spread of 
the web, more and more people, in more and more countries. We were able, over the course of 
about 18 months, to go from thinking there was a bin Laden network, to seeing it in 56 countries. 

 

A lot of people looked at Sept. 11, and said "Massive intelligence failure. Haven't seen an 
intelligence failure like this since Pearl Harbor." What's your opinion on that allegation?

I think it's a cheap shot. I think when people say, no matter what event it is, they say, "Oh, it was 
an intelligence failure," they frequently don't know what the intelligence community said prior to 
the event. In June 2001, the intelligence community issued a warning that a major Al Qaeda 
terrorist attack would take place in the next many weeks. They said they were unable to find out 
exactly where it might take place. They said they thought it might take place in Saudi Arabia. 

We asked, "Could it take place in the United States?" They said, "We can't rule that out." So in my 
office in the White House complex, the CIA sat and briefed the domestic U.S. federal law 
enforcement agencies, Immigration, Federal Aviation, Coast Guard, and Customs. The FBI was 
there as well, agreeing with the CIA, and told them that we were entering a period when there was 
a very high probability of a major terrorist attack. Now I don't think that's an intelligence failure. It 
may be a failure of other parts of the government, but I don't think that was an intelligence failure.

 

You've been quoted as saying the stopping of the millennium attacks changed your mind 
dramatically. What do you mean by that?

We had always talked about the possibility that there were Al Qaeda cells in the United States. We 
had looked for evidence. We had encouraged FBI offices other than John O'Neill's office in New 
York to start looking for evidence. 

What happened in the millennium plot was that we found someone who had lived in Boston who 
was the leader of the planned attack at the millennium in Jordan. We found someone who lived in 
Canada who was planning a simultaneous attack in Los Angeles. When we started pulling on the 
strings, what we found was there were connections to people in Seattle, Boston, Brooklyn, 
Manhattan and other cities throughout the United States. 

Every time we looked at one of these individuals who looked like an Al Qaeda person, they lead 
us to someone else who was an Al Qaeda person -- probably, somewhere else in the United States.

So I think a lot of the FBI leadership, for the first time, realized that O'Neill was right -- that there 
probably were Al Qaeda people in the United States. They realized that only after they looked at 
the results of the investigation of the millennium bombing plot. So by February 2000, I think 
senior people in the FBI were saying there probably is a network here in the United States, and we 
have to change the way the FBI goes about finding that network.

 

The June-July warnings. A lot of things happened at that point. Do we think now that Sept. 
11 was in fact what was being talked about?

Absolutely. Absolutely.

 

Because one of the things that surprises a lot of the public, I think, is that immediately after 
Sept. 11, the administration knew exactly who had done it. Was that why?

No. On the day of Sept. 11, then the day or two following, we had a very open mind. CIA and FBI 
were asked, "See if it's Hezbollah. See if it's Hamas. Don't assume it's Al Qaeda. Don't just assume 
it's Al Qaeda." Frankly, there was absolutely not a shred of evidence that it was anybody else. The 
evidence that it was Al Qaeda began just to be massive within days after the attack. 

 

Somebody's quoted as saying that they walked into your office and almost immediately 
afterwards, the first words out of your mouth was "Al Qaeda."

Well, I assumed it was Al Qaeda. No one else had the intention of doing that. No one else that I 
knew of had the capability of doing that. So yes, as soon as it happened, I assumed it was Al 
Qaeda.

 

The Khobar Towers bombing happens, and there was a problem. O'Neill felt that neither the 
Saudis nor the State Department really want to pursue the trail where it led. What was the 
frustration with that investigation?

We believed that the Khobar Towers, the U.S. Air Force facility in Saudi Arabia, was probably 
bombed by Iranian government agents using Saudi Hezbollah terrorists. We believed that almost 
as soon as it happened. Of course, as in all these cases, you don't want to just go off on the basis of 
your assumption, intuition, or on the basis of a few pieces of intelligence. One of the reasons that 
you use the FBI is to get real, hard, good forensic evidence, so that you can go to the Saudi 
government or the U.N. or our allies and say, "It was Iran, and we can prove it." 

So we asked the FBI to go there in huge numbers and do what only the FBI can do, a big 
investigation. Well, it turns out that the Saudi government also had a suspicion that it was Iran. 
The Saudi government didn't really want the United States to conclude that it was Iran, go off half-
cocked and start bombing Iran. The Saudis feared that the United States would bomb Iran, start a 
war, the Saudis would be hurt in that war, and the United States might not finish the job; that we 
might leave the Iranian regime in power and just do a few little retaliatory bombings, which would 
make it much worse for the Saudis. 

So the Saudi government decided at a very high level to give the United States and the FBI only a 
little bit of cooperation, not the full picture, to stall, to delay, because they didn't think that we 
really wanted to know. Or they convinced themselves that if we did find out the truth, that we'd do 
some stupid kind of reaction. 

So O'Neill and Louis Freeh had a difficult task. They kept going to Saudi Arabia. They kept 
demanding that we get the information. The Saudis had decided not to give us more than a little 
bit. So the vice president, the president and the national security advisory got involved, and started 
beating up on every Saudi diplomat and Saudi counterpart that they could find, saying, "Yes, we 
do really want to know. We're not going to do something crazy when we find out. We are going to 
consult with you about whatever it is we do." Eventually -- but it took a very long time -- 
eventually the Saudi government did produce all the evidence that they had, and it did lead us to 
the conclusion that Iranian intelligence officers were involved in the attack.

 

How did this affect O'Neill? This sounds like it was going on way above O'Neill's rank. But 
how did it affect O'Neill?

Well, O'Neill was the chief investigator. He would go to Saudi Arabia, sometimes with Louis 
Freeh, sometimes alone. He would try to do an FBI investigation with a counterpart, an ally. He 
would get very frustrated if that ally wasn't cooperating. So he would try to do what he normally 
did in those kind of circumstances, which is to make personal friends with the cop on the other 
side of the case. That didn't work either with the Saudis. So it became very frustrating for him, 
because he really wanted to do a good FBI investigation that had all the details laid out, all the 
facts proved, beyond a shadow of a doubt.

 

Did he Louis Freeh agree on what the cooperation was with the Saudis?

I don't know. I think you'd have to ask Louis. I think on at least one occasion, John told me that he 
believed that the Saudis were telling us one thing but doing another; that he tried to persuade the 
director of the FBI of that, but the director wanted to believe that the Saudis were cooperating.

 

The October 2000 Cole attack. O'Neill also had difficulties there when he went to Yemen. 
The famous story of the disagreements with Ambassador Bodine has been aired quite a bit. 
What's your take on what was going on there?

I think there were two things going on in Yemen. The first thing was the government of Yemen 
didn't want us to know all the details; in part, because that would reveal that some low-level people 
in the Yemeni government may have been part of the conspiracy; in part, because it would have 
shown that the Yemeni government didn't really have control over a large section of Yemen; in 
part because it would have shown that Yemen was filled with terrorists from a whole variety of 
different organizations. So Yemen didn't want to cooperate fully, didn't want us to see everything 
that was there.

The other thing that was going on was that you had an U.S. ambassador who wanted to be fully in 
control of everything that every American official did in the country, and resented the fact that 
suddenly there were hundreds of FBI personnel in the country and only a handful of State 
Department personnel. She wanted good relations with Yemen as the number one priority. 

John O'Neill wanted to stop terrorism as the number one priority, and the two conflicted. Almost 
all of us who were following the details in Washington, whether we were in the Justice 
Department, the FBI, the White House, State Department, the Defense Department -- almost all of 
us thought that John O'Neill was doing the right thing. 

But the State Department has to support its ambassador. State Department doesn't have a lot of 
assets. It doesn't have a lot of airplanes or a lot of guns. It's basically got its ambassador. It's got a 
letter to every ambassador from the president of the United States saying, "You, Ambassador, are 
my personal representative in the country. You're in charge of everything the United States does." 
So when the ambassador makes the decision, the State Department feels, for institutional reasons, 
that they have to back her up. 

So I think even though the people we were working with in the State Department who were 
following the case thought the ambassador was wrong, nonetheless, they decided to back her up.

 

In January 2001, you wrote a memo where you basically stated there are more attacks 
coming, [that] Al Qaeda cells are here. What was that memo? What was the reason for it 
looking back at it now? How right did you get it?

I think the intelligence community, the FBI, were unanimous, certainly throughout the year 2000 
into 2001, that there was in fact a very widespread Al Qaeda network around the world in probably 
between 50-60 countries -- that they had trained thousands, perhaps over 10,000 terrorists at the 
camps in Afghanistan; that we didn't really know who those people were. We didn't have names 
for very many of them, and we didn't know where they were; but since bin Laden kept saying the 
United States was the target, the United States was the enemy, that we had to expect an increasing 
rate of sophistication of attacks by this large Al Qaeda network against the United States. 

As John O'Neill kept saying, there was no reason to think they're always going to go after us in 
Saudi Arabia or Africa or Yemen. They tried to go after us, O'Neill would say, in 1993, in the first 
World Trade Center attack. O'Neill was convinced, in retrospect -- and it took the FBI others a 
long time to realize it, many years actually -- but O'Neill was convinced by the year 2000, 
certainly probably earlier than that, that the 1993 attack was in fact a bin Laden-led attack. We 
hadn't heard the phrase Al Qaeda at the time.

We now know, going back through historical documents, that there was an Al Qaeda [back then]. 
It had just been formed, just been given that name. It was small. But O'Neill would say the attack 
of 1993 was Al Qaeda. The attempted attack at the millennium in the United States was Al Qaeda. 

Whatever deterrents we had that said "you should never try to attack us in the United States," that 
hadn't worked. Therefore, he would say -- and I think everyone in the FBI leadership and the CIA 
leadership was saying -- "The attack is going to be big. It could be in Saudi Arabia or the Middle 
East. It could also be in the United States." 

 

Without intelligence operatives on the ground in these organizations, how in the end does 
one stop something like this? If you look back on it now and you had one wish, you could 
have had one thing done, what would it have been?

Blow up the camps and take out their sanctuary. Eliminate their safe haven, eliminate their 
infrastructure. They would have been a hell of a lot less capable of recruiting people. Their whole 
"Come to Afghanistan where you'll be safe and you'll be trained," well, that wouldn't have worked 
if every time they got a camp together, it was blown up by the United States. That's the one thing 
that we recommended that didn't happen -- the one thing in retrospect I wish had happened.

 

What did we lose when we lost John O'Neill?

For many of us, what we lost when we lost John O'Neill was one of our best friends. A guy that 
you just loved to spend time with, because there was such energy; intellectual energy, physical 
energy, such drive, and such panache as well. 

I think when John O'Neill decided to leave government service, what we lost was a very, very rare 
thing in government service -- somebody with enormous energy and devotion to duty who had a 
lot of intellectual power, a lot of physical stamina. It was all directed at the job, all directed with a 
lot of emotional energy to saving American lives and to defeating America's enemies.

Sure, that's all of our jobs, in the government and the police departments. ... But it's very, very rare 
when you see someone who was consumed by it and who was very capable at the same time. 
Somebody who doesn't stop because it's Sunday or Saturday or because it's 8:00 or 10:00 at night. 
Somebody who believes with every inch of his body and every gray cell in his brain that he's got 
to do this job because the job is important and the American people need him to do it, even if the 
American people don't know yet about the threat. 

He always wanted to be an FBI agent, always. From the time he was a little kid, he always wanted 
to serve the American people. He was never looking for the big paycheck. He was never looking 
for his name in the newspapers. What he was looking for was an opportunity to serve, an 
opportunity to save lives. That's what we lost.

 

A hero?

He's always going to be one of my heroes. A big hero. 
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Guenther was an FBI agent in the New 
York office for 22 years. He worked 
under John O'Neill in the 
counterterrorism division. In this 
interview he describes the problems 
O'Neill encountered in Yemen while 
investigating the bombing of the USS 
Cole. This interview was conducted on 
June 28, 2002.

Explain who John O'Neill is. What kind of guy was he?

That's a difficult question. But I would say John O'Neill 
probably should have been a leprechaun, because he 
always had that little bit of impishness about him. There 
was always that little twinkle in his eye that kind of 
indicated that he was about some mischief. But that was 

really him. 

He was a good, fun-loving, hard-working person. He loved the people he worked with. He was 
what I would consider an agent's supervisor. His people loved him. At times, they could hate him, 
too, but there was always that love relationship there with him, because he always stood by his 
people. He was the type of person who didn't administer from behind a desk. He wanted to be out 
with the troops. If there was a hot investigation going, he wanted to be out there managing out and 
assisting in any way he possibly could. He was a perfectionist. He didn't like anybody that didn't 
want to go the full measure. He wanted to make sure that you did your job to the utmost. 

 

I think that the one thing that he feared more than anything -- especially in the 
game of the war on terrorism -- was that we would make some mistake that would 
cost us dearly. I guess that came to fruition with the World Trade Center. It wasn't 
because we made any mistakes; just we were not able to get the information in 
time and do anything with it. But John always feared that somehow we would miss 
something. He would be after his investigators to make sure they covered every 
base and he would leave no stone unturned. Woe be you if you failed to cover 
everything.

 

What would happen? Tell me that side of the John O'Neill.

There was the dark side of John. He was a fiery Irishman and he would go after 
you with full measure. He'd just dress you down and start firing questions at you. 
"Why didn't you do this? How come this wasn't done? How come you didn't cover 
this?" But he didn't hold grudges. He would move on, as long as he realized that 
you realized your mistakes and went back and made the corrections.

So John always said that, in his career, "I've never hurt anybody." I think that's 
true that he never tried to hurt anybody in his career in order to move up in his 
career. Even though people may have made mistakes and he may not have like the 
way they'd done things, he never tried to intentionally hurt anybody.

 

A lot of people say he was equally as hard on people that worked for him, 
people that he worked for, and on himself. What was that about John O'Neill?

Well, some people would say he was a tyrant, but I don't think that was the case. I 
think that he had values and he was dedicated to those values. He didn't want 
people above him trying to tell him how he was going to run his investigations. 

He would work hand in glove with his superiors. But he was adamant about the 
way he thought things should be done, and unless somebody could prove to the 
contrary, he was going to take that road. I think that's where he possibly ran into a 
lot of problems with his superiors. With people that worked for him, he expected 
the same excellence that he expected from himself, and everybody that worked for 
him knew that. You either marched that line or you'd find yourself somewhere else.

 

 

 

 

How did you meet him? What was your first impression?

... I'd heard stories about him, but I'd never seen him before. I kind of thought he was kind of a 
dandy. He was impeccably dressed. His fingernails were polished. His hair was smoothed back. A 
bunch of us started to call him the "Prince of Darkness." He was always in dark suits and starched 
white shirts. ...

He liked being dapper. He liked being out in high society. He liked his favorite bar, Elaine's, 
where he could hold court and be with people that he enjoyed being with. I guess that was part of 
that mystique that he liked having about himself. ...

 

The nightlife, the hanging out at Elaine's, how did that tie in to work?

He had the opportunity to meet with a lot of people. He did a lot of networking while he was in the 
social scene. If he had people coming in from other agencies or other countries, he would 
introduce them to this scene. They could feel free to talk and deal with a lot of the problems that 
they may be having in working together, and iron these things out more on a social level.

He made people feel very comfortable that way. It wasn't, "I'll only deal with you in my office 
setting." He liked taking people out. I think he felt that that's where he got more accomplished, 
because that's where people relaxed and got to know one another a little bit better. 

 

So he got it in the way that he understood how people dealt with each other. He thought the 
job he was doing was a bigger thing than any bureaucrat could really sort of--

You know, the definition of an FBI agent is you're an agent 24 hours a day, and John fully 
believed that. He utilized his 24 hours as best he could to do as much of that job as he could. ...

 

So John O'Neill comes to town in, I guess, January 1997. How does he view the job at that 
point? 

I think his view was that he wanted to try to get away from being only a reactive entity and start to 
be more proactive; on investigations, try to develop assets or sources within these various groups 
so we could start to develop a better intelligence base as to what was going on and try to get ahead 
of the power curve. I think his real goal was to try to make that happen.

 

This is domestic?

Both domestically and internationally. He realized that there was probably going to be some sort 
of Middle Eastern terrorist organizations having the operational base in this country. And we didn't 
have very good relations, or we hadn't developed good sources within that community, where we 
could start to understand what was going on in the various Muslim communities. ...

He developed good working relationships with intelligence agencies in other countries like Great 
Britain, a lot of the Middle Eastern countries. He worked very hard at making sure that they knew 
exactly who he was and how he wanted to fight this. He wanted to make it a team effort. ...

 

Did he get this before a lot of others? Was he on to this really quick and perhaps dragging 
other people along?

He knew full well that this was something that was mammoth in size. He knew that it was only a 
matter of time before something like the World Trade Center was going to happen. He had no way 
of knowing it was going to be the World Trade Center again. 

But he knew that this Al Qaeda network was preparing to do some more devastating operations. 
He tried as hard as he could, with the resources he had, and tried to identify what was going to 
happen. But, again, there just weren't enough resources. The intelligence was not coming in to give 
him that opportunity to get a grasp on what was going on.

 

One of the things Dick Clarke told us was that, early on, he got the fact of the danger of there 
being domestic cells of Al Qaeda and fundamentalists being in the country, while the FBI 
and the rest of the world didn't believe it. The official line was that it wasn't a possibility. 
Was that true? If that was the case, what was his thought?

Yes. That was true. He fully believed that they had moved in and had cells here for a long time. 
On a daily basis, we were coming up with information that kind of leaned towards the fact that 
groups were coming in from various parts of the world. We couldn't really find out what they were 
about, but we could see movements of groups into this country. ...

 

Bin Laden -- how personal a fight was this? Did he personalize the fight?

... I think what he realized is you have to know your enemy in order to be able to fight him well. I 
don't think that he was personalizing anything. He just realized that he really needed to know and 
understand this man's thoughts, his ideologies, and where he thought bin Laden would be looking 
and moving next. He was very academic about that. ...

 

Take us on sort of the trip here over the years, where a bit of information would come in and 
then another piece, then another piece; where John O'Neill and all of you sort of started 
understanding the full threat that bin Laden and Al Qaeda represented. What were the first 
clues, and then what were the puzzle pieces that started falling into place?

Initially when all of these incidents began happening, probably the consensus was that most of 
these incidents were unrelated; that they were an Islamic terrorist group, but they may be a cell of 
some type. But under John's investigative leadership, I think he realized what was going on here. 
He pressed his investigators to try to look for the ties, look for any connectivity between these 
organizations.

I'm speaking now of the Khobar Towers attacks, the embassy bombings, the Manila air terrorism 
attempts. In getting out there, sending his people actually out to these various countries and 
working with the local law enforcement and local intelligence agencies, we started to see the 
picture of, even if there were loosely associated groups, there sometimes was some connectivity on 
back to a larger picture. This larger picture turned out to be Al Qaeda. 

 

It sounds like the essential greatness of John O'Neill is that he was a storehouse for all this 
information. He was good at three-dimensional chess and he was able to complete the 
pictures and see where the connections were. Aren't there a lot of people like that in the FBI? 
Or was he something special?

No. I think John realized or started to see the big picture and he started to see the connectivity, 
since his investigative team had been the first to investigate a lot of these cases. The Washington 
field office had also been involved in some of these investigations, but John was able to get 
process on a lot of these people, including bin Laden early on. Because of that, every time an 
incident thereafter occurred, John would fight ... with Washington to make sure that we constantly 
took the lead on these investigations. So we would build this intelligence base, and so we would 
have investigators that had the institutional knowledge and that was the way it was. New York 
agents had the most knowledge out there on these groups.

 

Why is that important?

It's important because then you don't have to go back and reinvent the wheel. We didn't have, and 
still don't have, the databases that we really need to do the job. Until those databases are in place, 
it's going to be very hard for an investigative team, say, from Los Angeles or Miami or anywhere 
else to grab ahold of one of these cases and be up to speed right away. It's the group and the 
grassroots -- those investigators who you send out there who've seen the picture before. Once they 
hear a name, they know the relationship that he has with all the other loosely affiliated groups.

 

So it sounds like a John O'Neill was the perfect guy to have working for you in Yemen and 
the perfect guy to be in East Africa?

Oh, absolutely. Absolutely. He was a man that kind of thrived on crisis. He could walk into a crisis 
situation and make everybody there feel very, very comfortable. They immediately recognized his 
presence, his leadership, his command, and readily accepted it and followed it.

 

Was he ever frustrated by Washington not getting the fact that New York had this ability, or 
was he ever frustrated by inaction or inactivity or not moving along quickly enough? What 
were John O'Neill's frustrations?

All of those. Yes, John was frustrated when he got into those parochial firefights as to who was 
going to be in control or how things were going to be done. John was very aggressive. He stepped 
to the plate anytime there was a major crisis and was willing to carry the battle flag. ...

With the Cole investigation, that attack occurred, I think, 11:20 in the morning Yemen time, which 
would have been about 3:00 in the morning New York time. By the time we realized what was 
happening, 6:30-7:00 in the morning, that it was another terrorist attack, that it very well could be 
something perpetrated by the bin Laden group, John immediately seized on the opportunity to say, 
"New York should have the team going." ...

I was the team leader of the rapid deployment team in New York. "Get out people ready. Get our 
equipment ready. We're going." That was like 7:00 in the morning. 

So throughout the day, I'm moving to get our people identified, who they're going to be in the 
various components and get them suited up and ready to go. John spent the remainder of the day 
fighting with headquarters in Washington about the fact that Washington wanted to send the 
Washington field office, their rapid deployment team. So those folks were going through the same 
process of standing up, getting their people and their resources together. This food fight went on 
all day long. 

It wasn't until later in the afternoon when O'Neill was able to convince FBI headquarters that, yes, 
there was intelligence out there prior to the event from bin Laden's organization that, yes, they 
were going to attack a U.S. ship in such a manner. They finally relented and said, "OK, if it's a bin 
Laden event, it should be New York."

But by that time, the aircraft had been delegated to fly to Washington. The Washington 
investigators had already taken their equipment and loaded on all of the Washington headquarters 
people and the hostage rescue team, and everything else. In the final analysis, the plane took off 
with only maybe four or five New York investigators on board. That was at 4:00 in the morning, 
more than 24 hours after the event occurred. 

Those types of things frustrated John O'Neill. John O'Neill would have wanted to have been out 
the door within hours after the event and on his way. He was delegated as the on-scene 
commander, and readily accepted that task and wanted to move forward. But again, he didn't leave 
to start moving towards Yemen until 2:00 the following afternoon. ...

 

The effects of the figuring out who, what office was going to be in control? What were the 
effects on the investigation? Were there detrimental effects?

Well, I'm sure there were. It bogged down the ability of our rapid deployment team being able to 
move forward on a timely basis. By the time we were able to get our investigative component, our 
security components, all of our other technical people out, they were only able to go as far as 
Germany and then we ran into problems.

Mr. O'Neill ran into problems with the Madame Ambassador, Barbara Bodine, in Yemen. By the 
time we got the New York people as far as Germany, the ambassador determined that she was not 
going to allow any more FBI personnel or investigators into her country, because she felt that it 
was a small invasion that was occurring. I don't think she ever realized what was needed to 
conduct one of these investigations. I don't think that she realized the severity of the incident. So 
she made a determination that there would be no more FBI personnel or FBI investigative support 
personnel into the country until she determined how many people should actually be there. ...

 

Do you remember his first phone call back to you where he mentioned Bodine and what his 
reaction to all this was?

One of his first calls back where you knew that he was having problems with the ambassador was 
when he had gotten his people into Aden and realized that there were no facilities available for 
them to stay. There was no hotel available. A lot of other government agencies had sent people 
over there. A lot of intelligence groups had sent people, and there was absolutely no place for FBI 
personnel to stay. The ambassador basically just said, "Let them sleep on the floor in the ballroom, 
because we're not finding additional facilities for them." 

And John, being a guy who always took care of his troops was just incensed that she would not try 
to find some sort of accommodations so that he could make his people as comfortable as possible 
also. Right then and there, you knew that there was going to be strife between the two, because 
John was going to take care of his people, and he was going to do everything he possible could to 
make sure that they had what they needed to conduct their investigation. ...

 

So what was the next problem with Bodine?

The next thing with her was guns, weapons. She couldn't understand why our personnel needed to 
be armed. She wanted the weapons sent out of the country immediately. As a matter of fact, I think 
she even commanded that they turn in their weapons the next military flight that came through, 
they would all be shuttled out of the country. John wouldn't stand for that. He stood his ground on 
that and did win the fight.

The next battle that I recall that they had was over manpower. The ambassador decided that there 
were absolutely too many people involved in this investigation. She made an arbitrary decision as 
to how many she thought that O'Neill would need to conduct his investigation. If memory serves 
me right, I think 27 was the number or something like that. She came up with this number. I don't 
know how she derived that number, but she did.

Therefore, John was only allowed to have 27 people in the country at a time and, if he wanted to 
bring in, say, five additional specialized investigators, well then five people would have to leave. 
This became impossible for John O'Neill to comprehend, because he wanted his people there. He 
wanted them there now. He didn't want to have to give up people. He didn't want to give up 
security personnel in order to bring investigators in. But that's what she was forcing him to do was 
to make these compromises and he was incensed by that.

 

So what did he do?

He did learn to play her game to some degree. Every time he wanted to try to get some personnel 
in, they would be in negotiations to try to say, "Well, I can't lose five people. Can I send out three 
people for the five?" Depending on any given day or argument, he would win certain concessions. 
That's the way he had to play the game.

 

So what was this doing to the investigation?

It was bogging it down. I mean, surely we could've used all the manpower. It would've helped to 
have had as many people as possible early on. It would have benefited her also, because we 
could've gotten accomplished what needed to be done as far as evidence recovery, going over the 
crime scene, and moving on. ...

 

Tell me about the phone call that he was talking about with his dealing with the ambassador. 

It was sometime early on in his stay over there. But it was after he had several encounters with 
Madame Ambassador that he called back one time and I got him on the phone. I think we were 
getting ready to do a conference call. He says in the impish way that he could have, "Clint. I have 
tried everything in my power to win this woman over with my O'Neill charm, but it just isn't 
working. I don't understand this." So he laughed at himself and went on.

That was the way it was. I don't think that he ever hated the woman or had any real dislike for her. 
He just couldn't understand why he couldn't get her to see his way and to deal with him.

 

And it got worse. Eventually, he can't get back into the country?

Yes. Eventually it did get worse. It was in July when we had extracted our people from Yemen due 
to threats that we had received. The threats were serious threats against the team while it was in 
Aden. We had been able to extract them from Aden up to Sana, which is the capital. 

That was another problem that he had with the ambassador. John wanted his people moved. He 
wanted them moved immediately because he took this threat as being real, and so he says, "We 
need to get an aircraft, get in there, and pick these people up." I think there were probably about 18 
FBI personnel, and then I think we had something like a 20-man Marine force protection group 
with us. So the closest possible aircraft that we would have would be military.

When we started to line up military aircraft to come in to pick them up, the ambassador said, "No. 
No military aircraft allowed in. You'll have to have your people leave via commercial air out of 
Yemen," which would have taken days to get two or three or four people out on each flight. There 
was only maybe two or three flights leaving a day. Again, John just was beside himself as to why 
she wouldn't allow the military aircraft to come in and take everybody en masse.

Finally, she conceded that military aircraft would be able to fly in. I think it came in from Dubai or 
somewhere close, picked up the entire [group] and all of our equipment, moved the entire 
operation out of Aden and up to Sana. 

Once they arrived there, the ambassador said the military force protection group will no longer be 
needed especially here in Sana, because everything is safe here. So she refused to let them off the 
military aircraft, and ordered the military aircraft out of the country as quickly as everybody could 
disembark. 

Once again, John tried to fight that issue, thinking that he wanted that military force protection unit 
to continue with our investigators. He lost that battle. ...

 

To some extent, perhaps headquarters helped or didn't help enough in clearing it up and 
standing behind John O'Neill? 

I think the stance in Washington at all levels was that Ms. Bodine was coming to the end of her 
tenure over there and would be rotating out in August of last year anyway, so let's just let it flow 
and have the transition occur normally. That didn't help O'Neill's case at all, because there was still 
a lot of investigative time between present, when they were having the problems, and when she 
was going to be leaving.

From that time we landed our people in Sana and started to set up an investigative stance there, 
starting with work with local law enforcement in the capital, it went for several weeks. Then the 
intelligence again started coming that the same group that had been targeting our team in Aden 
was now targeting us again in Sana. At that point in time, since all our investigative team was 
staying in a hotel, not on the embassy compound itself, we felt that we weren't going to be able to 
give them the protection that they would need.

So it was decided that we would pull the entire investigative team out until such time as things 
settled down and we could figure out a way to provide better protection to the team when it re-
entered the country.

 

They were out for months?

They were out for a month or a little bit more than a month. Probably around July that we started 
focusing on coming up with a plan and working with the embassy over there to try to establish a 
reentry. That's when John said, "Well, I'll go over and sit down with the ambassador and we'll 
work out the details," and she denied him entry into the country.

John kind of wore that as, I think, a badge of some type. He was very amused that it was 
determined that he was persona non grata. He never got furious over it. He was kind of tickled by 
it.

 

If there had been full cooperation with the embassy, do you think the FBI would have pulled 
the investigators out?

No. I don't think that they would have. I think maybe any other ambassador probably would have 
allowed that force protection Marine unit to stay with the investigators. Probably we could've 
found accommodations closer to the embassy where we would be able to set up a better protective 
perimeter. I don't think he would've moved out.

But we were operating with three SWAT personnel as our only support as far as security goes, and 
an open hotel just wasn't going to work. We couldn't provide protection for our people. We just 
decided it was better to regroup and rethink this thing.

 

Now we know the connections. There were connections between some of the individuals 
there, the Malaysian meetings, and some of the hijackers. There were dots to be connected. 
What did we lose by, months before 9/11, having to pull out the best people to investigate the 
case, having to pull them out of Yemen? 

That's hard to say, what we lost. We could've lost a lot. We could've lost the intelligence that 
could've connected that dot to the World Trade Center. I don't know that to be a fact, but a lot of 
the Al Qaeda people are coming out of Yemen. A lot of the Yemenis are involved. I think if we 
could have had better investigative effort over there, had been able to build the confidence of the 
local law enforcement, we may have been able to find people, interrogate them, and get a lot more 
intelligence that would have shown us something going on.

I think we'll never know whether it would have made the difference over there, but I know that 
when the team did go back in, by that time there was a new ambassador in place, and the working 
relationship was vastly improved. That investigative team remained in the country from the end of 
August until mid-November, and they accomplished a lot while they were there. ...

 

Did there ever come a point in Yemen where John sort of said to you, "Game's over here. 
There's things to be done, but we just can't do it. It's just impossible." Did he ever come to a 
point where he just sort of threw his hands up?

No, John wasn't the type of person to throw up his hands. No, he could become frustrated, but he 
would just attack the problem from another angle. As long as that investigation was still there and 
still needed to be conducted, he was going to find ways to do it. He'd work around the obstructions 
that were there.

 

In Yemen, in the investigation, what was happening? How was the relationship beyond all 
the politics of it all? How was he doing as far as his connections with the Yemeni officials? 
What were the frustrations there?

The frustrations there were, again, they were sandbagging him to some degree. They had made 
arrests and they would not allow him to have his team have access to these people to talk to them. 
Every inch of the way of the investigation was negotiations to try to get them to understand what 
we needed -- that we needed to interview witnesses or we needed to talk to these people that had 
been apprehended to try to see if our investigation was in line with their internal investigation. ...

So John did a lot of diplomatic work in getting these folks to understand what we're about and how 
we were trying to approach this. He brought a couple of the top investigators over to this country 
and took them down to Washington and let them see what our operation was, how we processed 
evidence and the whole mechanism of what we went through in order to conduct an investigation. 
He tried to provide them with equipment that they may need, equipment and training. On several 
occasions, we sent people over to Yemen to give them the specific blocks of instruction that would 
help them with their investigations. So John was about teamwork and partnerships. 

 

Was the O'Neill charm working here? Was he winning this battle?

I think he was winning that battle. Yes, I do. Again, when he brought them to this country, it was 
rounds of meetings and sit-downs, but then, "Let's go out to dinner. Let's take the conversation into 
a social setting and a more relaxed environment." The reports that I had heard was that they 
enjoyed themselves and a lot was accomplished through this approach. ...

 

Let's talk about the millennium a little bit. What was the feeling around the office at the 
point? The millennium was coming up and the red flags were up. What was John O'Neill 
thinking? What was going on?

With the millennium coming, we started to focus or re-focus on New York City itself, knowing 
full well that we had a lot of large events that were going to be happening, especially Times 
Square on New Year's Eve. Then a lot of threats started coming in locally. This caused most of our 
domestic terrorism people to be focused within the division. But John also knew that. His antenna 
was up by this time, knowing that the millennium really was something that he thought that they 
were going to be focusing on. His thoughts were really, "What did they mean by the millennium?"

Of course we meant as soon as we went from 1999 to 2000, we considered that to be the 
millennium. But John never really thought that that's the way that the extremists were thinking. He 
thought more down the road that 2001 might be what they considered to be the millennium. So 
even after we were able to successfully get through the 2000 New Year's Eve festivities, he never 
stopped thinking about the fact that they were probably still going to do something. ...

 

What were his frustrations, though, around the millennium time? 

Well, he's feeling frustrated over the fact that he doesn't have enough manpower to cover 
everything that he possibly thinks may be important to cover. We had so many threats that were 
coming in. Most of them were unfounded threats, but John wouldn't let you just walk away from 
them. Whether they be unfounded or not, whether you thought up front they were unfounded, it 
didn't make any difference. He wanted you to give that threat the same level investigation that 
you'd give something you thought was a serious threat. It became a situation where you couldn't 
cover everything, although you were required to.

 

Tell me about the telephone. Tell me about how he operated.

Well, John always had at least two telephones on him. He had a Nextel Worldphone, which was an 
FBI-issued phone, and he always carried his own personal little Motorola StarTAC. He spent 
probably more time on that phone than he did on any other. I think that he felt that, if he was under 
scrutiny by his superiors, he didn't want anybody misconstruing what any of his phone calls were. 
Even if a lot of them may have been or could have been established to be business-related phone 
calls, he didn't want anybody questioning them. So he'd always pick up his own phone and make 
his phone calls that way, and pay his bill and probably wrote it off as a tax deal at the end. 

But he spent an inordinate amount of time on that little phone. It seemed to be, like, affixed to his 
ear. I remember one time that we had the Royal Canadian Mounted Police down for a week-long 
meeting on our efforts with the Egypt Air disaster and TWA 800. They were investigating the 
SwissAir 101 disaster up in Nova Scotia. So we had a week-long working seminar with these 
folks, exchanging ideas and investigative techniques. At the end John decided that we were going 
to take the RCMP guys out to dinner, and he was going to take them to a steakhouse out of town. 
We were all supposed to meet at, say, 6:00, and we're all standing there at the bar. John shows up 
punctually at 6:00 also. 

But he's standing out on the street, and here he's got this StarTAC glued to his ear, pacing back and 
forth. It was an hour and a half that everybody waited for John O'Neill to get off that telephone, 
because it was just one call after another, of receiving or sending calls out. But he had to get all 
that business out of the way, and we all just obediently sat there and waited for him. But then he 
came in and he was at the top of his game, really happy that he was able to once again take 
partners in law enforcement out and spend some quality time with them. ...

 

There's a common belief that O'Neill used his elbows. That was one of his tools. When he felt 
something that was important and he needed to get the attention of Washington or whoever, 
too, he used his elbows. How successful or unsuccessful was that tactic for John O'Neill with 
Washington?

I tend to think in retrospect that it was probably unsuccessful, because that established order in 
Washington does not play that way. I think that's probably why John O'Neill had very few friends 
down there. He was very aggressive and he stood up for what he thought was right, and was not 
going to be put down by people who maybe didn't have the clear picture, didn't understand the way 
it really was in reality. John O'Neill didn't back off for anything, especially when he knew he was 
right. ...

 

Did he ever sort of say, "Goddamn it, why doesn't Washington stand behind me on this? 
They're drowning me over here." I mean, did he ever show any anger or any frustration or 
any--

If he did, I was not privy to it. John was a professional. He wasn't going to flare up and make an 
incident over something in front of people that were working for him. I think that he wanted to 
make sure that you were true to him, but he wasn't going to air his dirty laundry in front of 
anybody. If he was frustrated, he may have talked with other bosses about it; he may have shown 
his frustration there. But with the rank and file guys, no, he was a trouper and he wasn't going to 
air his dirty laundry. ... 

home + his life and career + what if... + "connect the dots" + interviews 
timeline: al qaeda's global context + introduction + video: 1997 interview + discussion + readings & links 

producer's chat + tapes & transcripts + press reaction + credits + privacy policy 
FRONTLINE + wgbh + pbsi

web site copyright 1995-2008 WGBH educational foundation

frontline: the man who knew: interviews: clint guenther | PBS

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/interviews/guenther.html (1 di 2)03/05/2008 20.55.39

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/
javascript:scrollOn('navg1');
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/view/
javascript:spawn('../../../programs/localized/pbsv.html',420,400);
javascript:scrollOn('navg4');
javascript:scrollOn('navg5');
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/
http://www.pbs.org/cgi-registry/stationlink.cgir
http://www.pbs.org/
http://www.pbs.org/
http://www.pbs.org/search/search_programsaz.html
http://www.pbs.org/hplink/redir/tvschedules/
http://www.pbs.org/hplink/redir/aboutpbs/aboutpbs_support.html
http://www.shoppbs.org/entry.point?target=z&source=PBSCS_CONTENT_TOPNAV:N:DGR:N:N:707:QPBS
http://www.pbs.org/search/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/john
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/talk/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/etc/links.html
http://discuss.washingtonpost.com/zforum/02/tv_frontline100402.htm
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/etc/tapes.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/etc/press.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/etc/credits.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/us/privacy.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/
http://main.wgbh.org/
http://www.pbs.org/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/us/copyright.html


frontline: the man who knew: interviews: clint guenther | PBS

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/knew/interviews/guenther.html (2 di 2)03/05/2008 20.55.39



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

  

A close friend of John O'Neill, Isham is 
a senior producer at ABC News and 
head of the investigative unit. In 1998 
he set up an interview for ABC's John 
Miller with Osama bin Laden in 
Afghanistan. In this interview he 
recounts O'Neill's desperate pleas to 
see the footage of the entire bin Laden 
interview. He calls O'Neill "one of 
those rare birds inside the government 
who had access to highly classified 
information, and yet also understood 
that talking to a journalist was not 
necessarily a violation of any rules. It 
could actually be helpful on both 
sides." This interview was conducted 
on May 31, 2002.

So let's start with first impressions -- first meeting, first 
everything with John O'Neill. 

We met through other friends of mine who were in the 
FBI. We met at a dinner here in Washington. He struck me 
as unusual for an FBI agent, because he was direct, and he 
had a kind of a wit about him that was unusual, a bit of a 
playful side of his character which was, again, unusual. He 
was also obviously highly informed by what he was doing. 
In our first meeting, he was very careful -- and was always 
careful -- but clearly informed, interesting, and 
interested. ...

He always made it very clear to me that there were certain red lines that he wouldn't cross and he 
never did, obviously pertaining to classified information. He understood very well that there were 
red lines. But he also understood that there was a great deal in the public record and public 
domain, and that one could discuss these things in such a way that could be helpful without 
crossing those red lines. 

That was, I think, the basis of our relationship. He was one of those rare birds inside the 
government who had access to highly classified information, and yet also understood that talking 
to a journalist was not necessarily a violation of any rules. It could actually be helpful on both 
sides. ...

 

So he goes into this job. Dick Clarke tells us the now-famous story of the 
phone call on a Sunday morning. O'Neill has not gone to his apartment. He's 
taken his bags, he's gone into the [FBI] building, he's involved in the Ramzi 
Yousef arrest in Pakistan. So he comes in and he dives in. Why does 
everybody tell that story about him? Is that pretty typical of the John O'Neill, 
the FBI agent that you knew?

Yes. He was a guy that he jumped into things and wanted to take control. He 
wanted to take control because he felt he was the best person to take control at that 
particular given time and was the only person that could take control. Whether or 
not it was necessarily his role or not, he would always do it. ...

 

Did you know him well enough during those years when he was here to get 
from him any observations about where he fit in the hierarchy? A lot of 
people have told us it was not an easy fit for him. 

Since I knew him, John always had a problematic relationship with the FBI 
hierarchy or the FBI bureaucracy. He loved the FBI; he really, really loved the 
FBI. I think that everybody that knows John knows how much he really loved it 
since he was young. He just adored the FBI. 

But at the same time, it used to make him really angry. The bureaucracy made him 
angry, and the bureaucrats made him angry. He felt that the bureaucrats were 
always trying, in some way, to crush good work. It was so hard for good work to 
get done in the FBI, because the bureaucrats were running the show, and that was 
a source of continuing frustration for him. 

I think it was one of the reasons why John would sometimes rub people above him 
the wrong way. Sometimes people above him would get irritated with John, 
because he was irritated with them. There was always a lot of friction in that 
relationship. But he loved the FBI. ...

 

In those early Washington years, was Al Qaeda, Osama bin Laden on his 
radar screen in any way that you remember? 

Osama bin Laden began to be somebody we sort of talked about in sort of the 
1996-1997 time period. There were questions. Of course, the Riyadh barracks 
were traced back to bin Laden. Bin Laden had been in the Sudan. He had been 
implicated in an attempted bombing in Yemen in the early 1990s. He was 
definitely on John's radar, and we had several discussions about him. ...

The picture was still fuzzy. I mean, it was by no means sharp. ... There were clues 
and there were indications that were emerging that this guy was somebody that we 
needed to start taking seriously; that there was an emerging global Islamic 
fundamentalist terrorist network that was becoming more and more engaged in the 
objective of attacking American targets. At first there were military targets such as 
the barracks in Riyadh, and then it began to transform into attacking civilian 
targets. 

 

 

 

 

But we're talking from mid-1990s, 1996-1997 into 1998. The picture of bin Laden as the head of 
an organization which was becoming increasingly dangerous to Americans was certainly 
emerging. ...

 

How would O'Neill work something like Al Qaeda, from your perspective? What would he 
have done? Is he one of those guys who steeped himself and buried himself in books about 
Islamic fundamentalism and became obsessed? 

No. John was a guy who threw himself into something and he absorbed everything he could get his 
hands on. Obviously a lot of this had to do with intelligence that was coming in from sources in 
the U.S. intelligence community. But he reached out. John reached out to other services such as 
the Jordanians who knew a lot about this guy. He reached out to the British. He reached out to 
other services like the Egyptians, who knew about the Egyptian fundamentalist movement. ...

John would throw himself into trying to absorb as much information as he could from all sources, 
including myself, because he understood that as a journalist, there were certain things that I had 
access to that he didn't have access to. I could go to Afghanistan; he couldn't. So he reached out to 
everybody. I know he was, in that time period, trying to absorb as much information as he could.

 

Did he ever mention to you that he was unhappy, felt thwarted, wasn't well received? I'm not 
talking about style differences here. His knowledge about bin Laden and a building threat, to 
the extent that it was knowledge yet -- was it the kind of thing that he would talked about to 
higher-ups and others in the FBI, and that information either not been well received or 
acknowledged as being important?

The first time I really felt frustration on the part of John was during the investigation of the 
bombing of the barracks in Al Khobar, which was not a bin Laden operation, at least not that I 
think is known to this day. There may have been some connections, but not that's known. 

The Saudi government clearly had a great deal of information about the bombing: who conducted 
it, who was behind it, how it was organized. They also had a number of individuals in custody -- I 
think at least four men who were in custody, and these individuals were being questioned. John 
very much [wanted] to get access to these guys, either indirectly or directly. He felt it was essential 
for the United States to have access to these detainees, since this was a crime against Americans. 
He tried on several occasions to get that access, and failed. 

He felt that the Saudis were protecting something; he wasn't sure what. But he felt enormously 
frustrated by that. I also think that he felt that the U.S. government wasn't being as forceful and 
wasn't using its full weight on the Saudi government to obtain the kind of access that he felt was 
necessary to solve that crime. 

 

Again, famously, he apparently had a moment with Louis Freeh, where Freeh believes 
they're finally going to cooperate and he utters the indelicate, "I think they're blowing 
smoke up your ass." Did he ever tell you that story?

He never told me the precise words, but I can hear John saying them. I think that he felt that the 
Saudis were definitely playing games, and that the senior officials in the U.S. government, 
including Louis Freeh, just didn't get it. ...

 

Why does he leave Washington?

I think he felt that the New York job was a big bump up and was a terrific opportunity. I also don't 
think he was ever terribly happy here. I think he was eager to get back out into the field, and New 
York was the field with a capital "F."...

 

Take me to New York with John O'Neill when he first hits the ground. ...

... He just took an instant love to New York and plunged into it with a lot of life and a lot of energy 
and saw New York, I think, as a place that he could operate, that he could work sources, that he 
could entertain people from overseas, which was a huge part of what he did. He could forge 
relationships that could be enormously valuable in this work. It was an empire that was at the heart 
of the war against terrorism, because of Mary Jo White and because of the cases that were based in 
New York. He threw himself into that job and into the city with an enormous amount of energy. 
There's no question about it. 

 

Set the scene of John O'Neill at Elaine's for us, will you? What was the nature of the place 
and his relationship to it?

... Elaine's has a very hierarchical seating structure. Sort of the tourists and the peasants are 
relegated to the back end of the restaurant. You simply don't want to be there. And the front end of 
the restaurant -- there are about seven or eight tables in the front, and John always made sure that 
he was in one of those front tables, because he understood the importance of being completely 
wired. He felt in order to be wired, he needed to be in the front of the restaurant, not the back of 
the restaurant. 

 

What is the importance of being completely wired?

I think John felt that it was a way that, for him, being somebody who was a player in New York, 
somebody who was powerful, somebody who was capable of moving at a certain level ... at the 
end of the day, all of these things were things that he saw as ways of doing his job better, which 
may be hard for some people to understand. Why do you need to go to Elaine's to do your job 
better? I think there was some resentment of John in the upper levels of the bureaucracy, because 
they didn't understand why John needed to wear nice suits and go to Elaine's to do his job. That 
was something that they couldn't fathom. Yet John felt very strongly that this was very much a part 
of his job. 

 

How did he pay for it?

I don't know, and I never really knew. John always insisted whenever we went out to dinner that 
he'd pull his weight on the tab. He told me when we first had dinner one night, "I just want you to 
know one thing: You can't own me. This is a two-way street, and I'm going to insist on picking up 
the tab half the time," which he did. ...

 

So it's the mid-1990s and this is pre-East Africa bombings. You get a hankering, I gather, to 
go to Afghanistan and see bin Laden. How does this get started? Why do you guys want to 
go? What are you interested in, and how does O'Neill help or not help?

He didn't have anything to do with the interview, but again, this is a time when bin Laden was 
emerging as somebody who was at the leadership of this emerging Islamic movement. ... 

What was important about the fatwa that he issued in February 1998 was that it had specifically 
targeted, for the first time, American military personnel and civilians. It essentially said it was OK 
to kill American civilians. At the same time, he announced his formation of his pan-Islamic front 
that included Egyptians, Yemenis, people from Bangladesh. It was an amalgam of different 
organizations around the world that, like the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, had already had a pretty 
substantial track record in raising hell. This was like hell central now. Bin Laden made it clear that 
this organization was now going to conduct operations against American civilians.

So I think by February 1998, it was clear that bin Laden was somebody that we needed to pay 
attention to pretty seriously and try to determine what kind of resources this man had at his 
disposal. By then he was in Afghanistan. I had organized through some channels to do an 
interview with him, which took shape in the early 1998 through spring of 1998. The interview 
actually happened in May of 1998 with John Miller. 

I had a couple of conversations during that time with John O'Neill. I asked him what kinds of 
questions he thought might be appropriate, again, in that time period, what kinds of things that he 
thought that were the issues that needed to be asked at that time. We had a dialogue about that 
during that time; again, nothing based on classified information. But again, John pointed out to me 
some articles, which actually I was unaware of in some of the foreign press, Pakistani press, 
Arabic press, that had been done, which were actually quite helpful.

 

[Is it] fair to say he knew a lot about this guy and this group?

Yes. By this time period of February-March 1998, John knew quite a bit. 

 

What does O'Neill think when you get to go? I understand he understands how journalism 
works and everything else. Is he keenly interested? Does part of him wish he could go?

Yes. He was keenly interested. He was very interested, obviously. I had to be careful, too, because 
I think again, there are red lines on both sides. I couldn't tell him anything about our logistics or 
our timing or anything about channels that we were using. Clearly, one of the things that the other 
side is always concerned about is that American journalists or Western journalists are fronts for 
intelligence organizations or law enforcement organizations; anything from equipment being 
bugged to espionage or whatever. 

This is something that is always sensitive when you're talking to people who are involved in 
clandestine organizations. It's something that we often have to fight as journalists to convince 
people that we are not connected and not working for a law enforcement organization or an 
intelligence organization. ... 

 

When you came back, did he want to see it? Did he want to know? Did he want to know 
everything? 

Yes, he wanted to see everything. I told him that we had regulations about that kind of thing, and 
that we'd put it on the air, that it would go on the air rather soon. He said, "Are you going to put 
the whole thing on the air?" I said, "No, we're not going to put the whole thing on the air, because 
it's about an hour long; it's a long interview." He said, "I need to see the whole thing. I need to see 
the whole interview." 

I said, "Well, you know, we have this whole thing about outtakes. It may sound stupid, but we 
really can't give you all the outtakes of the interview." He says, "No, you don't understand. I have 
to see the whole interview." It was like he wasn't taking no for an answer. So I said, "Let me think 
about that." 

So I finally came up with a rather elegant solution, which was we were just getting our Internet 
site off of the ground, ABC.com, and so I said, "Look, I've got an idea. We have an Internet site. 
There are probably a lot of people who would be interested in seeing the whole interview. So what 
we'll do is, we'll air the interview that we air on World News Tonight on Nightline, and then we'll 
put the whole interview on the Internet. How's that? Is that fine?" 

 

By then, of course, he's completely obsessed with the guy. People tell us that he's sitting at 
home watching videotapes of him from everybody. True story?

Yes. He was obsessed by him, I think there's no question about it. He wanted to absorb as much 
information as he could about this guy. He wanted to know what made him tick. He wanted to 
know where he was, what he was doing, and what his approach was and where his assets were. He 
was completely obsessed by the guy; there's no question about that. ...

 

When you would sit around, have a dinner ... is this the kind of thing he talked about? Or 
was he talking about the Yankees and this and that?

No, he was always talking about this. I don't think he always talked about terrorism with 
everybody. But when he and I got together, we always talked about terrorism. What he was 
anguished by was how much he didn't know. He knew certain things and he saw certain pieces, but 
he always knew that there was so much more that he didn't know, and that's what spooked him. 
What spooked him and what really used to drive him crazy was what he didn't know, and how 
much was out there that he didn't know. ...

 

Did he express frustration to you that that the intelligence system, especially the FBI system, 
didn't have the resources, didn't give the resources, wasn't paying attention? This is pre-East 
Africa now, [before the embassy] bombings. 

I think he felt frustrated that the system as a whole, the intelligence community as well as the law 
enforcement community, had such a limited knowledge of bin Laden and bin Laden's network. ...

The fact that there were no informants inside the organization was a source of real concern for 
him. He felt that there was no really good human intelligence coming in from the bin Laden 
network. [That] was one of the problems that they were having on sort of an ongoing basis. So 
much of their information about the network was either based on people who had defected, which 
meant that their information was old, or it was based on electronic signals, intercepts, and that 
kind, which can be misinterpreted. There is no substitute for good human intelligence, and that 
didn't exist. ...

 

After the East Africa bombings, a lot of stuff for some people begins to emerge that didn't 
exist before. For example, as I understand it, we know that money moves to Hamburg, that 
there are cells in places like Hamburg and Spain and Italy and things like that. Is he in on 
that, on those connections? Is he becoming aware of the cell structure out in the world? 

Yes. I think it became particularly clear in the wake of the bombings in East Africa that the United 
States was up against a global threat that had tentacles and cells all over the world. ... 

Now, O'Neill responded to that, and had already been extremely busy in forging relationships with 
intelligence and law enforcement organizations around the world for this very reason. He 
understood that this was a global operation, this was a global threat. If we were going to get a 
handle on this, we had to work very, very closely with liaison services such as the British, the 
Jordanians, and the Egyptians and the Yemenis and the French. ... One can't underestimate how 
important those relationships were in forming his understanding and his knowledge of the bin 
Laden network. ...

 

Staying with Ressam for just a moment -- I gather that [on the millennium] as the clock 
ticks, first in London and then Times Square and finally in LAX in Los Angeles, there was a 
lack of oxygen in many [cities] all over the world, and especially in Washington, where 
everybody is just kind of holding their breath. John is at Times Square at ground zero. Is 
that the way you remember?

Yes, he was in Times Square, and he was very worried about that that night. 

What had happened with the arrest of Ressam was that it illuminated the fact that this network 
really was capable of operating anywhere in the world. I think that even though they knew that in 
theory these guys could be anywhere, what Ressam showed was that they were -- they were in 
Canada, they were in the U.S., they were in France, they were in Spain. They were all over the 
world. ...

 

By now, presumably, headquarters is awake. All the bells are ringing; all the red lights are 
on. Are they awake, from your vantage point? Was the FBI headquarters finally paying 
attention to this? 

Yes, I think they were paying attention. But there was still a lot of resistance inside the U.S. 
government to elevating this to the priority that I think John felt it should be elevated to. The 
reaction to the bombings in Africa in 1998 was to fire off some cruise missiles at Afghanistan and 
take out a pharmaceutical plant in the Sudan. I think John always felt that that was insufficient. ...

 

Now at this time, he's about to lose his third effort to move up in the bureau ... the job that 
[Barry] Mawn is about to get. He's being boxed; he's being stopped everywhere. Why? 
Here's a guy with tremendous expertise that, I gather, everybody will stipulate [has] great 
expertise. What's happening with John O'Neill's career?

I don't know the full story of what was going on inside the bureau. I know it from talking to John 
about it, so I sort of know his perspective on it. ... I think it's a combination of things. I think that 
John irritated people above him and people above him felt threatened by him. He was somebody 
that bureaucrats were not always pleased with, because they felt that he wasn't marching to their 
tune, that he was too ambitious and that he operated out of the box too often. And this was an FBI 
that believed very much, under the Freeh regime, of operating within the box. 

This was a guy that was constantly pushing the envelope when the envelope didn't want to be 
pushed, so the envelope fought back. I think that he was constantly in this tension with the 
bureaucracy of the bureau, and that it made it hard for him to make that leap when, from all of the 
objective facts, he should have been promoted and should have been put into those positions. 

So in sum, I think that it was really a fact that he was in this sort of very problematic relationship 
with the bureau. That was a source of enormous frustration to him. He felt that the ceiling was 
always being lowered on him, and that the system was always trying to crush him. He could never 
understand it. He couldn't understand why they didn't appreciate him more. He couldn't understand 
why they didn't love him. 

 

It's interesting to hear about him and how the ceiling is being lowered and important to him. 
Is it also important to his effectiveness? Do you know what I'm saying?

Yes, I think he felt he could have been much more effective in this struggle against the bin Laden 
network. I think he felt that he knew what a huge menace these guys were. I think he felt that the 
bureau never really gave him the kind of juice that he needed to go after these guys. There is no 
question about that. 

 

We'll never know what he could have found, what he could have done. Is it your guess than 
an unfettered or a relatively unfettered John O'Neill, if they let him turn the gas on and go at 
this, we would have known a whole lot more than we knew on Sept. 11? Or was it knowable 
in that way? Do you see what I'm saying?

Yes, I understand what you're saying. One doesn't know, obviously. But what I think about is 
Yemen and the Cole. This was a case that he was really pushing hard on. He understood that 
Yemen was critical to this organization; that this wasn't just a venue where they set off a bomb; 
that there were connections between Yemen and East Africa, and Yemen and Afghanistan, and 
Yemen and Europe; and that this was very much of an important operational base for these guys. If 
he could illuminate that base, he could begin to really put a dent in this network. That is one of the 
reasons he was pushing so hard on the investigation of the bombing of the USS Cole. 

He felt enormously frustrated in that investigation as well because of the complex nature of the 
Yemeni government. The Yemeni government was divided, and you had good guys and bad guys. 
The depth of support for bin Laden and the bin Laden network was very serious in Yemen. There 
were deep tentacles that that organization had, going back many, many years. 

O'Neill understood that. He understood that this was a very important challenge, that it was critical 
for the United States to try to really get at what happened in Yemen, and he was blocked from 
doing that. He was blocked from doing that by the Yemeni government or by elements of the 
Yemeni government. But he didn't feel that he had the backup from the U.S. government that he 
needed to really do the job. ...

I also think that there were some unfair raps about John in Yemen. He actually had forged very 
good relationships with many of the Yemeni officials and had a very good relationship with many 
of the Yemenis. ... At one point, he had a Yemeni delegation up in New York and he was taking 
him up in helicopters and flying him around. There was a whole group of people in Yemen that 
were really doing everything they could to try to move that investigation forward.

The problem is there were other guys in that government who were trying to do everything to 
prevent that investigation from going forward. And unfortunately, the U.S. government wasn't 
giving John the kind of backup that he needed to move the thing forward. 

 

In the person of the ambassador?

The ambassador was our senior representative on the ground. 

 

What happened between the two of them?

I think that what happened was that they had different objectives. John was trying to solve a case. 
He was trying to do an investigation. He was trying to open up certain areas of inquiry inside that 
would have gone inside the Yemeni government that were very sensitive, that did require stepping 
on toes. There's no question about that. 

The ambassador was there to basically protect U.S.-Yemeni relationships and U.S.-Yemeni 
bilateral relations. John felt that she was putting up obstacles and, not only not backing him up, but 
actually thwarting him in his progress in the investigation. So it became personal between them 
and ultimately, I think, it deteriorated the relationship. The relationship deteriorated to such an 
extent that they grew to dislike each other quite intensely. 

 

With what impact in terms of the mission?

The mission always suffers. 

 

He is not allowed back in. He comes back to New York and around Thanksgiving, January, 
he says he's promised the top cop in Yemen, "I'll be back, see you then," and she stops him. 
Did you ever talk to him about that?

Yes. John was not rational on the topic of Ambassador Barbara Bodine. "Livid" would be putting 
it mildly. One can't forget that John was very American, but he was also very Irish. 

 

And that means?

That means when he got hot, he got hot. And he was hot, there's no question about it. I think he 
felt that she was on the wrong side. 

 

And so, apparently, did everybody else. You've got Pickering, Reno, Freeh in meetings in 
Washington, trying to separate the on-scene commander of the FBI from the United States 
ambassador. We've got a major terrorist group we're going at down here, and these people 
are sitting around refereeing a kind of intramural scrum that's going on between these two 
people. Does that stun you, surprise you, the way it stuns and surprises me? Or am I just 
completely naïve about these things?

It was stunning, there's no question about it. It was stunning. It was profoundly unfortunate. I think 
it was so unfortunate because again, we don't know what would have happened if John could have 
done his job in Yemen, if John had been able to do his job in Yemen and had really had the full 
backup to go and to really push in Yemen, to walk those tracks back, to investigate fully who the 
perpetrators were of the attack on the USS Cole and what kind of networks he could have exposed.

But we do know that there were Yemenis involved in the attacks of Sept. 11. We know that at least 
one of the hijackers was a Yemeni. We know there were other Yemenis that were involved. So is it 
possible that if he had been able to really open up that network and really expose that network that 
he could have, in some way, deterred the tragedy of Sept. 11? I don't think we know. But it's sad, 
because we won't know the answer to that. I think he would have at least had a fighting chance, if 
he had been able to do his job. ...

 

So he comes back and he knows he's got to go. The briefcase thing has happened the summer 
before. Did he ever talk to you about that?

Not until the summer 2001. 

 

So it had already happened. When he spoke to you, how did he characterize what had 
happened? What was he talking about then?

This was, he felt, another example in a chain of incidents with the bureaucracy in which the 
bureaucracy was basically taking its revenge on John unfairly. He felt, once again, it was unfair. 

It had been a mistake, but he had left a briefcase in a room unattended. It had been lifted by an 
employee. They recovered it very quickly, and all the contents were there. There was no indication 
that there was any kind of espionage or any kind of criminal activity whatsoever other than 
shoplifting. Apparently the employee who did the lifting of the briefcase was somebody who was 
known to be a kleptomaniac of some kind. So it was what it was. It was unfortunate, but it was in 
no way any kind of violation of national security, and in no way was any classified information 
compromised. 

Yet he felt that he was getting clobbered by the bureau. He felt that it was another example, such 
as the suspension when he gave his girlfriend a ride in his bureau car, that were relatively minor 
infractions that did not [need] to be applied with as much vigor as they were. 

 

Somebody up there didn't like him. Obviously, when he talks to you about this, it's around 
the time when he's trying to make a decision. What were his options around that time, and 
how anguished was he about the decisions?

I think when he didn't get the assistant director job in New York was when he began to feel that he 
was going to be prevented permanently from ever making that step up. That's when he began to 
look around and start to consider options in the private sector and elsewhere. We had a couple of 
conversations about it, and he used to talk about it and weigh the benefits. It was a tough decision 
for him because, again, he loved the bureau. He loved the FBI. 

He also felt that there was a lot that he could be doing for the FBI, given the war on terrorism was 
escalating. It wasn't in any way getting resolved; it was getting worse, not better. He knew that, 
and I think he felt there was more that he could be doing. But given his relationship with the 
bureaucracy of the bureau, he just felt that there was no way he could do that, and that he needed 
to consider other options. 

 

Clarke tells us -- and so does everybody else -- that all of the alarm bells were ringing by that 
spring, that summer. Everybody figured, "God, they're coming." O'Neill was, at the time, 
basically frozen out. He's on the edges of everything that was happening. Did he express that 
to you?

Yes, he did. I mean, he heard the alarm bells, too. We used to talk about it. He knew that there was 
a lot of noise out there. There were a lot of warnings, a lot of red flags, and that it was at a similar 
level that they were hearing before the millennium, which was an indication that there was 
something going on. Yet he felt that he was frozen out, that he was not in a capacity to really do 
anything about it anymore because of his relationship with the FBI. So it was a source of real 
anguish for him. 

 

This is a real tragedy, isn't it? I mean, from your vantage point -- you watch the stuff; you 
know it. Suddenly you meet a guy some time in the mid-1990s who seems completely cut out 
of a different kind of bolt of cloth. He knows everything; he knows a lot that you know. And 
now, right at the time that it's all right out in front--

It was very sad. It was profoundly sad, and it was sad for all of the reasons that we now know. But 
it was sad ultimately because of all the people that I had known that had been involved in 
combating terrorism inside the U.S. government, John, by far, had the best understanding of the 
nature of this enemy and how to combat it. It was just sad that the government could not figure out 
a way to make this guy effective. It was a failure, I think, of our government. It was a failure of the 
FBI. And we all paid a price. 

 

Is it really as simple as that? I tell people the story I'm working on and they say, "Is it as 
simple as that? Is it as simple as interoffice politics? It's as simple as they didn't like 
Valentino suits and evenings at Elaine's and a guy who just didn't fit the mold?" Is it as 
simple as that? 

I don't think John was entirely blameless in all of this. John had a way of irritating people. He 
would not tolerate fools, and he would be in a meeting with people and would make it very clear to 
them that they were just so ignorant that it was a waste of time for him to be talking to them. So 
[laughs] I think that his own character -- a lot of the things that made John great and made him so 
effective and made him such a good manager in many ways were also the very things that used to 
drive people above him crazy. 

I never worked for John, obviously. But one of the things that I was always very moved by was 
talking to people who worked for him -- and people who were not always treated that well 
sometimes by John, because John had a short fuse sometimes and he could blow up and did blow 
up -- yet the guys that worked for him, even the guys that sometimes got banged around by John, 
completely loved the guy. So he had something that people appreciated below him. Above him, 
those very qualities drove people nuts. 

 

Chris, where are you on Sept. 11? What happens? When do you think about O'Neill on that 
horrific, tragic day, and when do you know what actually happened to him?

... I obviously instantly thought of O'Neill, because I knew that he was in the building, and I knew 
that he would be instantly involved. I tried calling him a couple of times on both his office 
number, which didn't answer, and then his cell phone, which didn't answer. 

At the same time, of course, things were moving very fast. We were on the air trying to 
comprehend what was going on. It was, obviously, complete pandemonium. I never talked to him. 
I tried him about three or four times. Oddly enough, the phone kept ringing well into the day after 
he was clearly dead. I held out some hope for a little while, but it was pretty clear pretty early that 
he didn't make it. 

 

And the irony of his life?

The irony is just extraordinary, obviously. To be taken down by this menace that he had spent so 
much of his life combating was just incredibly cruel. Actually, when he had first gotten the job at 
the World Trade Center, he told me, "I've got this great job. I'm head of security at the World 
Trade Center." I joked with him and I said, "That will be an easy job. They're not going to bomb 
that place again." He immediately came back and he said, "Actually, they've always wanted to 
finish that job. I think they're going to try again." Of course, that something I'll just never forget. ... 
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Since 1991, Valerie James was John 
O'Neill's friend and companion. In this 
interview she describes daily life with 
O'Neill. "He is working on this 
incredible stuff day after day that he 
can basically talk to none of us about," 
she tells FRONTLINE. "He can't even 
tell other of his peers about what he's 
working on; it's that intense. Does a 
man like that come home to roast 
chicken and mashed potatoes every 
night?" This interview was conducted 
on July 11, 2002.

Maybe you can help us a little bit with John O'Neill's 
background. Where did he grow up? What kind of 
youth did he have?

... It seemed like he always had a vision for himself 
because he said when he was a kid, a young kid, he used to 
watch [Efrem Zimbalist, Jr. on the television series The 
FBI] and he wanted to be with the FBI. ...

He knew he wanted to work for the FBI, so he had those 
goals in mind. He went and got a job as a clerk. The FBI was 17 years old. He was a fingerprint 
clerk, and he started going to college. That's how he worked his way through college. ...

 

Describe John O'Neill to me.

That's a tall order. John was a fun guy. John was the kind of guy who everybody liked. John never 
met a stranger -- I don't care if he was in a restaurant and it was the waiter or the proprietor of the 
restaurant, it doesn't matter who it was -- John would get to know the guy and on a personal level, 
too. John liked people, and people liked John. ... 

 

Was that part of his nature, or did he understand the importance to his job?

Oh, no, he totally understood the importance of his job. Yes, it was his nature to be 
a friendly, outgoing person. But he also very much understood it was important to 
his job. ...

 

How big a Rolodex did John O'Neill have?

Huge, huge, huge, and bursting. If a Palm Pilot can burst, a bursting Palm Pilot. It 
was huge, and it was an international Rolodex.

 

How important was that?

When John died after Sept. 11, there were two phone lines in the apartment. Each 
phone line had call waiting on it. I had two people in here answering the phones, 
and they couldn't keep up with it. The phone rang 18 hours a day, both phones, 18 
hours a day, and call waiting people from around the world, calling. ...

 

You guys met in Chicago. Tell us about the first time you met him, what you 
thought of him immediately.

Very first time I saw John, I did something I had never done before and will never 
do again. ... I sent him a drink. He was standing at the bar and he had the most 
compelling eyes I had ever seen. We both knew the bartender, although we didn't 
know each other. He asked who had sent him the drink. The bartender pointed to 
me. He walked over, introduced himself. We started talking. About 10 minutes 
later, you get into that "What do you do?" thing.

I said, "What did you do?" He said, "I'm with the FBI." I said, "I know, I'm with 
the CIA." He pulled out a business card. He was with the FBI, obviously. We went 
to five places that night. We went to a salsa place. We went to a jazz place. It was 
typical of John's frenetic life. ...

 

 

 

 

What did you think of him? 

I thought he was incredible. I thought he was an incredibly exciting, interesting person. He wasn't 
just a law enforcement person; he had many interests. He knew a lot about French Impressionism. 
He knew a lot about jazz. One thing about John that fascinated me was when he got into 
something, he learned everything about it. ...

 

Did he have a routine? Like when he woke up in the morning, did he do certain things? Did 
he get the newspaper immediately, did he drink coffee? What was he like early in the 
morning? What would he do?

We had four newspapers delivered to the house. He would skim through every one of those 
immediately with CNN on. He would make coffee. He would drink a cup of coffee, sometimes 
two cups of coffee, and read every paper while watching CNN every morning. 

Saturday mornings, a big treat for him, and he loved this -- I know there are a lot of stories about 
how impeccably groomed John was -- he would go over to the local barber across the street, and 
for $10, he would have his hair cut every week and a hot shave. That was his Saturday treat for 
himself. 

 

Tell us about that, the grooming, what that meant. How impeccably dressed was he? How 
was that part of what he was? 

... [He] used to say, "You have five seconds to make a first impression. It's all about grooming. It's 
all about your whole personal self, your first impression, right?"

 

So what was the image he was trying to portray?

Probably someone on top of his game, which he was. ...

 

How did John view his life, his role, what he was out to do every single day when he got and 
went out that door?

John said to me, on a number of occasions, "I am the FBI." He loved the institution of the FBI. 

 

What do you mean by that?

He loved it. He loved being in law enforcement. He saw himself as a person that made a difference.

 

In the end, we know how essential that role was. Not a lot of people did understand that 
while he was doing the job. Did he get it? 

I think he got it from the very beginning, when terrorism first started to be such a big thing. I think 
he got it immediately. He knew how huge it was going to be. He knew the dangers we were going 
to be in. ...

 

So what did he feel his responsibility was? 

I think that's one of the reasons that John could be viewed as a controversial person, in a way, 
because I think he hammered on it. His superiors didn't necessarily love that.

 

What do you mean? Was he egging things on? How was he perceived because of that?

I think that in Washington, the FBI had become a very political organization, and John was not 
about politics. He was about getting the job done. 

 

So his way about himself?

Maybe sometimes, as far his own organization went, possibly [a bull] in a china shop. He would 
fight things. He would fight for things. For instance, when the [East] Africa bombing took place, 
they tried to take the jurisdiction out to D.C., and John fought hard. And they did finally keep it 
here. ...

 

Did he recognize about himself that he sometimes was a bull?

Yes, very much so.

 

How so? Explain that to me.

He would ruffle somebody's feathers, and it would really bother him until were right with that 
person again. He would say, "Are we OK? Are we OK?" So he knew [he] ruffled feathers. 

He would be very up front about it. You've probably heard the stories of he and Barry Mawn when 
they first met. John was very disappointed not to get that job. It was the job that John wanted. A 
lot of people really felt he should have had it. They were both in Quantico, and he went up to 
Barry Mawn with a beer, two beers, and said, "Can we sit down and talk?" I was so proud. I said 
this to both of them; I was so proud of how they got along when Barry first came here, because 
how hard for both. ...

 

Your relationship, I assume, went pretty quickly. You realized that he was a special guy. 

Immediately. It happened in Chicago. It went from, we met one night, we went out the next night 
and then that's just the way it was. But John took over immediately. John was a take-charge kind 
of guy. The next weekend, he had a lot of plans, living this frenetic life that he usually lived. He 
called me up and said, "OK, Saturday plans for this, Sunday plans for this, Monday night plans for 
this." I guess if that had been anyone else, I would have been a little taken aback. With him, I 
found it charming. I found him charming. ...

 

Were there two John O'Neills? How did he seem to compartmentalize his life?

He did compartmentalize his life, obviously. I didn't see two John O'Neills. I saw one. ...

John is brilliant. He is a guy that gets it. He is working on this incredible stuff day after day that he 
can basically talk to none of us about. He can talk to very few, some people in law enforcement. 
He can't even tell other of his peers about what he's working on; it's that intense. Does a man like 
that come home to roast chicken and mashed potatoes every night? I think his whole life needed to 
be complicated. I think he was complicated. ...

 

[Why did he take the position in Washington?]

I think he probably saw that as a stepping stone to get to New York City. It was a promotion to go 
to Washington. ... John was very excited about going to Washington. He knew it was another cliff 
for him. ...

 

Let me get through this now. I'll ask this now so that we don't have to deal with this later. 
The wife -- how did that finally come up, and what did it mean?

Well, actually, that's an interesting story. I did not know that for two or three years. Someone that 
John worked with in the FBI's wife told me, and it was bad. I was shocked. My family was 
shocked. I loved him. It had been two or three years by that point. What are you going to do, you 
know?

He explained to me, "I was really afraid." I said, "Why didn't you just tell me?" I mean, it wouldn't 
have made any difference to me had he told me. They had been separated for quite some time 
anyhow. He said he thought I wouldn't go out with him. What are you going to do? We're humans. 
We all make mistakes. 

It was a shock. It was a big shock. It was a huge disappointment to me. 

 

What did it say or not say about John O'Neill?

It didn't say or not say, actually, anything to me. I don't think John meant anything by it. I think he 
always meant it to be taken care of. It was a detail to him. I mean, it's not a detail. It's clearly a 
very large thing, and after his death, it turned into a very large thing. But to him, it was a detail. 

John wasn't good at details. John didn't manage small bits of his normal daily life. Do you know 
what I'm saying? I'm not talking about work or any of that. But John wasn't detailed about things 
like that.

 

But he already sounds like one of the most detail-oriented guys you'd ever want to--

With the places that he needed to be in his life. But as far as, oh, I don't know, normal, just daily 
events that you might do all your life, take out the trash, things like that -- John needed someone 
else to do all that. 

 

So he was sort of the big picture guy?

Definitely was the big picture guy. 

 

So he goes to Washington. We got a lot of people telling us this intense story of driving all 
night, getting in Washington on Sunday morning, not going to an apartment, not washing his 
clothes, going directly to the FBI--

Hanging his pictures. Hanging the pictures in his office.

 

Tell me, do you know what happened? He probably told you all about it. 

He went straight to his office ... and he got the call from Dick Clarke. And the rest is history. 

 

It sounds like an amazingly intense couple of days. What happened? Did he call you to tell 
you what was going on? What was going on?

... I know it was very, very intense for John. That whole 10 months that he spent was, he told me, 
the most intense time he spent with the FBI. I mean, they had burnt John out. Do you know how 
Jimmy Carter looked when he started off? I've seen the pictures of him afterwards, how he aged. I 
have said it to John -- I felt that job aged John. ...

 

Tell me about his liaison skills within that world, the power world of Washington. 

I think John realized how critical that was to him and to doing his job, having all these 
relationships with people. He was brilliant at it, and it turned out it was critical to him. 

Don't you remember one of the quotes -- and it was so true -- after the World Trade Center, and 
the world started writing about John, how they said, "He was New York?" John really hadn't even 
been here, what, five, six years? Not a very long time. He wasn't New York. He was from Atlantic 
City, New Jersey. He had never lived in New York before, and that's what people's persona about 
him was. He was New York. He just started. John just understood what it took. 

 

When he was in Washington, he was Mr. Washington?

Absolutely. When he was in Chicago, he was Mr. Chicago. But, you know, that didn't just happen. 
That wasn't just a coincidence. I mean, he always knew the restaurants or other places to be. He 
always knew the bartenders. Again, it doesn't just happen. John was a voracious leader. In 
research, he was a voracious researcher. ...

 

So what was the attitude towards John O'Neill from headquarters?

... He was very controversial there. You've got to know that. He was very controversial at 
headquarters. 

 

And he got that?

He got that, loud and clear.

 

Did he battle that?

Very much so. ...

 

Did he ever rant and rave about this? Did he fixate on this?

Yes.

 

What would he say?

John became very paranoid the last year, year and a half of his life. I would say to him, "John, I 
feel like you're paranoid." But you know what? He wasn't paranoid. They were out to get him. 
There were a handful of people in D.C. that were out to get John O'Neill. 

 

But why? This guy knew so much. He was so good at what he did. Nobody says he did a lousy 
job. Why? Was it because of his demeanor? 

O'Neill liked to do things his way. ... He was a little rough around the edges as far as politics. But I 
think it annoyed him when he knew the right way that something should be done and he couldn't 
get it done. Or he didn't care how he got it done.

 

And what we're talking about here is not a job.

We're talking about saving our country. ...

 

Tell me about the first time you found out that he had gotten the New York office.

I remember exactly. He called me up, and I was at home. He said, "Hey, babe, how does New 
York sound to you?" I said, "You got to be kidding me." He said, "Nope, I got it." Jim [Kallstrom] 
hired him. He was very, very excited. ...

 

Tell me a little bit about those times. What was it like? What did you do after you get to 
know the town and all?

John would just read Time Out Magazine, read New York magazine of course. We just started on 
the whole restaurant circuit. One thing I loved about John is he wouldn't just go to the top five best 
restaurants. We'd check out Alphabet City, and we'd check out the East Village, and we checked 
out the West Side. John just liked to know stuff. We got bikes. We rode around the city. 

 

He also got to know some of the most powerful people in the city quickly?

In a very short period of time.

 

Tell me about that, and why it was important to his job.

When we moved in, he immediately set out to meet the people he needed to in NYPD and the 
people at Port Authority, and got to know the different people on the law enforcement foundations, 
things like that, immediately ingratiated himself in the city, made himself part of the city. I think 
that is why he was Mr. New York. But he realized that was essential to his job. ...

 

Was it something about the responsibility he felt [in terms of his job] that overrode his own 
personal life? 

Well, it did override his personal life. From what I can tell, it certainly did in his years with me. 
But I think the FBI was his mistress. He loved it. He loved it more than he loved any woman in his 
life. He loved it. Let's not forget this is a little kid that had a vision and he became the vision. 

 

Did the FBI love him as much as he loved it?

I do not think that they did, and I think that was a disappointment to him. ...

 

The lifestyle, the nightlife in New York, the late nights at Elaine's -- tell us about that part of 
his life, how that fit into the job, what it meant and what it meant by the personality of John 
O'Neill. 

I think it mean two things. Elaine's is a very great place to meet people, and, if you have a 
personality -- and John O'Neill most certainly did -- to quickly become part of New York life and 
the people that had their finger on the pulse of New York life, Elaine's is the place to do it. If you 
can fit yourself in there, a very good place to start, a very good place to become Mr. New York. 

As far as John's late nights and things like that, I think that was John's way of relaxing. You asked 
me earlier, "What did John do for relaxation?" That was relaxation to John, to go sit among 
friends. Elaine's is really a Cheers bar. Everyone knows everyone. Sit among friends, have a 
couple of scotches, relax.

 

So it was work and pleasure.

It was work and pleasure. He met Johnny Miller at maybe the only bar in Yemen and he walked up 
to John Miller and he said, "What is this? Elaine's in Yemen?"...

 

[Around the millennium], they catch a guy in Seattle. They know this is going to be a big day, 
that the bad guys might really want to hurt us. Did he talk about it? Did he act differently? 
Was his routine differently coming up to those days? 

No, his routine was not different. No, he did not act differently. But, yes, it was a very intense time 
for him. He worked very hard and very long hours, and it was very intense. He was very relieved 
when it was over. I knew the head of Scotland Yard called him at midnight London time, and said, 
"Everything is OK on my watch. I am passing it over to you now."

 

What did he do New Year's Eve? He wasn't sitting here drinking champagne with you, that's 
for sure.

Actually, he was home for a while. Then he went to the office for a while. Then he and Joey went 
down to Times Square. But they always did on New Year's Eve. 

 

Just because that is where the threat would be? What was he doing?

I think that he wanted to be down there to celebrate the safety of our city and that nothing was 
going to happen. Then, nothing did happen. ...

He said it the Monday night before he died. He said it on Sept. 10. A group of people were going 
to Elaine's, and they were going to the China Club, and John said, "Nothing happened under my 
watch."...

 

You told us very well about how he would study anything. If he were going on a trip, he 
would read every book possible perhaps. How did he study bin Laden? Was the name bin 
Laden a familiar name around here?

Oh, absolutely, absolutely. John studied everything about terrorism -- any kind of terrorism -- the 
IRA bombings, any kind of terrorism, John had a book or five or six or a dozen. 

 

Would he sit around watching videotapes? Tell us about that.

He would definitely sit around watching videotapes. He would watch videotapes. He would read 
whatever material he could get his hands on. We had a fax in the house. People would fax him 
information all the time. John would sit in bed or sit on the couch or whatever and constantly 
underline his newspapers. He would constantly underline. He had a clipping service, I believe, at 
work. 

 

Take us into the room with him watching these tapes. What would he be watching, and why 
would he be doing it?

I think with O'Neill, it was the total immersion thing. We have already talked about how, when 
John moved to a city, before he even left, he would immerse himself in anything he could read or 
find out about the city. I remember back when John first started in terrorism, domestic terrorism, 
with the abortionists. He read everything he could get his hands on about abortionists. He read 
everything he could get his hands that time about the fundamentalist religion. 

He got himself up to speed about everything. I think that is exactly what he was doing with 
terrorism and Osama, trying to find out every little piece of knowledge. Knowledge is power, and 
John knew that. ...

 

Did bin Laden become sort of a nemesis? 

No. I don't recall that. Yes, the name was bandied about. We were all certainly aware of who he 
was and what a threat he was considered to be. No, I don't believe he was a nemesis.

 

What was the threat? As far as John O'Neill was concerned, what was the threat?

Well, I think he thought that we could never live in freedom with these people constantly, I mean, 
constantly, after us. He told someone, after he retired, in that week before he went to the World 
Trade Center, they said, "Well, at least you are going to a safe place." And John said, "No, no one 
will ever stop trying to get those two buildings." So John realized what a very real threat terrorism 
was to the world.

 

Did he get that there was something going to happen, that there would be continual attacks 
against the United States?

Yes.

 

Did he understand? Was he frustrated be the fact that other people didn't get it like he got it?

Yes.

 

Explain that. I don't mean Washington or whatever, just in general. I mean, he is sitting on 
the top of these investigations, and all while the world ignores it.

I just think that he felt that there were number one, not enough resources put into it; that it really 
had turned into a global thing, and people were not taking it seriously. I think John realized what a 
great danger it was. And in retrospect, we know he did. Look what happened. ...

 

When Yemen came along, which he eventually headed and was sent over there, did he know 
originally that there some in Washington who did not want him to go, that did not want him 
to head up the investigation?

Yes.

 

What was his attitude towards that?

He felt he was the best person for the job.

 

So how would he fight for it? How did John O'Neill fight for something he knows he should 
have to be done?

Knowing John O'Neill, he probably discusses it at first and then he screams and rants and raves. 
But he did end up heading it up and going over there.

 

But that must be absolutely annoying to be again, possibly ignored, when everybody knows 
that he is the right man at the right time.

That is a point in John's career where he was very, very, very frustrated. He didn't realize it at that 
point, but that is when his career really drew to a close. 

 

How so?

And then the fiasco with Barbara Bodine. I thought, "Great, close the chapter on John's FBI life." 

 

Tell us about Bodine. How you first heard about--

John called me from Yemen, and I heard about it in a phone conversation from John.

 

What did he say?

Well, he was very upset. He did not go into things in great detail, because he always worked under 
the assumption that the phones were tapped and he would usually begin the conversation by, 
"Don't say anything." He did call me. He said, "I am going to call you at the office the next day." 
He just said a little more in the office. 

I have to tell you, when John came home -- he got home, I think it was two days before 
Thanksgiving, because he kept telling me he was going to try to be home for Thanksgiving -- John 
had dropped 20-25 pounds. For John O'Neill to be the emaciated man when he walked in here -- 
he was very hurt by that, and then didn't feel supported when he came back. ...

 

What was it about the two of them?

Do you know what I think it was? Two human beings that immediately disliked each other. You 
know how that happens sometimes? There are people that you just love right away. I said I am 
surprised, because John had the personality that people liked him. Something about him, it sounds 
to me like, set her off. And the more it didn't work, the more it didn't work. 

 

But here is like two people that are very important positions at a very important time, and 
time is of the essence. 

And it looked like it turned into a personal vendetta.

 

So was he unbelievably frustrated by this? 

He was unbelievably frustrated by it. ...

 

Tell me about after the decision for retirement.

Well, it was a very, very painful decision for John. ... John needed to make some money, too. Let's 
not forget that the FBI does not have the biggest entertainment budget in the world. One of John's 
greatest skills was liaison. He paid for a lot of that himself out of his own pocket. He needed to 
make some money. He had some debt to pay off. ...

John actually is not the happiest person in the world with this great new job. ... He wasn't excited 
about it. If John had his druthers, he would have stayed with the FBI. He would have still been 
assistant director in New York. 

 

It was a time when, we have been told by lots of people, everybody knows, that June and 
July, August all the red flags were up, a lot of warnings, a lot of chatter. Here was a man like 
this, so knowledgeable, so totally involved with the anti-terrorism fight. How can you walk 
away at a time like this?

Well, his own people were fighting him. John was fighting a double war. He was fighting 
terrorism, and he was fighting his own people too. ... John went through a couple of really bad 
years here. The first really bad year was in 1999. I believe that was the first year that the car issue 
came, and it was hideous. It was horrendous. Then maybe two years later, the briefcase thing 
happened. Things were just kind of domino-ing and happening. 

 

Tell me about The New York Times article and about the briefcase.

We knew before we got The New York Times that it was going to be in the paper. John was 
absolutely distraught over it. Number one, it was a ridiculous thing. He had to go to a retirement 
seminar. It is a mandatory seminar. You must go. It is in Florida. He went down for a few days, 
and then we were meeting for the weekend. So I flew down on a Friday afternoon. I was supposed 
to meet John. 

We were meeting in Bal Harbor at the Marriott. John came in. I don't remember seeing John as 
distraught as he was this night. What has happened? He told me he left his briefcase in this room 
of 150 FBI agents and got a phone call. Couldn't hear on his cell phone, so he just walked outside 
to take his call.

Walked back in, his briefcase was gone. He was completely freaked. ... They found the briefcase 
within 20 minutes. There was nothing missing from the briefcase other than a Mont Blanc pen and 
a lighter. Anyhow, that story, interestingly enough, died for 18 months. John went to Yemen. All 
of that happened, and then, all of a sudden, this story was dragged up again. 

And that was the final nail in John O'Neill's coffin that they were going to use to have him retire. 

 

Did he know who did it?

He suspected. 

 

Did he confront them?

Yes. 

 

What happened? 

It was completely denied. The person that he thought did it said absolutely not, wouldn't want to 
hurt you in any way, shape, or form.

 

It has been reported that was Tom Pickard.

That is who John felt it was, Tom Pickard. John really never knew. He was out to get John for a 
long time, and John never really knew why. I guess Tom knows why, if it was, in fact, him. ...

 

Let me ask you about Sept. 10, the night before. What happened? 

Well, it was a typical unreal moment, OK? It was Fashion Week that week. He called me at the 
office, "What are you doing tonight?" I said, "I am taking a client out." I was taking a client our to 
dinner. ... So he said, "What time will you be done?" I said, "I don't know, 9:30 or 10." He said, "I 
will be home no later than 10:30." I said, "OK, we will meet back at the apartment."

I got to the apartment, I don't know, 10:00, 10:15. I stayed up until about 11:00, 11:30, finally 
went to bed. I woke about 1:30 and he wasn't home. I was annoyed. So I started playing solitaire 
on the computer. John waltzed in, I don't know, 3:30, 4:00, sat down next to me on the chair. "You 
play a mean game of solitaire, babe." I said something unkind. He went to bed, got up the next 
morning, and the most amazing thing happened.

I can hold a grudge for a couple of days. I was a little annoyed at him. The next morning, he came 
into my restroom and he said, "Babe, please forgive me. I really fucked up and I am sorry." It just 
touched me so much that he said that. I don't know why it touched me. I said, "I do forgive you." 
And we went, walked across the street, and that was the last time I ever saw him. He dropped me 
at work. It was the last time I ever saw him. 

Normally, I would not have spoken to him for a couple of days. So can I please tell you how happy 
I am that I did say that?

 

So what happens the morning of Sept. 11? 

... It was a beautiful, beautiful day. The sun was shining. The sky was bluer than blue. I didn't 
know anything had happened yet. I'm happy. ... I walk into my showroom. The phone is just 
ringing off the hook and both of my assistants look really concerned. People started running in my 
showroom. My children started calling. Joe was in college in Wisconsin, my daughter was in 
Chicago. Just all of our lines were lit up. The World Trade Center has been hit.

You know, I never thought it would be John. I just didn't think of that. As a matter of fact, my 
brother called me and he said "Val, you're not going to see John for months after this," meaning 
he's going to be investigating it and all of that, and I said, "Oh, my gosh, I know." The furthest 
thing from my mind could have been anything happened to O'Neill.

So then I think it was 9:17. One of my assistants got the call from O'Neill and she said, "It's John." 
We got on the phone. By now there are 20 people in my showroom, but half of them know John, 
and he says, "Hey babe, it's me." I said, "Are you OK?" He says, "Yes, I'm fine." He said, "Val, do 
you know what hit it?" and I said, "John, I don't know." I said, "Jay said he thought it was a 747." 
John said, "Val, it's horrible. There are body parts everywhere." We said a few other things to one 
another, and he said, "OK, I'll call you in a little bit." I said, "OK."

So we all sat back down. I'm all happy and relieved. I'm trying to call the kids. Our phone lines 
were not working by that time, but ... my daughter got ahold of me, and I said, "I just heard from 
him. He's fine." OK, great. 

We heard screams from across the hall. I'm on the 24th floor, and across the hall is the rental 
office. They have a large screen TV there. We all ran across the hall just in time to see the second 
tower hit. I knew immediately John was dead. I don't know why I knew, I just knew, and I just 
slumped down into a chair and I said, "Oh my God, John is dead." And everybody said "Don't say 
that, don't say that. Don't talk like that." 

About 2:00 in the afternoon, I said to my assistant, we were just sitting there waiting for him to 
call. Everyone went back to my office, and he never called. It took the kids about three days to 
realize he wasn't going to call, because nothing can happen to O'Neill. He makes things happen, 
but nothing can happen to him. ...

 

So you got the one phone call?

One phone call, and that was it. I believe it was 9:17. Life changed forever for everybody. ...

 

A lot of people talk about the irony.

But you know what, wouldn't John have loved to go that way? His heart had already been broken 
by the FBI. John didn't die like Patton did, walking across the street and getting hit by a car or 
something like that. He was killed by terrorism, the thing that was the closest to his heart.

 

If he had lived, would he have been able to stay out of the fight?

Absolutely not. He would have been in the thick of it, in whatever capacity. I think it would have 
been a huge capacity; not necessarily in public, not with the FBI, but he would have definitely 
been back in the game. Do you know how he would have been sought after? ...

 

Do you know anything about his connection with the Cole family and what he thought about 
his responsibility to them? Can you add anything to when he talked about that?

John just felt he had a huge responsibility. I think that is, again, his compassion. ... I believe the 
very last thing he did when he left his office was e-mail Lou Gunn in response to Lou's e-mail. It 
was the last thing he did. No reason, again, to do that. Lou Gunn could do nothing for John 
O'Neill. Compassion. He really very much cared about people. ...

 

Is this a man who had regrets at the end of the day?

You know, I thought a lot about that. I don't know if John O'Neill had regrets or not. When the 
going got really tough the last couple of years, when politically they were really after him, 
occasionally he said to me, "I wonder if I made the right choice with my life." Did O'Neill love his 
career? Did he love his life? Did he love being John O'Neill, the FBI? Absolutely, he loved every 
second of it.

So I think at the end of the day, did John O'Neill have regrets? No. I think he would do everything 
over again exactly how he did it. ... 
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He headed the FBI'S New York office 
from 2000 to 2002. In this interview 
Mawn sums up the O'Neill he knew 
and discusses the battles they both 
encountered in the USS Cole and East 
Africa embassy bombing 
investigations. He also talks about the 
controversy over his statements at 
O'Neill's memorial service. This 
interview was conducted on May 17, 
2002

Can you describe the younger John O'Neill who you 
knew back then?

I'd go back to 1990 when I became an inspector. John was 
essentially one of a handful of guys that were inspectors' 
aides on audits that you would look to if you came across a 
tough situation in a field office. Say, if we did an audit of 
the White Collar Crime Program and there was some 
possible difficulty, or it was not a good program and you 

needed to analyze what was wrong and then tell the office what recommendations, John was very 
good to put on that type of assignment. 

 

Because?

He was bright. He was articulate. He had excellent experience, and he seemed to 
identify issues very quickly. So he was just good. He usually had a major 
assignment on any of the trips that I went on.

 

A tough guy?

John was always, I guess in my view, very blunt. He pretty much said what he felt. 
He did not sugarcoat things much. I would even say that that sometimes would rub 
other people the wrong way. I personally would rather a guy tell me straight out 
what he thinks, as opposed to somebody that is trying to sugarcoat it and do it end 
run around.

 

In an agency with thousands of agents, was John O'Neill one of those you 
would describe as a fast-track guy who was going to go places inside the FBI?

Yes, and I think he actually did. I think John moved pretty well through the system 
and got promotions on a fairly regular basis. 

 

What does it take to move "fairly well through the system," as you say?

Again, you have to good solid investigative experience. You need to have worked 
on major, complex investigations when you are a young agent, so you understood 
how to getting a wiretap or you knew how to run an undercover operation or you 
knew how to deal very effectively with informants. You could also be assigned a 
case and you knew how to get to the heart of the matter without a lot of wasted 
motions.... 

 

Is terrorism the right place to be at the right time for O'Neill when he lands 
in Washington? 

Terrorism is perhaps the highest profile area of investigation that we have. It can 
be very quiet and kind of regular and steady and not a lot happens. But then if you 
have a major incident occur, everybody from the president of the United States on 
down is looking at the FBI and the terrorism and who is involved and what do you 
have and what are you doing. So it is definitely a place to be when things occur. 

John liked to be in the spotlight, and he did well in the spotlight. He sometimes 
would irritate some of his superiors, because he was very straightforward and 
wanted to get things done. I think some of his superiors -- he made them uneasy, 
actually. I think if they were not very confident or had the experience that either 
John did or some of the other agents, they'd get a little nervous.

 

 

 

 

But even if O'Neill didn't have a particularly diplomatic side -- that is really what you are 
saying -- his expertise probably outweighed his lack of diplomacy at times in answering 
questions?

I think so. I'd say John knew how to be diplomatic if he needed to be. I would say that he saved 
that for people outside the agency as opposed to those inside the FBI. I think his method of 
operation is, again, to be very straightforward: "This is my thoughts. This is my opinion. Watch 
what you are asking for, I will give it to you straight." He never particularly sugarcoated anything. 
I mean, he obviously didn't do it in an insulting manner. He didn't necessarily try to show people 
up. It was just his style.

You know, John, to me, on the one hand, could be both very secure, as far as analyzing a situation. 
But like all of us, he also had some of insecurities as to how he was doing. John would frequently 
ask me if things were good, if I was doing what he wanted, if I had any problems with him -- 
which I never did, but he regularly asked that. 

 

In a way that conveyed that he really was unsure?

Yes, Sometimes ... we would have a briefing, and a lot of times, I didn't realize I was doing it; I 
may have frowned or raised my eyebrows. After the general meeting, John would always come 
back, "[Are] we all right? Are you mad about something?" I would say, "No, John, why?" And he 
would say, "I thought you were giving me body language that you were not happy."

So he was always concerned. But our relationship, I think, was perhaps unique. We basically 
supported one another. 

 

So why would O'Neill have left Washington? 

His promotion to being the special agent in charge of the counterintelligence, kind of terrorism 
division... There are four divisions in New York, all headed by a special agent in charge. There is 
the criminal division, there is a special operations division, there is the administrative division, and 
then there is the counterintelligence/counterterrorism. Essentially, counterintelligence is the spy 
business, and the counterterrorism of course is responsible for both domestic as well as 
international terrorism. 

 

In that kind of job, how does he know about somebody like Al Qaeda?

As a section chief, he would have a couple of different units under him that were dealing with the 
various international terrorism groups. So there were probably a unit that looked at Hamas, looked 
at Hezbollah. I am sure there was a unit that looking at Al Qaeda. Then what he would also be 
getting is reporting from the various field offices, as far as what they were seeing, if anything. 
Those would probably be the larger offices, New York, Washington D.C, L.A, Chicago, maybe 
some of the Florida offices, Texas offices. 

He would have a lot of analysts that information would be going to, and trying to be pulling 
information from all over as well as outside agencies as to, "What are our concerns? What do we 
need to be careful of? Where should we be going investigatively?" Then he would be interacting 
with the field offices in that regard....

... I am sure he was going to briefings by the NSC, the CIA, State Department. Probably a lot of 
agencies were providing information. He obviously had some of that information and he was 
looking at it, because that all came together to a certain extent with the [1998] embassy bombings, 
which was when he was in New York.

 

What did John O'Neill do about the 1998 U.S. embassy bombings? What does it have to do 
with the New York FBI about this? 

We [New York] had responsibility for the Al Qaeda investigation. So he correctly speculated 
when it first happened that it was probably Al Qaeda. Initially, the Washington field office went to 
Africa. The New York office at the time was able to convince Washington that this was Al Qaeda, 
and we should be conducting the investigation.

So there was a swap-off between the Washington field office and the New York office. Again, not 
being there but knowing how John worked, I am sure that he was viewing that as, "Here is an 
incident where we can really get into the investigation, try to identify the players, how they did 
that" and hopefully bring that back to bin Laden himself. 

Short story being, they were successful on that. That is the incident that bin Laden was indicted by 
the southern district of New York, because they were able to make those ties and connections. So 
John would have used that as we later did on the Cole or anything else. 

You take an incident to learn as much as you can about your enemy or your opponent. Africa [the 
embassy bombings] was very successful. We got tremendous cooperation from the African 
authorities, which was important. ... We worked hand and glove with them, and we learned an 
awful lot of information about the Al Qaeda.

 

By Washington going there for the first couple of weeks without O'Neill, did the 1998 
embassy bombings investigation lose anything?

I don't think so. There was probably just along the lines of the administrative handling of a case. If 
Washington goes and they start to gather evidence, then they are going to be marking under their 
office and their field office number. Then the New York team comes over after a couple of weeks. 
There has been a good deal of investigation already conducted. So it is just an administrative thing 
that you have to go through. 

It is just obviously smoother if the first responders there are going to be the ones that are 
responsible. But it is not an impossible task. And they worked through that fine, as evidenced by 
the convictions that have been realized to date.

 

You knew John O'Neill well enough to probably imagine how angry he was when he heard 
that Washington was going, and how he was probably acting around the office at around 
that moment.

Yes, I would imagine it was like happened on the USS Cole which, when John came to me and I 
had felt that it was probably Al Qaeda, but John was banging down my door that we can't 
duplicate the embassy bombings matter. It just goes smoother if we are there from the beginning 
and it is Al Qaeda, and I totally agreed with him. He said, "You have got to get to the director. We 
have got to get the New York office response initially." I said, "I agree with you." I went to the 
director, and the director agreed with us. 

 

After the East African experience?

Right.

 

"Ambitious" is the code word for this guy, and he wants the directorship. He wants to be the 
assistant director in charge in New York, right? And so do you.

Right.

 

How do you get the job and he doesn't?

I was actually approached by the director and the deputy director as to whether I would have an 
interest. I said yes, because for me, it was the culmination of my career. I had started in New York 
30 years previous, and it is our premier office, so I viewed that as a nice way to end my career. 
Plus, I had done 10 years in the New York office as a young agent, so I thought I could bring a lot 
to the office. New York is our largest. It has over 1,000 agents. 

And you run up against NYPD, which is the 800-pound gorilla with 40,000 police officers. So you 
need to know what they are about, how they operate. You need to know some people there. I knew 
people there that had grown up with me through the years and now were in key spots in NYPD. I 
knew Mary Jo White, who is a U.S. attorney. She worked with me on domestic terrorism back in 
the 1980s. 

I said that I definitely would have an interest. It didn't happen immediately. I had heard that ... 
John was lobbying to become the assistant director. I understood that. I think he obviously was 
promoting himself. I didn't have any particular problems and not aware of him badmouthing me to 
any great extent. I think he was more of the opinion that he was there, he had done a good job, and 
he ought to get it, as opposed to myself.

... I guess I didn't feel that way. I thought I was the man. I had, perhaps, more experience than John 
did, as far as running offices. ... I think if I was not interested, that John would have been a real 
good possibility.

 

There is a high-ranking person who said that O'Neill was never going to get this job. His 
elbows were too sharp. He partied too hard. He dressed too slick. He ticked off all the wrong 
people, and none of that matches deputy director, assistant director. True?

Yes. That is true. He had supporters and he had non-supporters at the executive management ranks 
of the FBI. He had a number of people that probably did not want him to have that job, and I am 
sure they spoke against him.

 

Why?

John's personality. I think he, being aggressive, had probably ticked some people off along the 
way. I think some of them were of the opinion that they didn't want John to be an equal, which he 
would have been as an assistant director in New York. There, the assistant director is the highest 
you go, except for deputy director and director. So it would have put him on equal footing with a 
lot of people.

I just think it was his demeanor, his style. He could make people feel uncomfortable, and by that, I 
mean people in the executive ranks that probably did not have his background and his 
understanding. 

John knew his topic or subject matter. He was probably our most learned expert when it came to 
Al Qaeda. He had been following them. He knew them. He was concentrating on them both within 
the agency as well as outside with his liaison contacts, the international. So John had a very good 
handle on it. He would sometimes speak up, "This is what we need to do," and sometimes that 
would embarrass higher-ups.

 

So in the end, it was his style which hurt him? Was O'Neill just way too James Bond for 
anybody's taste inside the FBI?

Probably it would be his James Bond-type style, as opposed to the substance. The sharp elbows 
and being abrasive, this didn't particularly bother me. But I think it bothered some people. John 
liked to be viewed as the guy in charge. I had heard stories, probably before I got there, that he 
was "Mr. New York." He was the FBI in New York. If you needed anything or wanted anything, 
you had to go through John. I think he also enjoyed having the contacts, liaison, being a power 
broker, the Elaine's. 

I think some people were a little bit uncomfortable with that, and to a certain extent, I understand 
that. If you get a guy that becomes a little bit too flashy or too full of himself, then sometimes he 
will promote himself at the expense of the agency. By that, usually what happens is that an 
individual starts giving out information, or he starts doing favors that he shouldn't be doing -- he's 
compromising himself, as far as being an FBI agent. So I think there was, sometimes, concern and 
worry about that with John.

 

Were you [worried]?

No. I may have initially when I first went in. I essentially took a wait and see, or a wait and 
evaluate. When I first went in, essentially I offered to help John move and get his own office, 
because I knew and was aware of his wanting to be the assistant director. I thought he might have 
harbored bad feelings that I got it. So I offered to help him get out and get his own office. I think a 
New Jersey office was open at the time, or anyplace that he wanted to go, I told him. 

I guess the one story I should tell you about John, to me, sums up John in a good way, not a bad 
way, as far as I'm concerned. We were at Quantico together, I believe, at a SAC conference or 
some in-service. I went, and I had just been named the assistant director. I had come down from 
Boston. John was there from New York. At the end of the day, I went to my room. There was a 
knock on the door, and John was at the door. I invited him in. He's holding two beers. He said, "I 
understand you're an Irishman, and you like to drink beer. These are for you." 

So I laughed and said, "You got that correct." He said, "Well, where are we at?" referring to the 
relationship between us. At that time, I said, "I know you wanted the position that I just got. It's a 
big job. I need to have deputies that are going to be loyal to me and assist me." I say, "I'm not sure 
you can do that, having just lost out the position to me." That's when I said, "I will help you get to 
another field office, if that's what you desire."

At that time, he essentially said that, no, he did, in fact, want it. He was disappointed that he didn't 
get it. He thought he should get it. But that hadn't been done, and [with] me getting it, he wanted to 
stay in New York. He said that he would be most loyal to me. Essentially, he said, "I will be your 
most loyal supporter. All I ask in return is that you be supportive of me in my efforts."

I said, "We got a deal, and we'll go forward." So we went forward. Essentially, he lived up to his 
agreement, and I believe I lived up to my agreement.

 

Why does he stay in the job, do you figure?

I think he believed that there were several options that would become available. Even though he 
didn't get it when I was appointed, he knew that I would only be there for two years before I 
became mandatory. I think he felt that maybe he could stay on. He was younger than I am by 
about five years, so he had seven years left to go if he wanted to. So I think he felt there was a 
possibility that, if he stayed, maybe he'd get it next time. 

Again, it was a key spot that he had as the SAC in charge of counterterrorism and 
counterintelligence. I think he viewed that as a potential springboard to an assistant director job 
down at headquarters.

He also had personal reasons. The family was nearby in New Jersey, and his son and daughter, he 
wanted to be in a position to support them. And the New York community is important, very 
influential people.

Probably last is that he enjoyed New York. He was a big city type of guy. He liked, to a certain 
extent, the glitter. The New York office is an international office. We're all over the world at any 
given time on various cases, whether they're terrorism, whether they're white collar, or whether 
they're organized crime. So it's a key spot.

 

How good was he? How do you evaluate what he really knew about Al Qaeda -- what he 
really knew from that job, and its importance?

For me, what he did is that he was very informed on Al Qaeda. He followed the investigations. 
Again, he had a very good background. He had conducted good investigations coming up. He 
knew how investigations ran. So his benefit, to me, was that he oversaw the investigations. He 
quizzed his supervisors and his deputies on a regular basis as to, "Where are we? Where are we 
going?" and he would brief me on that.

Frequently, he would come or either recommend that we go in another particular direction, that we 
need to go and identify potentially, maybe there's a cell here, or we need to go to Jordan, and talk 
to Jordan authorities. He was very, very good at running and overseeing an investigation. He had 
good agents that worked for him that were also very good. But John kept on top of it. 

I think that, once he got into the New York position, he clearly knew the significance of Al Qaeda. 
When I first reported to New York, he came straight out, and essentially said, "That's the terrorist 
organization that we need to be concerned with." I had heard something; I was familiar with Al 
Qaeda. But it was the New York office that was running the investigations. ... They had conducted 
and were pretty far along as far as the embassy bombings. So he briefed me on some of the ties 
and connections, and the fact that, out of that investigation, that they had been able to indict bin 
Laden. ... Ultimately, it turned out to be correct when they were responsible for, or we've tied him 
somewhat to the bombing of the USS Cole.

 

The 2000 bombing of the naval destroyer, the USS Cole, happens in Yemen. Take me 
through the story. 

It was Oct. 12, 2000. I was at work. My best recollection is we were immediately, I was 
immediately aware that a ship had been attacked over in Yemen. I knew instantly it was a terrorist 
attack. ...

We found out that the SAC in Washington was going over as part of the assessment team, which 
was fine. That's with State Department, the agency, military people. There's apt to be a whole host 
of different agencies that would respond. They'd do an initial assessment and call back. But even 
as that's transpiring, we start to get together a team, security people, evidence response people, 
bomb technicians, investigators. We start to put everybody on standby to potentially launch as 
soon as possible.

My recollection is that it was initially in talking to the assistant director of terrorism, or deputy 
director, that the Washington field office would initially respond. John was probably standing 
there with me. We both argued against that, and said, "We think this is Al Qaeda. We need to go, 
or the New York office component needs to go."

That wasn't immediate, but it was considered; "We'll get back to you" type of thing, at which point 
I requested the deputy director to bring it to the director, because I didn't want a lot of time 
lagging. The director, if memory serves me, was doing a field office visit over in New Jersey. 
Essentially, the deputy director got to him. I got the call back through the deputy director that the 
director said, "I agree with Barry. The New York office should respond."

So we put our team together to respond. They responded pretty quickly. I picked John to go as the 
on-scene commander, because I thought he was the best, most qualified, and had been overseas 
before, had excellent ties and relationships in that part of the world. So I sent him over as the on-
scene commander for the New York office.

 

Any trepidation about doing that?

None by me. Essentially, when you have a major incident like that, my view is you need a guy 
that's got the best handle on things, that interacted with people. Again, he had dealt with the 
agency people on this. He knew State Department people. He would have known a lot of the 
people that he would immediately encounter. It's the liaisons that essentially help that first chaotic 
48-hour period go smoothly, if you walk into a situation and you recognize some of the people 
from other agencies.

 

Were Washington headquarters or the FBI happy that O'Neill was going?

My recollection is that I got questioned on it, "Is John the best guy to send?" I had no hesitancy, 
and said, "Absolutely, he's the best guy to send."

 

But soon there's friction between the U.S. ambassador in Yemen, Barbara Bodine, and John. 
Help me understand what the main issues in Yemen were that O'Neill was dealing with, that 
he was talking to you about.

Initially, some of the main areas of disagreement were security, amounts of people that were over 
in Yemen, as well as, potentially, who was in charge and who was running it.

That being said, with the FBI and with John, there's no question that we recognize the ambassador 
is the person in charge, the president's representative in a foreign country; the person, overall, 
responsible for everything that happens with U.S. citizens over there. 

But we also take a view recognizing that, if there's an investigation, that we're in charge of the 
investigation. We don't cut in people just for the sake of them being in the know. We realize, 
obviously, the ambassador should be briefed as to what's going on, what's happening and, in 
particular, if we're encountering any difficulties.

To a certain extent, some of the reporting that John told me is that she became very involved, and 
wanted to know exactly what was going on, when and where. And that's kind of contrary to our 
thinking. If there's a need to know, or if it's something that's obviously going to impact on those 
country authorities then, obviously, we'd tell. So that's one issue.

There was also, in John's mind, security -- [in] which I fully supported him -- that we go over as a 
big group. What we like to do is send over either a hostage rescue team or some of our SWAT 
fellows to provide security for the agent investigators, for the bomb techs, for the folks doing the 
Evidence Response Team. We like to have an in-house security. So we go as a pretty big package. 

When we initially responded, we were probably a couple hundred in strength. Being fair to the 
ambassador, she maybe got some flack from Yemen authorities as to the overwhelming U.S. 
government response to this particular incident, that we didn't need to be as strong as we were.

So those are probably the two main areas. Again, I fully believed and supported John as far as 
security. Yemen is a tough country. I guess there's more guns than people. I don't know if it was 
particularly friendly to the U.S. investigators, so we wanted to be secure with our people. I didn't 
want to send anybody over there and get them hurt.

 

What is your sense of O'Neill's feelings as he comes up against these obstacles? 

I think he was very frustrated in that he wasn't being allowed to do his job, that he wasn't getting 
support, and that she was supporting the Yemen authorities, as opposed to the investigators and 
himself. Of course, our view on that is you're the U.S. ambassador. We understand your position. 
But you need to be weighing in for us more so than the Yemenis, and she had her own ideas. She 
basically wanted to have a smaller contingent of people over there as possible. That's not how we 
operate. Things just continued to escalate. I know she personally told me, when I finally went over 
there, that she thought John had lied to her. I couldn't establish that at all. She had her views. 

I really think it became a personality conflict between the two of them. Whether she viewed John 
as coming in and trying to take over and was usurping her as the head U.S person or not, I don't 
know. But I think that was probably part of it. ... Again, I don't know. With these two individuals, I 
think from the get-go, they probably rankled one another, and it went from bad to worse.

 

In the upper echelons of the FBI, this may be confirming people's worst fears about 
O'Neill? ... 

There may have been people at FBI headquarters that were going, "See, I told you so. John does 
upset people, and get them upset. And maybe he wasn't the right guy." But that's all childish gossip 
and rumoring, as far as I'm concerned.

 

But it proved to be true in some ways.

In some ways. But at the same time, I'd balance that against, "Who is the right guy to go? What do 
we need to get done, and who's going to know what to do?" In that regard, there are very few in 
the FBI that had the criteria to go over and do the job that he did.

I should tell you the story. When I went over there, one of the complaints against him is that John 
didn't have any knowledge, that he was a cowboy; he was upsetting the Yemenis; he didn't know 
how to get along, and that they were all making complaints about him. Initially, I found that very 
hard to believe. I had seen John in New York with a lot of people from the Arab countries come in 
and visit with him. I know he had gone over there. I knew he was well thought of by Arab 
intelligence agencies and law enforcement. I knew he was well thought of by other U.S. 
ambassadors. So I had a hard time accepting this. 

When I went over, I saw the head of the PSO, which is the equivalent to the FBI in Yemen. I went 
with John every night as we went over and essentially tried to get information from the Yemenis 
as to some of the people that they had in custody, trying to get evidence, trying to get access to the 
various locations.

In my view, John was doing a masterful job. I mean, there was initially from the Yemenis, this, 
"We'll take care of it. This is our country. The FBI is not going to come over here and tell us what 
to do. We'll do it." But there was some cooperation, limited cooperation. So John was working that 
relationship. 

I was there for about a week and half. One of the evenings that I went -- and this is, again, the 
equivalent of the director of the FBI that we're talking to -- he, unsolicited, said that when the USS 
Cole first happened, he said the entire government response was pretty large. He was referring to 
not only the FBI, but the State Department, the agency, and primarily the military. The military 
responded there in very big fashion, obviously, because the ship had been bombed. They had 
people hurt. So they came in there. 

I said, "Did you have a problem with our presence?" He said, "No, I never cared about the FBI. 
You could have a thousand FBI here, because we're both working to do the same thing. We're 
looking to get who's responsible for this. No, I have no problem with the FBI being here, and you 
can decide whatever you want as to how many you have here."

So that refuted anything that I heard. It was also said that they didn't like him. I mean, that was 
clearly not observed by me in going with these visits every night.

 

I've heard him described as haggard, having lost 25 pounds under stress and pressure. Is 
that what you saw when you got over there?

Yes. John had an extremely difficult job. Again, we were in a country that we had never been 
involved with before, and it's an Arab country. I think they had a certain view of the U.S. So John's 
job was to get out of them information that we needed and wanted to bring back, and eventually, 
hopefully, to have a prosecutive case back in the States. And we're talking about Yemen citizens, 
so they are obviously going to be protective of their people and their investigators. 

Actually, I think bin Laden was viewed very favorably in the part of Yemen that we were in. So it 
became a difficult task. You also had the language and the translation difficulties to go through. 
Every night, John was trying to pull information out of the PSO. He was giving information and 
taking. I mean, what we'd do is we'd try and give them a little bit of information that we had 
developed, and say, "OK, now we've shared this with you. We need to know who do you have in 
jail." Or, "OK, we've told you about the background information on this individual we know. We 
would like to interview a certain person." 

Initially, it was, "No, you do not have access. He's a Yemen national. You're not going to be able 
to interview him." So John had to try and break that down from no access to OK -- going through 
the investigators to being allowed to sit in the room, towards the end, where our investigators that 
were Arab speakers were able to ask questions direct.

I, in particular, talked to a lot of my people over there, and asked what was John's interaction. 
Essentially, John was praised to me by our folks, as well as people from outside the FBI, as being 
there, focused on the task and trying to provide security, which was everybody's concern.

 

Then January comes, and O'Neill wants to go back to Yemen. But Ambassador Bodine 
wouldn't give him clearance. What does it tell you?

What it told me is that, clearly, the ambassador had the upper hand, she was backed by the State 
Department, and that we had to find another way of addressing it. Any ambassador gets to approve 
who comes in-country and who doesn't. And she clearly said that she didn't want him. 

 

How did O'Neill handle it?

I think John was upset. This didn't help him. She was badmouthing him. She had caused a stir at 
headquarters. I actually think John was more disappointed that our headquarters didn't back us as 
far as sending him back, and taking a stronger stand with the State Department. Eventually, our 
headquarters said, "Let's try and work around." 

 

What did that say to you about headquarters and John O'Neill?

On that particular issue, they decided that they weren't going to take that on. They got to make that 
their other options, as opposed to having a turf battle with State Department. They may have been 
right; I'm not saying they were wrong there. But I felt the investigation was important. 

 

But O'Neill is the SAC in New York, the Al Qaeda expert. This is an Al Qaeda moment. This 
is the USS Cole. Why wouldn't they back sending that guy back into that country?

You're asking the wrong person. I don't know. As I said, what was presented to me is, "Can we 
find another way of doing it?" And I said, "Yes, we can find another way of doing it. But it's not 
the same as having John there. John has established a relationship. We said that he would be back."

 

But "another way of doing it" is FBI code for what?

Sending somebody else in place of John.

 

Did we lose anything by not sending John O'Neill back into that place? 

I felt that we didn't progress as quickly as we could have by John not going back. John kind of 
held their feet to the fire. He had developed the relationship with the head of the PSO. By John not 
going back, we lost contact with the head of PSO. The director of the PSO is not going to see 
John's deputy or lower-level people. So there's that protocol situation.

If we had sent him back, I think the information and progress in the investigation would have gone 
quicker and smoother. I think we were somewhat frustrated. There was a deliberate slowing down. 
I think John could have kept that on track.

 

So that's the Cole story? 

As it pertains to John O'Neill, yes. We essentially stayed in Yemen. We made some progress. Then 
we got to the point where I actually pulled our people out of there because of the threat to them. 
Essentially, I was having battles with the ambassador by that time, indirect; I wasn't dealing with 
her directly.

 

What was the result of all of that?

What ultimately unfolded is my people came out of there. But we left it that we would return once 
we were comfortable with our security. That was my position. She had been basically arguing 
against the necessity of us having our own security. She would allow our people to have their long 
weapons. There was some pretty good threat-specific information that they were targeting the 
embassy, that they were targeting FBI agents. That got to the point where I said, "I want our 
people out of there."

Essentially, she wanted to keep two or three people there that would continue to do the 
investigation. She kind of thought we were overreacting to the security. But the director backed 
me on that position, and we did pull our people out. Subsequent to that, the ambassador was 
reassigned, and I don't know the particulars of that. But she was scheduled to rotate out. She 
rotated out. There was a new ambassador in there. We started up discussions with the new 
ambassador. We essentially put people back in right around the end of August, the first part of 
September, just before Sept. 11, 2001. 

Particularly after 9/11 occurred, the Yemenis became extremely cooperative, provided us an awful 
lot of information on both individuals over there, giving us access [to] people that had information 
concerning Afghanistan. We were able to pass on that information to the military, which was 
getting ready and did go into Afghanistan.

 

So we're in the year 2000 now. It's fall, winter. To what end were you chasing Al Qaeda? Are 
you trying to disrupt the money flow? What's going on? 

When you have an entity or organization like Al Qaeda, we're looking to identify as many people 
as we can -- who's supporting them, who's financing them, what are their criminal activities, where 
are they going, really, whatever we can -- and also to get some sort of criminal violation or statute 
where we're going to be able to lock them up wherever we come across them. 

Essentially we've done that, where if we'd get a warrant on an individual. Then if we developed or 
learned intelligence that the individual has traveled to another country or is in Europe, then we can 
work with the local authorities there to arrest them and essentially bring them and extradite them 
back to the U.S. So it's really multi-fold as to what the FBI's trying to do, and again, prevent 
whatever we can. 

My view on Al Qaeda and the Taliban is we were working outside. I mean, we're all outside the 
protective ring. The Al Qaeda is in Afghanistan, protected by the Taliban, and it's very difficult to 
penetrate that ring. So we're all on the periphery. When they send people out from the middle of 
that ring or from inside that ring, we get an opportunity, hopefully, to grab people, find out who 
they are, what's going on inside the ring. 

Like here in the U.S., obviously we can go wherever we need to go and get warrants if we need to, 
or arrest people if we have the probable cause to arrest. But when you're going overseas and you're 
dealing with a host country that may be our friends, they may not be -- we're talking about 
language difficulties. We're talking about other law enforcement agencies that essentially are not 
going to say, "We're glad you're here. You can take over." They're going to say, "We'll conduct the 
investigation and we'll let you know." 

 

Did he ever say to you, "I believe they're here. I believe there are cells here?"

No. He never said that. I've heard that he said something along those lines in a speech, but I don't 
know if he was just trying to make a point as far as Al Qaeda is a serious terrorist organization. To 
me, to this day, John had no knowledge of any Al Qaeda members in the U.S., or else he would 
have come to me and said, "We've identified this guy." 

We may have had some suspects that we were conducting investigations on, to either put them in 
or put them out. But I don't think he ever had any information saying "There's a cell here and we 
know who it is." If we did, we would have acted on that.

 

Can you explain to me how John O'Neill handled his lifestyle? He's out at Elaine's, he's out 
at Bruno's; it's costing him a lot of money. How much of that is expensed to the FBI? 

It would depend on what he's doing. If he's actually got people in from other law enforcement 
agencies, either domestically or internationally, and they've come in for briefings and things of that 
nature, we can get what we call representative funds from headquarters. That being said, we never 
get enough to cover all of the costs in New York City, just because it's so expensive. But that kinds 
of goes with the turf. New York agents are used to digging into their own pockets to help out the 
cause.

 

 

He's making about $120,000 a year?

I believe so. Right.

 

 

How's he doing that? How's he living that life?

I know for a fact as part of this whole inquiry that came up that he had borrowed some money 
from different people. Those that he had to report, he reported. And he told me about it, that he 
had declared them, so I wasn't particularly concerned about that. But John borrowed money from 
different people in order to accomplish that, I guess. I think part of it is he was treated, as well. I 
mean, it was not uncommon to share costs if we went out. New York is very expensive. It's tough 
to get by in New York.

But he had volunteered to me that he had borrowed money from friends. I knew who they were. 
He had declared it. So I wasn't really concerned about that. 

 

But there's also the incidents with the phone, the PDA, and the past car incident. One person 
I interviewed said, "Hey, this might have been a guy that was just stressed beyond belief. 
He's stretched financially. He's working real, real hard. He's worried about Al Qaeda. He 
might be drinking too much." Is this a guy who's starting to make a lot of mistakes?

Not in my view. No. It's not unusual, with John or anybody else. I've been in the same position, 
where you're in debt because of the high cost of living areas you've been in. Essentially, what you 
do is you try and get by, and we all ultimately hope that we're going to retire and then get into a 
big paying security job, and you pay off your bills. Then life becomes a little bit easier. But John 
was not unique in that regard. I was there are one time. A number of agents I know, they're all 
strapped. 

The times that I did go out with him, John didn't drink a lot, in my estimation. A lot of times he'd 
nurse iced teas all night long. He might have a drink, and then he'd switch over to iced tea. So I 
didn't really see him coming undone. Clearly, towards the end he was upset because of the 
incident, and I think he finally figured out -- actually, I counseled him to the fact that he probably 
wasn't going to go beyond his current position.

 

Was that hard to do?

Was it hard for me to do? No. John and I, again, had a relationship where he was straightforward 
with me; I was candid with him. If I didn't like something that he did, I told him, which wasn't too 
often. But there was a time or two that maybe he irritated me, and I let him know right away, and 
[it was] a "Boss, it won't happen again" type of thing. But our initial pact was that he would be 
loyal to me; I would support him. I said, "Essentially, I've tried to support"-- which I had tried to 
support him in getting a higher position at the assistant director level at headquarters. That didn't 
work. 

Essentially, everything I was getting from headquarters is, "He's not going to get promoted beyond 
where he's at." So it was at that point that I said, "John, it's probably time for you to consider a 
change. I mean, you are here in New York. You don't want to go any other place and run another 
field office. You're not going to be promoted to assistant director, even if I leave" -- at the time, I 
didn't know when I was going to leave -- "that you're going to get this spot." 

I said, "It just makes sense, and you do have some financial difficulties. You've got debts you'll 
need to pay off. Maybe it's time to take advantage." He had an excellent reputation in New York 
City. I said, "Take advantage of that. Get a job." 

 

How did he take it?

I think he talked to a couple other people, and essentially everybody -- Jim Kallstrom and others -- 
came back with the same advice and said, "You know, if you get a good offer, it's probably time 
for you to leave." I think he came to that conclusion. He had a great offer as head of security for 
the World Trade Center. He saw growth in that job, which I did, too. It just made sense for him to 
go. 

I was happy for him that he took the job, because it was high paying, it had a lot of visibility -- 
head of security at the World Trade Center. It kept him in town, kept him with his family. It would 
probably allow him to continue to run in the circles that he was accustomed to in a little bit better 
fashion than worrying about money. So, yes, I was happy for him. Also, he was available for me, 
in any capacity I might need; I could reach out for him. As it turns out, that was only about two 
weeks, and then he died.

 

That summer of 2001, Dick Clarke tells us, the whole world is lit up. There's feelings that 
something's going to happen and there's going to be a terrorist attack or something. Did you 
have that sense, too -- that it was a hot time? 

It was probably, yes, the most intense from April or May. We had responded to the USS Cole. My 
view was that us being over there and responding to this, and even with people locked up by the 
Yemen officials, that this isn't deterring anything; that it continues, and it's targeting us as well, as 
they need to do another strike just to show that they were in control or in charge.

 

Did you figure it would ever happen in the United States?

No. I really felt it would be overseas. ... When it happened, I was shocked. I guess I would give 
them credit after they did the Cole and the embassy bombings, that they had put together two good 
terrorist operations. But I didn't think that would extend to them being able to plan and organize 
and commit the act that they did on 9/11 here in the States 

 

The irony of John O'Neill dying in that building -- how do you see it?

Extremely ironic. My view is John had been chasing Al Qaeda or bin Laden for the last five years, 
six years, and had gone to Africa. I had sent him to Yemen. And for him to turn around and leave 
the FBI [and begin what] I thought was going to be the start of a good period of time for him and 
his family -- to be down there when Al Qaeda hits the World Trade Centers, and he ends up being 
killed as a result of it -- extremely ironic. I mean, he had been chasing bin Laden, and directly bin 
Laden ended up killing him.

 

Did you go to the memorial service in Atlantic City?

Yes. It was very full. It was a good service. There were a number of speakers; I was one. Actually, 
I think my remarks initially were questioned by some people, primarily because they didn't know 
the full extent of my relationship with John. ... 

Essentially, one of John's biggest concerns when he left the job was that he was running from the 
inquiry. He almost didn't retire, because, he said, "I don't want it to look like I'm running. I've 
always stood up to a fight." I mean, he said, "I'm going to ask for you to be supportive of me as to 
that whole incident -- that it was minor and that it was not a big deal that everybody's trying to 
make of it." He said, essentially, "Down the road, I will make comments to that effect." 

What he was planning, I know, is at a retirement party, he would get up there and explain what 
happened and what occurred. So I think what I did is, I said "I want to set the record straight for 
John O'Neill. He didn't run from a fight. He didn't retire because this was a serious matter. He 
retired because circumstances were right and it was a good job. It was the right decision for him 
and his family," and that, in my view, it was a really minor incident.

So it was along those lines. I think some of the controversy is, "Why are you bringing up that 
incident?" I said that John would have wanted me to talk about it. The people that really knew 
John came up to me afterwards and said, "You definitely said the right thing there," you know, 
setting the record straight, and it was not that big a deal. 
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Would John O'Neill be surprised by all this, by whatever is being said about him?

No. I don't think he'd be surprised. To a certain extent, I sometimes am of the view that he's 
perhaps somewhat pleased that he's being recognized. Now, he's been recognized negatively, but 
for the most part I think it's positive. I think he would have been pleased that he's being talked 
about, and that he's for the most part being viewed positively as having done a good job as an FBI 
agent and employee. He once gave a speech and said, "My mistress is the FBI. I live it, breathe it, 
day in and day out." And to a certain extent -- to a great extent -- I think that was true. 
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bombings investigation and the 
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probe of the USS Cole attack. 
Townsend also recounts how high the 
fear was of a terrorist attack at the 
millennium following the arrest of 
Ahmed Ressam at the Canadian 
border. This interview was conducted 
on May 30, 2002.

We've had somebody say John O'Neill was all about 
contacts; everything with him was a contact. When did 
your contact with John O'Neill begin and how and 
what were the circumstances?

I had come down to Washington in the end of December of 
1993. In early 1994, there was a series of attacks on 
abortion clinics in the United States. The FBI code name 
for the case was VAPCON. ... John O'Neill was an 
assistant special agent in charge of the Chicago field office 
at the time, and was brought back temporarily to head up 
that investigation as the inspector in charge.

 

Impressions?

It was interesting, because I later came to find out in a conversation with him that his own personal 
feelings on the abortion issue didn't stop him from working the case. His attitude was he'd signed 
on to uphold the laws and Constitution of the U.S. Shooting people for their political beliefs or 
their beliefs at all was a violation of that law, and he was going to enforce it.

 

So he had no problem with the assignment, and frankly, he brought a tremendous 
amount of energy and organization to it. It was John's style. Whatever he was 
doing at the moment, he invested himself in 110 percent. So he brought a 
tremendous focus and energy to that investigation. And frankly, once John was 
there, we worried far less about the pace and focus of the investigation. We knew 
it was being taken care of.

 

When you said he gave 110 percent, how did that manifest itself?

Oh gosh, in a thousand ways. It was important to him. He put in tremendous hours. 
You never heard from John [that] he had to do something else. If he was focused 
on a case, he was completely focused on it. It involved sort of accessing any 
contact he had domestically in local police departments. You hear a lot about John 
having had these tremendous international contacts. He also had tremendous 
contacts in the United States, whether it was in the medical community [or] in 
local and state police departments. Whatever he was working on, he used every 
contact, every piece of information he had at his disposal. 

It also included John's being able to put a team together. He had a tremendous 
talent for being able to assemble the right investigators with the right set of skills 
in order to do the job.

 

He came here subsequently in 1995 as the kind of terrorism guy of the FBI?

That's right. ...

 

Dick Clarke has told us the by now well-known story of John O'Neill's first 
day on the job, coming to the thing on Sunday and all. Your version of that 
story? Do you have a role in that story at all?

I had heard John tell the story exactly as Dick's told it. It's sort of typical. John in 
the office on a Sunday. John, a new job, was going to get his feet on the ground 
and get himself settled in and was going to make sure that, if that was his job, he 
was going to be the expert in it in short order. So the notion that he was there on a 
Sunday, getting himself settled in before everybody got to work on Monday, is not 
at all inconsistent.

 

 

 

 

One of the things I don't have any real sense of is how he worked. There's the general 
answer, which is John O'Neill threw himself into his work, John O'Neill was an expert, John 
O'Neill had lots of contacts. But from your perch, watching this guy come in, what is it that 
he did? What was he so great at?

He had a weird combination of qualities. I mean, there were thousands of agents. John was not 
your average agent, and that screamed itself at you when he was in a room in a meeting on a case. 
He was bright. He was articulate. He was very aggressive in terms of how he approached his work. 
He was very hard-charging, which, I think, at times put some people off.

So that's sort of a rare combination. The bureau is blessed to have a good number of guys with 
those qualities. What I think made John different, and I think what John would have said was his 
passion for the job, his passion for fighting about things he really believed in things that he loved. 
The job was one of those. What made him different was the absolute single-mindedness and 
passion that he brought to whatever the case was he was working on. At the end of his life, it had 
been bin Laden. ...

 

Dick Clarke tells us that it's not that [O'Neill is] not a fit in Washington as a boss; it's just 
that he's more than that. He can be more than that in Washington. He talks about NSC 
meetings where O'Neill would show up, and suddenly take the meeting over. ... He's either 
the iron filing to the magnet, or the magnet to the iron filing. Is that the way you remember 
him in Washington in that job?

Yes. It didn't always serve him well, but yes, that's right. And he was conscious of it. I mean, that 
was part of him; he was very good. He had precious little patience. Others would come to a 
meeting and not have, as he would say, worked it before. Before you walked into a meeting with 
John, by the time you walked in the room, the thing was done. The meeting was over before 
everybody ever got in the room. He would make phone calls. He would see what people's positions 
were. He would cajole them, persuade them to a consensus. So by the time he walked in the room, 
everybody in the room knew they had spoken to John. Everybody in the room knew that John 
knew where this was going, and it was basically cooked by the time you got into the meeting.

That was good news and bad news. For people who didn't agree with him, it had to have been 
incredibly frustrating, because he had sort of gotten the thing arranged before he ever walked in 
the room, so there wasn't going to be any real big debate. He used to laugh at people after he left 
those who would go to the meetings instead of him then, that, boy, they didn't understand how 
Washington [worked], how these things got decided, because the real work got done before the 
meeting started. ...

 

When does the light bulb go on for John O'Neill about Al Qaeda and Osama bin Laden?

... From his time down in the international terrorism section at headquarters in Washington, as he 
begins to see the Ramzi Yousef case and World Trade Center, as things begin to progress, John 
completely throws himself into this. He's reading everything he can get his hands on about radical 
fundamentalism. So I think it was probably before World Trade Center that this issue of radical 
fundamentalism sort of raises itself on his scope. He's already beginning to focus on it before the 
first World Trade Center, and think about it and look at the implications of it.

By the time the first World Trade Center bombing happens, from things he said to me, he's already 
got in his mind this is a major and long-term problem for us that we are ill-equipped to deal with. 
Not because we lack the commitment to deal with it, but because it's a mindset he's now read, he's 
studied it. He really believes this is a mindset that will be so difficult to us to counter because it's 
so alien to us, the whole thinking of it, that he's not sure we're well prepared to deal with it. ...

 

So did he ever talk to you about his version of the so-called spat with Director Freeh after 
Khobar Towers, and after the Saudis and when he supposedly said to Director Freeh, "I 
think they're blowing smoke up your ass, boss?"

He talked to me about Khobar. I think that he had some difference of opinion with the way that the 
bureau approached the Saudis about it. He talked to me about the incident. 

In fairness, though, I sort of feel compelled to tell you Director Freeh really threw himself into that 
case. ... John had differences of opinion, I think, about the particular tactics in that case. But that 
case wouldn't have continued to get the attention that it got if it wasn't for Louis Freeh. ...

 

Is it possible that Louis Freeh actually didn't speak to him for the 12 hours on the return 
back from Saudi Arabia on a flight, and that was sort of it for John, in terms of access to the 
boss?

... If that was what John said and he said it in that indelicate a way, it wouldn't surprise me that 
Freeh would have viewed that as inappropriate and -- insubordinate is the wrong word, but 
inappropriate -- in terms of his approach, and therefore disrespectful. If Freeh viewed it as 
disrespectful, it wouldn't surprise me at all. You could disagree with Louis, but he would have 
expected you, and I think rightfully so, to have done it in a respectful tone and manner. If John 
said it in that way, it wouldn't surprise me if Louis chose not to sort of deal with him while he was 
in that mood. ...

 

Will you contrast the two men's contrast styles for me?

Wow. Well, I think it fair to say Louis Freeh is a very sort of down-to-earth one of the guys. When 
I say "one of the guys," very unassuming. [He] doesn't come across when you're talking to him as 
having a tremendous ego when you think of where he is in the bureau and in the government. He's 
extraordinary in the sense of being sort of a regular person and very committed to his children and 
his wife. ... He wasn't one to be out late or wasn't a big drinker; that was not his style at all. He was 
a neat dresser but an ordinary dresser. He wasn't particularly self-conscious about what he wore. ...

He and John shared that sort of determination and single-minded focus when they got on 
something. Both Louis Freeh and John O'Neill, when they were focused on an issue, could be a pit 
bull about it, and in that way they were common. But they were not common in terms of style. 
John, while adoring his children, had been separated from his family for some time. I think John 
would have said to you [that] his family suffered as a result of that, as a result of his devotion to 
his job. ...

 

This liaison stuff -- the going out and having a good time -- did John enjoy it? 

Absolutely, he enjoyed it, and I think anybody would be lying if they didn't tell you he enjoyed it. 
He was good at it. People were completely charmed by him. ... But John also viewed that as a 
business choice. ...

 

Were there institutional bureaucratic headquarters-oriented guys above him, women above 
him, whatever it is, obstacles to his passion?

John didn't deal well in bureaucracy of any dimension. ... I don't know that it's so much people 
above him. I guess it was. But there was some jealousy. This whole notion of when John walked 
into the room, he owned every piece of it -- there were people at all levels who were jealous of 
that. I mean, there were people above him that were uneasy with that. It's funny. You'd see him, 
when he'd walk in with somebody above him, he would try desperately to fade into the wallpaper. 
It was just impossible. He couldn't do it, and that's hard when you're with somebody senior to you. 

 

For me, here's the critical question: Is it about the substance, or is it about the style with 
him? 

To the extent that people didn't like John or he had problems with it, I know it's about style. Again, 
I defy somebody to point to substance where he was wrong. It was the presentation. It was, as he 
would call it, "the package." They resented sort of the Burberry suit and the white pocket square 
and the expensive tie and the Bruno Magli shoes. This wasn't the bureau. They resented nights out 
at Elaine's or wining and dining with foreign liaisons. People resented it. It was petty jealousy, if 
you ask me. ...

 

So he goes up to New York. ... How happy was he to be back out in the field?

Beside himself. In fact, one of his secretaries has told this story. He got up there and he decided he 
was going to meet everybody there was to meet. We all do courtesy business when you go on a 
new job. John, in true John O'Neill style, was going to fit everybody important, anybody and 
everybody there was to know, and meet into some ridiculous compressed time schedule. He did it, 
and he didn't just meet them. Like I said to you before, he got to know them. He got to know who 
their kids were, who their wife was, what was important to them, what they liked, what kind of 
wine they drank or cigars they smoked. He didn't just meet them, and he didn't just work with 
them. He knew them. ...

 

When he's talking to you, Fran, is he talking about bin Laden as a nemesis, as a character? 
Is this a kind of Odyssean thing he's going through?

He understands bin Laden is one person. There was not any question in his mind this is an 
organization. Look, if it was just one person, this would be an easier threat to counter, because 
you'd just have to worry about getting one person out of the way. This is a philosophy; this is a 
cause. It's a jihad. So worrying about one person is important; it's an issue. But it's bigger than that. 
It's about understanding the organization, the organizational structure, how they communicate, 
what their objectives are. So John's looking at it.

Did he care about getting bin Laden? Absolutely. Was he focused on it? Absolutely. But he was 
focused on that in a way that it was bigger than just one individual. ...

 

Did John O'Neill have a back channel to the attorney general of the United States of 
America?

Yes, absolutely, and she valued it.

 

What was the nature of that relationship?

Between John and the attorney general? In fairness, you're talking to the back channel. On 
intelligence matters, I was basically the attorney general's advisor, and had a direct relationship 
with her. The attorney general had seen John at meetings, knew he was an expert from his position 
at the FBI, and valued, respected, realized this is a talented guy, a very knowledgeable guy. 

She was one to seek numerous opinions before she'd make a decision, and in this area, John was 
one of them. She would frequently say, "Well, what does John think?" She would ask the bureau 
for their position. That didn't stop her from sort of saying to me, when a meeting was over, "What 
does John think?" She knew we were professional colleagues, personal friends, and she knew I 
could get ahold of him.

Look, there were times I was sitting in her office and she'd ask that, and I'd say I didn't know, and 
she said, "Well, call him." Literally I would be dialing John's cell phone from the attorney general 
of the United States' office and he'd get on the phone: "Hi, how are you, look, I'm in Ms. Reno's 
office." So if she wanted to know, she knew she had the ability to reach out to him. This made 
him, in fairness, a little bit uncomfortable. He knew that this would not have been looked upon 
kindly by other people in the bureau. So he was put in a bit of an awkward position. But he was a 
real public servant. He would not have said to her, "I can't talk to you."

 

The nature of his advice would usually be in the realm of law enforcement techniques? 
Political? Is "scrubbing" the word you used?

No, it wasn't political, and it wasn't necessarily law enforcement. It sort of ran the gamut. It might 
be anything from a question about an organization, a terrorist organization. It might be a question 
about a particular investigation being run on the national security side, the intelligence side and 
techniques that we were using or not using, and why, what did he think would be most effective. It 
also ran over to the area of policy considerations in the classified area.

 

Was what O'Neill was saying frequently at odds with what she might hear from the director?

I don't think it was so much at odds. As was John's way, John would give a very unvarnished view. 
It gave her a more complete picture. I can't think of an instance frankly where it was at odds. It just 
provided her, from her perspective I think, with a fuller picture that was all.

 

No nonsense.

That's right.

 

No spin.

That's right. He had nothing to gain. He had no agenda in terms of the advice he gave her. He had 
no reason to give her anything but his sort of unvarnished view.

 

In fact, he had a lot to lose, yes?

Yes, I think that's right. Let's not kid ourselves. John was at a very senior point in his career. The 
next promotion would have to be one that was passed on by the attorney general. In fairness, in 
full disclosure, it was also to his benefit for her to feel the way she did -- that he was bright and 
articulate and provided her with sound advice. ...

 

A kind of interesting thing is happening -- as I understand it from purely an outside 
perspective, obviously -- at about this time. The East Africa bombings happen. He runs into 
Lew Schiliro's office, Lew tells us, and says, "It was Al Qaeda" almost immediately.

Right. ...

 

Washington has decided, headquarters has decided, I gather, "This is ours." Tell me the 
story.

Well, this is one I'm in the center of. We're in the command center and people are being pulled in. 
I'm over there. There's all sorts of senior bureau people there. ... The reason this becomes a 
significant question almost immediately is because the FBI's got to deploy people overseas. 
They're going to deploy people initially to Kenya and Tanzania, and who's going to be the on-
scene commander? Who's going to have responsibility for the investigation on the ground in those 
countries? ...

For all of John's involvement, the one thing he had never been was named on-scene commander at 
a major event overseas, and it was a ring he was desperate for. As Jimmy Kallstrom has said to 
you, he was a great leader, and he really wanted to roll up his sleeves and get into it; he wanted to 
be there and wanted responsibility.

He believed -- and I think rightly -- the New York field office had the greatest depth of expertise 
of anybody in the country on this issue. If it's Al Qaeda, how could you send anybody else but the 
people who know the most? There becomes a bit of a bureaucratic wrangling, because under law, 
if there's a terrorist act committed against Americans overseas, one of the appropriate places for 
venue is the Washington D.C. field office. It's not headquarters. It's in the field office there. They 
have a whole infrastructure to support overseas deployment because of that jurisdiction. ...

I had spoken with him. And he was, to say angry, disappointed, hurt, there becomes this 
bureaucratic arm-wrestle over who's going to be the Office of Origin. ...

I'm basically sitting at the SIOC at this point as the attorney general's representative. So I'm 
running back and forth across Pennsylvania Avenue twice a day to brief her. If there were issues 
like this that come up, that need her intervention, that's my job. I'm running across the street to say, 
"Look, there is tremendous consternation about who's going to be the office of origin." You'd think 
it would be bigger things than that, but in the early going, we're involved in that discussion. The 
bureau very much wants to make that decision without any intervention of the attorney general. 
And quite frankly, I say that would be nice, if you do it quickly. 

But in the meantime, Mary Jo White is a presidential appointee, with not only a direct pipeline into 
the attorney general, but she works for the president. Mary Jo White had a very strong opinion 
about it, and rightly so, because ultimately how that investigation gets handled and by whom will 
affect the evidence that's gathered and the issues that this presents at trial that she's going to be 
forced to litigate. So she has a stake in this being done correctly.

Mary Jo White is certainly unabashed about speaking her mind. I hear it. She calls the attorney 
general. I get across the street. I talk to the attorney general. If I remember right at this point, the 
attorney general talks to Tom Pickard about getting this sorted out. Pickard is not the deputy 
director at this time. Bear [Bryant] is, but Bear's out of town. Pickard is the head of the criminal 
division, so he's sitting in as the senior guy. So Pickard's trying to sort this out.

Pickard had been the head of the Washington field office before coming to headquarters, so he 
knows about Washington the field office's capability. Pickard decides, at least in the initial stage, 
to assign the office of origin responsibility to the Washington field office. ... O'Neill views this as 
a tremendous slap in the face. ... This is the World Series, and he's gotten benched. That's exactly 
how he feels about it. He is very hurt, very upset about it, and bitter. ...

 

In the end, O'Neill is a good soldier about it?

Yes. If the question is, does he slack off because he's pissed, the answer is absolutely not.

 

It's not consistent with the character at all.

Right.

 

In fact, if anything, he'd probably find a way to worm his way over there if he could possibly 
get there.

And he did, eventually. ...

 

Do you think, in your heart of hearts, we missed anything because of it?

No. I can't say that I think we missed anything. It was an unnecessary distraction. It caused more 
of an administrative burden. It just was hard. It was one of these, it was hard enough; we didn't 
need to make it harder. ... 

 

What does John O'Neill know as a result of [the East Africa] investigation that he didn't 
already know about Al Qaeda and its threat and its size and its scope?

... John thought there were indications of that in the intelligence about their planning capability. 
But the notion that they could pull of these bombings within minutes of one another by separate 
cells who were that closely linked operationally -- what the investigation really did show was that 
they planned over a substantial period of time in terms of surveillance, reconnaissance, putting it 
together, putting the pieces in place: the training, the infrastructure support. It showed a much 
more elaborate sophisticated organization. If there was any doubt in anybody's mind, the East 
Africa bombings proved that positive. ...

 

How does [the discovery of the millennium plot against Los Angeles International Airport] 
mobilize John O'Neill? It's another dot presumably to be connected? What is the meaning of 
these events to John O'Neill?

It's interesting, because John doesn't get immediately involved. It's curious because what happens 
is the guy comes across with this nasty stuff in his trunk and a bunch of stuff in his pockets -- we 
in the business call it "pocket litter" -- and that has to be looked at and has to be gone through. 
We're all very concerned about, what is this? You spend the first 24 to 48 hours, saying, "What 
have we got?"

Among the pocket litter are phone numbers in New York. So I get on the phone and so does FBI 
headquarters, not just me, and we say, "Whoa. What are these numbers? What is this? Does this 
mean anything to you?" In fairness, it was clear that Ressam had committed a crime. I mean, there 
was not much doubt about him being in possession of this stuff. There was a criminal case, and so 
this case could have been run on the criminal side as a criminal investigation. 

I very much championed the idea that we run this as a national security investigation; run it on the 
intelligence side. It's not that we didn't have a criminal case, but what did we care about most? I 
can remember having this conversation with the attorney general: "What do you care about most 
right now in early December?" ... Ultimately, at some point might there be a criminal case? Yes. 
But that wasn't our purpose; it wasn't our focus. What we cared about what this nation's security. 
What we wanted to do was prevent an attack. The way the laws are designed, the intelligence and 
national security authorities are designed to let you do that. ...

John is in New York. There are other things happening around the world. There's a very close 
relationship with the CIA and FBI, and they're working together overseas. There are things 
happening in Pakistan; there are things happening in Jordan that we ultimately as this thing begins 
to unfold in December, come to understand are all related to the Ressam arrest, which only raises 
our concern.

 

You mean this idea that they were going to blow a hotel up in Amman -- all those millennial 
events?

That's right. All of this is going on at the same time, and it only emboldens us in the belief that this 
is real. We don't know what we have in Ressam at the time. But we know it's real, we know it's a 
threat, and we know it's Al Qaeda. We learn that in pretty short order. ...

 

You know you're headed for some big event on New Year's Eve?

We don't know if it's New Year's Eve. We suspect it's New Year's Eve. We know we're headed for 
some major event sometime between Christmas and New Year's. [That's] what we're surmising.

 

Inside the United States?

Yes, we absolutely believe [that]. And we believe -- because this is what frightens us -- we believe 
for the first time they're really planning to hit us on our own soil, and that scares the life out of us. 
I have a very small office at the time. I'm trying to think, I don't remember the exact number, 
maybe 19 people, lawyers and we kick into -- I used to liken it to running a 7-11: we're running a 
24/7 operation. I'm not doing any Christmas shopping. I have a little kid at the time. We're 
working incredible hours. This is the story where I came in with the grinch doll. I've canceled 
Christmas. I will tell you not a person, God bless them, there's not a person who complained about 
it, who didn't stand up and say, "Tell me where you want me, where you need me."...

The same thing was going on at the bureau. ... John was awake for four days at one point. I mean, I 
at least would catch a nap on my couch. The attorney general at one point laid down on my couch, 
because she didn't want to go. She only lived a couple of blocks away from the department. But 
even she wouldn't leave, it was breaking so fast. ...

 

People have told us that he called from Times Square that night, called lots of people on his 
cell phone. He called Lew, lots of people. Did he call you?

Yes.

 

What did he say?

It was interesting, because we were in the SIOC. ... The attorney general was there. We waited for 
midnight with sort of bated breath on the East Coast. We'd gotten through London. He called in to 
the SIOC. We put him on speakerphone, and he clearly couldn't have been any more pleased that 
we had gotten through it. Got off the speakerphone and he paged me to call him not on the 
speakerphone. We had an opportunity to talk about how relieved we were. I can remember saying 
to him, "You've gotten through at New York. I'm not going home until we get through L.A.," 
because I was concerned. The whole Ressam thing had been on the West Coast, and I knew I was 
not going to sleep. He could rest easy. New York was OK. I knew I was not going to rest easy 
until we got through Los Angeles and Seattle midnight there. So I stayed.

I was driving home a little it after three in the morning. I turned onto my street and my cell phone 
rang, and who else would it be at that hour? It was John. He said, "I'm calling you to say 
congratulations, because you wouldn't take it at midnight. We're through it. We're going to be 
OK." It was just sort of funny. It would only be him to be up at three in the morning to make sure 
he called me to say we were through it.

 

So another dot on our collective radar screens. What does it tell you, Fran, and what does it 
tell him about pending threat or the existing threat? What have we learned as a result of all 
that?

... The notion of them planning an attack specifically to happen on U.S. soil -- I think for me and 
for the investigators that was the lesson. That was [the] turning point. ...

 

Does O'Neill know or believe that there are -- for lack of any more precise term - "sleeper 
cells" in the United States? Does he know about the guys in Arlington, Texas? Does he know 
about San Jose, California? Or are there at the time?

Oh, we're worried about it. Because if you think that our only focus during the millennium case is 
in New York, you are mistaken. We've stood this thing up. We're watching anybody who's 
anybody who could be anybody related to this. The entire FBI is mobilized. If I've given the 
impression that this was a Seattle and New York office case, it's not. You've got people in Los 
Angeles, in Texas, in the South. You've got them all over the country, looking at people.

I don't know if we would have articulated it as well as you did about sleeper cells. But we're 
certainly worried that there are other Al Qaeda operatives already in the United States, who may 
either know something or be providing support. Sure, we're worried about that. ...

[O'Neill is] very focused. I come back to the millennium thing again. Ultimately, when we wrap 
up the New York piece to that investigation, I'll never forget he's the on-scene commander in New 
York. They're going to execute some warrants at some residential locations in Brooklyn. They had 
executed earlier in the case on a van. And he's got a "Cecil DeMille," as he would call it, going on 
up there. He's got the New York City police department. He's got hundreds of agents working. 
He's got all kinds of things in his world of work that he's got to worry about. ...

He's focused on New York and he's focused on his problem. I mean, he's frankly terrified. New 
York presents a real target to him, and he's really terrified. He doesn't want to see anything happen 
to New York. ... 

 

He doesn't get the job he wants the most in the whole wide world when Barry Mawn gets the 
job [as head of the FBI's New York office].

... Not much doubt in my mind that it wasn't realistic. I didn't suspect he was going to get the job. 
Part of that had to do with my perch down here and sort of interacting with people who were 
making the decisions. How they perceived John and how much John was perceived or not as being 
a team player and somebody they could work with -- the sort of other administration stuff that had 
gone on that would be considered against John in the context of that decision.

There was not much doubt in my mind it was unrealistic of John to think he would get it. It's 
funny, because in the most honest moments, I think he knew that. He couldn't stop himself. He 
desperately wanted that job. He really wanted that promotion. It would have been unlike John to 
want something and not really throw himself into it. It would have been one thing if he just threw 
his hat in the ring and didn't get it. He couldn't help it. That's not his style. 

 

[Why was John O'Neill having trouble moving up the ladder at the FBI?]

At that level of government, it really is important that people are comfortable in working together. 
It's not just expertise. Expertise is very important, but it's not just that. People have got to really 
trust one another in the ability to speak their mind, speak freely, give their opinion and play, as the 
saying goes, get in the sandbox and not kick sand on one another, but play well together.

I think it was probably an unfair view of John that he didn't do that well, that he didn't play in the 
sandbox. I think Dick, myself -- there were plenty of us who would say to you John was one of the 
most extraordinary team players you'll ever meet. But I don't think that was always his perception. 
He was very strong-willed and he was very opinionated, and didn't sort of roll over on something 
he felt strongly about very easily.

I think people misinterpreted that perhaps as him not being as good team player, and so maybe not 
ready for that next step. I'm not going to kid you. I think there were also those who thought that 
some of the sort of petty bureaucratic things that had happened were an indication that he wasn't 
ready to make the next step. I think that was ridiculous, frankly.

 

There are people who believe, Fran -- and I'm not telling you anything you don't know -- 
that he was burning it at both ends way too hard around that time. He's in some serious debt 
maybe. He's not expensing these evenings at Elaine's and other things. He's going too hard. 
He's frustrated. He's a little bit unhappy, and maybe he's making some bad judgments -- you 
know about these things -- leaving the phone behind, the Palm Pilot, taking Val in the car, 
leaving the bag behind. What's your view of what was happening to him personally and 
professionally at this moment?

... He referred to the bureau -- people have used this quote -- as "a mistress." He was consumed by 
this job, and the job turned on him. That was his view. When he needed the bureau when he would 
make some foolish mistake -- some of which you've mentioned -- they came down awfully hard on 
him. For the contribution he had made, why wasn't that factored in, and why was it such a sort of 
capricious mistress? Given what his contribution was, given what he had sacrificed, there was a 
sense of entitlement: "I'm entitled to get promoted. I've earned it." And it's a terrible sense of 
unfairness. "Why, because you don't like that I have a drink at Elaine's? You don't like my suit?" 

His view was people above him felt threatened by him, by his expertise, and so didn't really want 
him around; that it was personal; it was an insecurity thing. I don't know if that's true. But I think 
that it is certainly true he was a man who was very downed by the way the bureau had treated him 
after all he felt he had given to the bureau. I think it fair to say he was very bitter at the way the 
bureau treated him, and very down about it in that period of time that you're talking about. ...

Now, when Barry [Mawn] comes, the story that Barry tells is absolutely true. John had told it to 
me about going to see Barry at the academy. He makes up his mind. In absolutely true John 
O'Neill fashion, he's determined to make Barry a believer. He knows he's got an uphill battle. ...

Barry had heard sort of the headquarters gossip, if you will, about John O'Neill's style, and Barry 
was a skeptic. But it was funny. I can remember saying to John, "Barry doesn't stand a chance. If 
you decide to win him over, you'll win him over. If you put your mind to it you know very well 
you'll do it." 

I used to tell John [that] John was his own best advocate when he put his mind to it. And he 
absolutely put his mind to it with Barry, and bless Barry, I give him credit. Barry saw John 
O'Neill's talent. He saw past the package issue, if you will, the style issue. Barry recognized John's 
enormous contribution and how bright John was, and Barry came to rely on John.

 

We interviewed Barry at some length, and he says it exactly the way you say it -- very 
skeptical. ... Barry recognized early on who the guys were, who the gatekeepers were that 
weren't going to help O'Neill get what O'Neill needed, and that he, Mawn, could always go to 
the director and, if he felt O'Neill needed it, get what O'Neill needed. Is that the way you 
remember it too?

Yes. I think that's a fair statement. Barry recognized that his role was less that he had to supervise 
John. It was less that John required supervision as opposed to John needed cover when it came to 
dealing with headquarters. Barry could do that effectively for John. Barry understood it, John 
understood it, and Barry, to his credit, was comfortable with that and viewed that as an important 
role he could play for John. ...

 

[What happened with the briefcase incident?]

... It's one of those moments I remember where I was, I remember what I was doing, because John 
was -- he used to say he swaggered. He exuded self-confidence, and I could hear the fear in his 
voice; I could hear his throat tighten. I could hear he was wound that this bag was gone. He knew, 
even if there had been nothing in it, his sense was, because the bureau had come down hard on him 
the time before for something stupid, that even if it was nothing more than he lost bureau 
equipment, this was going to become a federal case. This was going to be a big deal in terms of the 
bureau, and it was going to be used to hurt him.

So before you get to what's in the bag, he's already worried about it. He's already jacked-up, and 
the timing couldn't have been worse. Barry's just arrived. This is the last thing he needs, and so 
he's really wound.

 

When you hear that there may be classified documents, even accidentally, you know this is 
very bad news for this guy?

Yes. I know it's serious. I know that he's going to have to see this thing through; this isn't just 
going to go away. ... 

 

It will take a year for the time bomb to really go off in The New York Times, at least publicly, 
about the bag. But there is a criminal complaint or criminal investigation launched about 
O'Neill. It could have been simpler than that. But according to some people that we've talked 
to, it seems a sort of heavy-handed FBI response to the transgression. Did you read it that 
way and did he read it that way?

Well, to be fair, now again you've got to put it in context. There's an awful lot going on. The U.S. 
ambassador to Israel has been chastised publicly about his handling of classified material. There's 
the Wen Ho Lee investigation. I mean, there's a lot going on publicly about handling of classified 
material by government officials of. So once again, John's timing -- he used to say, "Call me 
'Black cloud'" -- his timing couldn't have been worse, and in that context, it's a problem. ...

 

But he knew if somebody wanted to get him, if there was a long knife laying somewhere, 
somebody could use this against him. Did he know this was it for him?

No. He had hoped, as the relationship with Barry developed -- I think John thought that he might 
get one more bite of that apple that when Barry retired. He had spoken to Barry. He knew that 
Barry wasn't going to stay sort of a super long time and there were rules about the mandatory 
retirement. John had been promoted fairly young, so John if he wanted to stay, [if] he could afford 
to stay, he might have another bite of that apple. He thought perhaps, with Barry's support, he 
might have a better shot at it. When this happened, he really saw that evaporate. He believed that 
was it. This was not going to happen.

 

So that gives us the context for the urgency that he felt about getting to Yemen: "This is my 
moment."

"This is it for me." It was important to him. So there are these conversations. I don't doubt for a 
moment that somebody said to Barry, "Don't send O'Neill." I can tell you from my perspective, 
without telling you who are having the conversations, that I was aware of those conversations and 
that they were going on. I can remember at one point Barry and I talking because Barry wanted to 
get a read on what was going on in Washington.

But that having been said, for those that raised that issue, people believed in his expertise. It's a 
good government story. In spite of whatever the nonsense, the bureaucratic wrestling that was 
going on about whether or not John O'Neill should go, the good government answer was John 
O'Neill needed to be the on-scene commander, and that's the decision that got made. The right 
people made the right decision, and John went.

He was like a kid. He couldn't have been any more excited. I can remember him leaving the office 
to go to his apartment to pack a bag to go. He was so pleased. He said, "This is it for me. I needed 
this." In some ways, he believed it was a vindication of him, and that the bag incident wasn't that 
important, because if it had been that important, they wouldn't have sent him if the bureau thought 
it was that important. So for a lot of reasons, he was really pleased to be given the opportunity. ...

 

Tell me about what he had in mind when he was on the airplane going over. What do you 
think his goal was heading there?

He knew it was a hostile environment. He understood that there was a political dynamic for the 
Yemeni government about cooperating with the United States, how precarious the government's 
hold on power was in Yemen, and that that very precarious balance could be affected by the 
relationship with the United States and the cooperation with the United States on the case. 

So he knew that the environment was a challenge, and there's nothing John O'Neill loved more 
than a challenge. So he was thinking through in his own mind how to establish the kind of 
relationships that bear fruit, sort of convincing them that he understood their constraints, that he 
understood them, he respected them, and he would work within them, but that failure was not an 
option. He had to be successful, and that investigation had to produce results. ...

 

What is the definition of success?

We understood going into Yemen that we might not get bodies, people, out to prosecute and put in 
jail. Success was information. Success was putting the next dot on the map and understanding 
what it meant and what it was. And we couldn't do that, we're not going to be successful at 
developing that picture without the assistance of the Yemeni government -- not on Yemeni soil. ...

 

Do you figure there has ever been a harder posting for an FBI on-scene commander to walk 
into?

No. And I don't think there's anybody in the bureau who thinks that there was ever a more difficult 
operating environment than they faced, put aside operating in Afghanistan in the center of a war. 
But certainly up to that moment in time, the bureau had never had to operate as an investigative 
agency in a more hostile environment. ...

 

He gets there, and there is the specter of the United States ambassador. How soon do the 
wires get crossed between the two of them? How soon are you hearing about trouble with 
her?

You begin to hear about it pretty quickly. As is common when there's a deployment overseas, in 
the early going, there's at least two secure phone briefs a day, sometimes more, to talk about 
developments, to check on personal security for people over there. So that's a large group of 
people who sit at each end of the phone. Then I'm also speaking to him myself offline off these 
phone calls. 

But in the morning and afternoon briefs, you can tell there's a sense that this isn't going to be easy. 
They're in impossible conditions, the agents. He's concerned. They don't have anyplace to sleep. 
He's got agents sleeping on the floor. They're working ridiculous hours. It's hot as all get-out, and 
it's in a hostile environment. It's not like these guys and women have a whole lot of options to go 
out for a run or for a walk. They're confined to this hotel and they can't sleep. It's really atrocious 
conditions.

John has got expectations of the ambassador and the embassy to provide a greater level of support. 
So there's sort of minor white noise, minor friction you can see begin to develop. It's a difficult 
environment, and that's going to take its toll. Everyone expected that, and I'm not sure that there 
was a lot that could have been done about that. It was by virtue of the environment they were in. ...

 

And you had these two people who absolutely, as I understand it, are oil and water, in 
personality terms.

I will tell you it was not for lack of -- John made up his mind to work with Barry Mawn and to 
make Barry Mawn a believer. John went over with the same idea about Ambassador Bodine. John 
could be difficult at times; I'm not going to kid you. But he went over there, and it was in his 
interests to make it work, and he was determined to make it work. There was nothing in it for him 
to cross swords with her. He could get nothing but hurt by that. He knew that. 

That having been said, [just] because he needed to get along with her, he wasn't going to sacrifice 
the bureau's position there or certainly sacrifice the people's security there. If it meant he sort of 
had to make sort of one of these critical decisions, and he decided even if it meant he was going to 
get hurt, he couldn't in good conscience risk certain things about the investigation because he 
couldn't sustain the criticism from her. ...

 

How bad did it get, and how obvious was it to all of you that it was bad between the two of 
them?

It's interesting. It became pretty obvious. I mean, it was sort of ridiculous, frankly. We would 
attend meetings with Dick Clarke and we would all be each asked for the various agency 
perspectives. I didn't have a lot to say. The bureau would give its perspective that they had gotten 
from John in one of these morning meetings. The State Department would give their perspective 
that they had gotten from the ambassador either by phone call or cable -- and these things would 
be night and day.

In fact, I can remember Dick and I looking at each other at opposite ends of the table and saying, 
"Are these two people in the same country?" If it wasn't serious, it would almost have been 
comical. Dick was rightly incredibly frustrated. So you look for other data points; you ask other 
people who are in country.

I can remember [saying to] somebody who I can't name, for their own security, somebody was in-
country, "What's your take on it?" And he said, "Look, I've seen John at his worst. I've seen John 
when he can be very difficult, and I will tell you he's doing a magnificent job. He is really bending 
over backwards to try and make this thing work with her." I believe that. It was in John's interest 
for that to be true. It was interesting because this was said by somebody who had has his 
disagreements professionally with John.

 

So what was going on?

Hard to say, and because we don't know because we're not real sure what this is all about. The 
cables coming back from her, the tone of them, gets increasingly sort of -- there's a meanness to it. 
They become personal, I mean, they really become personal. This results in meetings between the 
attorney general -- there's a big interagency meeting between State, FBI, CIA, and Justice. But 
Ambassador Pickering is the undersecretary and the attorney general, things are getting raised to 
that kind of a level, this has become such a bone of contention between them. ...

 

Is there a substantive downside to what's going on? Are there things he's not learning, we're 
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not getting? Is he actually being thwarted in some significant way by this squabble?

This is one where I think there are definite consequences. Beyond the sort of personal 
disagreements between them, part of what they're disagreeing about is the U.S. government's 
interactions with the government of Yemen; how to read what the message is from the government 
of Yemen, what is in the area of the possible, the doable, [and] what's not; where we can push 
them harder, where we cannot push them harder; and what are realistic expectations of this 
cooperation and where it's going to get us.

As I've said to you, John believed a good deal of this was based on relationships. Part of the 
disagreement becomes whether or not John can be interacting with them without her being there 
and without her having a measure of control on that. No question, it affects the progress, the pace 
of the investigation, the progress of it. ...

 

And therefore what? Makes it harder impossible for us to know about key things about Al 
Qaeda? 

No, but what it means is, it becomes a "What if?" What you're asking is, "Well, if this problem 
weren't there, what would we know?" I can't tell you. You don't know what you don't know. I can 
tell you that the investigation moved more slowly as a result. And when investigations move more 
slowly, that suggests that opportunities are lost to gather information that you can't get back. So is 
there information out there that we might have gathered that we didn't? Probably so. I can't tell you 
what that is; I can't touch it I can't point to it. ...

 

[What is O'Neill thinking the summer of 2001 after the Yemen incident?] What is going on in 
his head?

He was very busy up until the last minute. Until he walks out the door, he's busy working 
substantively on Al Qaeda, but particularly on the Cole. ...

He was concerned; I won't kid you. He was concerned that the bureau would be unfair with him in 
looking at the whole missing bag situation. He had that concern from the time it happened frankly, 
and that was moving along. The bureau, in terms of trying to conclude that issue, were going to 
interview him. That was coming up in August to schedule that.

The New York Times is now starting to ask questions about that incident, both at the headquarters 
level and at the New York field office, in spite of sort of Jimmy Kallstrom and others trying to 
persuade them The New York Times, somebody had an agenda here. This was really sort of ill 
motivated. It was clear that they were going to run with it.

John was very concerned that the pressure of the news article would impact the bureau's view of 
the case, and that it would impact his prospects for employment. I think he made a balanced 
decision. It was not sort of a jump. He loved the bureau. He loved the work. But I think from my 
conversations with him, he made the judgment that it was the right thing at the right time. It was a 
good opportunity. ...

 

Was he frustrated with anything that wasn't happening? We all look after Sept. 11 and say 
[this was] the greatest intelligence failure since Pearl Harbor, right? Forget the personal 
stuff. Was he sitting there saying, "We're not doing it. We're not going to get it. We're 
vulnerable. Washington isn't paying attention."

I think he was frustrated I do think he was frustrated. I think he was frustrated at the U.S.'s 
inability to really appreciate and get our arms around this threat in an effective way, as opposed to 
why isn't X person doing Y thing that I think needs to be done. It was a different kind of 
frustration. He definitely thought we were vulnerable in the summer. I think he definitely felt that 
something was going to happen, something important was going to happen. He knew he was going 
to be frustrated if he wasn't there to be a part of it. But I don't think that there was something 
specific he thought needed to be getting done that wasn't getting done.

 

What happened in the last 24 hours before he left the bureau? 

Interesting, because I think they say volumes in a very short snapshot about the person. The night 
before his last day -- and now we're in the end of August -- he called me. I was at my desk and it 
was late. It had to be 7:00, 8:00 at night, and imagine there's not a whole lot left to be doing. He 
has composed an e-mail to Mr. Gunn, whose son had been killed on the Cole and who he kept in 
contact with throughout the course of the investigation. He asked if he could read it to me -- an 
incredibly sort of moving thing. 

John didn't believe we did terribly well by the victims and survivors of these awful attacks, for all 
our focus on investigations and solving crimes and successful prosecutions. So he really was on a 
personal crusade, both with families of Khobar victims and TWA 800. The Cole was no different. 
He really took personally his responsibility to keep in touch with them. He had developed this 
relationship with Mr. Gunn, who was frustrated with the lack of information he was getting.

He composed a long e-mail, talking to him about what the status of the investigation was, about 
pulling agents out about the continued commitment of the case. At that point, John knew that the 
decision was made that they were going to put agents back in to continue the investigation. So in 
the e-mail, he tells Mr. Gunn about what a privilege it's been to have met him, to know him, to 
work with him, and that he'll keep in touch with him, and he will make sure that the bureau keeps 
Mr. Gunn apprised of developments. ...

The next day, his last day, very busy lots of sort of administrative things he's got to do, people he 
wants to say goodbye to. He calls me; it's probably 6:00 at night, to which I say, "What in the 
world are you still doing there on your last day? What could conceivably keep you there?" He said, 
"Well, one I wanted to make sure that you were the last phone call from my desk, given all the 
cases we had worked on together. And the other thing, the real reason I'm still here, is there was a 
piece of paper, and I am determined that it will be my last official act in the FBI." Curiosity got the 
better of me. I said, "OK, what is it?" He said, "I just signed the authorization to send the agents 
back into Yemen. I wasn't leaving here until I did it, because I promised that we would send them 
back. When I pulled them out, I had to, but I was determined to be the one who signed the piece of 
paper to send them back."

That's why I say to you, in that 24-hour snapshot, you see both the man who really cared about the 
victims, and yet who was so committed to that case that it was a point of personal pride that he 
was going to sign the piece of paper that allowed the agents to go back and continue the 
investigation.

 

How could he possibly leave, knowing that all that was bubbling that that summer was so 
ripe with possibilities?

Because I think the cost personally had become so high for him. The New York Times article, the 
outstanding issue about the missing bag -- there had become such a personal cost. I think he had 
sustained so many blows. He would say, "How many body blows does somebody have to take?" I 
think it had become too much. It was just time for him. He just didn't want to take it anymore. ...

 

So tell me about Sept. 11. What happened, and how did you hear about it? Obviously, you 
thought about him and where he was. Help me understand.

... When the first plane hit, my first instinct was to call John, and I did. I didn't get through. As I 
was standing on the phone, I saw the second plane, and of course by then, there's no doubt of what 
the issue is. I call again and I don't get through. I leave a message, because I knew he should have 
been there by then. Frankly, I'm just concerned as a friend that he's OK.

I never talked to him that morning. As many people experienced, there were difficulties with the 
telephones. But after the second plane went into the south tower, he paged me to let me know he 
was OK. And that was the last contact I had.

 

There's an irony which is just screaming about this. How do you see or talk about the irony 
of what happened to your friend and colleague John O'Neill?

Here's a guy who devoted himself and his entire life to public service to the security and safety of 
this nation. As ironic as it is that this happens after he's left the bureau, when he's the guy who's 
got all the expertise, it was John O'Neill in spades to have gotten out of that building and to have 
started to work it. He wasn't getting a paycheck from the FBI. It didn't really matter where that 
paycheck was coming from. 

It wouldn't have been John O'Neill not to start to work, not to begin to talk to the police at the 
command post and the firemen, not to begin to be concerned with the security of the building; to 
try and find out what was going on and how he could contribute. It doesn't surprise me at all that 
he got out and went back in. He loved life. He certainly wasn't on any death wish. But you couldn't 
be John O'Neill and stand outside and watch everybody else. It wasn't the man; it wasn't the 
person. ...

 

Did you go to the funeral in Atlantic City?

Yes.

 

Can you describe that scene for us?

One of the guys from the bureau said, "God, he would have loved this." He was entitled to it, in its 
own way. 

Before I talk about that, one of the things that leads me to think about recognition for what one 
does. John would say that, in all his years in New York and all the work he did, he never got an S.
E.S. -- senior executive service award -- or bonus for any of the work he did. There were those 
above him and below him that got awards for working on those cases, and he never did. He was 
angry about that and he was bitter about that. 

Then something extraordinary kind of happened. He had to go to Quantico for a meeting, and then 
was traveling on he had to drive back to National Airport before he flew down to Norfolk -- there 
was that memorial service for the victims and their families of the Cole. When he was at Quantico, 
the guys and gals who he was responsible for Yemen, his SWAT people, the special team, made a 
presentation to him. It was a picture of all the people who had been there at the time, gathered, I 
think, on the rooftop of the hotel, which is flat. It's a huge group photograph. They had it framed 
and had a brass plaque put on it.

For the recognition he might not have gotten officially, nothing meant more to him. I remember 
him sort of showing this thing to me. I had met him at the airport to talk to him before he 
continued onto Norfolk, and he's carrying this thing. He wouldn't check it; he carried it with him. 
He said, "You know, I may never get an award or bonus money. But this means more to me, 
because it's the people that I served with there. If they respected me, and they thought enough of 
the job I did over there to give me this, what else do I need?"

So the whole thing of the funeral, I couldn't help but think having people there attended that he had 
worked with, that he respected, that people took the time to travel to Atlantic City -- it would have 
been much easier, you probably would have had a bigger crowd if the thing was in New York. But 
the notion that people took the time to be there -- there were British authorities, there were all 
kinds of people there. It was sort of an incredible mix. There were journalists there who had 
known him. Prosecutors. Agents. Personal friends. Just sort of an incredible collection of people 
that spoke volumes about the number of lives he touched, the number of careers he influenced, and 
the range of people whose thinking he influenced in this area. ...

Early on, you had asked me what made him different, what made him special. It was funny, 
because at one point in a conversation, I had asked him what is it that gave him that fire for what 
he did. We had a conversation, but he happened to send me something.

I had said to you when you asked me the question that I think the thing that made him different 
was his passion. I say that because I believe it. I say that because I think that's what his answer 
would have been to you. And I believe with all my heart that was his answer, because of 
something that he wrote to me. These are his words, not mine: "My passion holds all of my wealth 
and all of my liabilities. It is the best and the worst of me. But it is me. It is my identity. Alas, I 
know of no more noble cause than to fight for that which one has the greatest of passion for. 
Rebellions left in the hands of good men will ultimately prevail, and the costs and sufferings of the 
rebels will be small indeed."

He paid the ultimate cost. But he never stopped the fight. He never gave up that fire for the fight. 
Regrettably for this country, we lost him, and we paid a tremendous cost for that. 
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As the U.S. Attorney for the Southern 
District of New York from 1993-2002, 
White prosecuted the 1993 World 
Trade Center bombing, the 1993 "day 
of terror" plot against New York 
landmarks, and the 1998 embassy 
bombings in East Africa. In this 
interview she describes working on 
the apprehension of 1993 World Trade 
Center bomber Ramzi Yousef and 
investigating the embassy and USS 
Cole bombings with John O'Neill. This 
interview was conducted on May 2, 
2002.

Ms. White, would you give me a sense of the New York 
FBI office? ... 

New York has always been -- it is still, I think -- sort of the 
flagship office of the FBI. Certainly in the last 10 years, it 
has really been involved, much more so than the other 
offices, in international terrorism. They obviously do every 
other kind of investigation of every other kind of crime, as 
well. But New York is a little more autonomous, I think. 
They are bigger. They have a lot of agents that they deploy 
internationally. ...

 

What everybody is telling me is New York was very much the cowboys, and Washington 
[headquarters] was very much the analysts. Before we get very specific about all kinds of 
other things, I'm trying to get a sense of where was John O'Neill most comfortable? Where 
did he belong? 

... I think why John was so unique in the counterterrorism arena is that he had both the 
headquarters experience and the field experience. By virtue of the headquarters experience, he not 
only knew how his hierarchy worked; he made lots of invaluable contacts in other branches of our 
government in Washington -- the White House, the intelligence agencies, the Defense Department. 

 

But also, by virtue of having been in headquarters for a number of years in the 
terrorism arena, and that's the security arena, he made lots of contacts all around 
the world with his fellows in law enforcement and in the intelligence agencies -- 
building a coalition, year after year after year, to call upon when he needed them; 
when a terrorist plot was afoot, or he was trying to get the evidence to prosecute a 
terrorist. He brought all that to New York when he came, which was something 
that had not been there to that degree before. Then he continued to build on that.

He was right about how essential these worldwide contacts were. He spent a lot of 
time cultivating them around the world. He would bring over to my office, the U.
S. Attorney's office, these countless visitors from around the world, just to make 
sure we all knew each other got to know each other. Then when the occasion 
presented itself, we could call on that person to help out an investigation.

I think you see the fruits of that still today in a very positive way. My own view is 
that the world coalition in this war against terrorism is the single most important 
thing we have going for us. John O'Neill, probably more than anyone else, built 
that. It is continuing to be built and expanded. But he really was on the ground 
around the globe, both from his headquarters position and from his New York 
position.

 

When you first laid eyes on this character, describe the John O'Neill you saw, 
you met and you witnessed in action.

Confident. Very knowledgeable about terrorist groups -- all of them, not just Al 
Qaeda. Said all of the right things to me so that we would work together from the 
beginning in a partnership. You could almost see it on his face -- he wanted to get 
to know me as the person he was talking to, so that he could make that relationship 
work. We were different kinds of people, but certainly united in the main mission, 
which was counterterrorism. He knew that about me before he came.

I had a reputation of being fairly autonomous also, and not being afraid to rattle 
cages to get things done. He had that reputation, too. So when he came to New 
York, he wanted to try to get us both off on the right foot and not have those two 
cage-rattlers working at counter-purposes.

 

So what was the first occasion [that you dealt with O'Neill]?

He certainly was very involved, as was I, but from different spots in the 
apprehension and rendition of Ramzi Yousef, the mastermind of the [1993] Trade 
Center bombing. But we didn't really work directly together on that. So really the 
first direct contact that I had with him of any consequence was after he came to 
New York. ...

 

 

 

 

So what would it have been?

The East Africa embassy bombing investigation. Before he himself eventually went over to Africa, 
he really was the person in the United States running that investigation from New York. He and I 
worked very closely together on that to get through whatever walls we needed to make the right 
contact, to get the right foreign government to allow interviews of, not only suspects, but witnesses 
around the world. ...

 

Lewis Schiliro told us that the bombings happen, and he's sitting in his office kind of 
wondering what's going on. Within about 20 minutes, O'Neill is in his office saying, "It's Al 
Qaeda. It's bin Laden." Is that the way you remember the story?

I have certainly heard that said. I'm sure it did happen, and I know from my own reaction, I had the 
same immediate reaction. What I did was to call both Lew Schiliro and the attorney general at the 
time to say that. Others were thinking it, too. But certainly, I think John O'Neill and I in particular, 
having been enmeshed in bin Laden and Al Qaeda, [it] was our immediate reaction. I happened to 
see it on a network and just [had an] instantaneous reaction, as John O'Neill had. ...

 

Yet Lew tells us the story that it was Director Freeh and Washington who took it first, said, 
"We'll get over there. We're going. You can come, Lew." But O'Neill didn't get to go for a 
little while, and was quite upset about it.

I think he would like to have been on the ground himself. Although, as I said earlier, he really did 
run that investigation -- not from the get-go, but nearly from the get-go, from New York. But he 
did not go over first. ...

One of the things that John O'Neill and I tried to do -- not as a matter of power, but as a matter of 
who knew the most -- is to get the New York folks very much leading the on-the-ground 
investigation, because they were the ones who knew what they were looking at, what they were 
hearing. They could most easily and effectively take the next steps. But it didn't begin that way, 
and there were some efforts that had to be applied by John and others to bring that about.

 

Why?

Because historically, both the FBI and actually the Justice Department have been structured [such 
that], when an event of terrorism occurs abroad, Washington headquarters, Washington 
metropolitan field office and typically the U.S. Attorney's Office of the District of Columbia will 
be, in effect, the jurisdiction that deals with that.

That changed in the 1990s by virtue of the fact of the 1993 World Trade Center bombing, and then 
all of the follow-on cases that occurred in New York. So you essentially had with John O'Neill the 
New York FBI office in New York, and the Southern District of New York U.S. Attorney's office, 
a switch of the locus of the counterterrorism efforts, from the point of view of law enforcement. 
But still the structure was, when something happened abroad like this, Washington went into gear. 
So I think that's why. ...

 

I know O'Neill was chafing at the bit to get over there. Did we lose anything by waiting just a 
while for him, whatever it was, a couple of weeks, to get on the ground?

It was a little less than a couple of weeks before the New York folks got on the ground. I worry a 
little bit about that in the first week, because the New York field office of the FBI wasn't in charge 
until maybe two weeks into it; certainly, 10 days into it. We may have. We may have lost a little 
bit in those early days.

 

Like what?

Well, again putting together both halves of the Jell-O box to figure out we should go after this 
person whose name has appeared or someone has mentioned his name. If the New York agents 
had been running it, we might have moved a little faster. I think that's the sense that some of us 
had. ... One or two of the suspects -- without identifying who -- at least one of those ultimately 
indicted for the embassy bombings was still a fugitive. So would we have caught him if it had 
been different? You can't really say that, but perhaps.

 

How did you come to the conclusion, and when did you come to the conclusion that Al 
Qaeda, and especially bin Laden, was a major player in this world?

We learn more every year. I think the first time that he came up on our radar screen to any 
significant degree -- and it wasn't a hugely significant degree -- was the end of 1995, as someone 
in the terrorism arena, certainly from the financial end. It seemed like he and his organization 
supplied the funding for a guesthouse [where] Ramzi Yousef actually was ultimately captured in 
Pakistan. But really not until late in 1996, from my point of view, did it become apparent what a 
big force he was in world terrorism.

 

This is after al-Fadl in Somalia gives the road map, or before that?

No question that al-Fadl's information and his providing it to us was the big step forward.

 

Did you ever talk to O'Neill about when he sort of signed on and said, "The main bad guy is 
bin Laden?"

I think about that same time frame of late 1996 into 1997. When one looks back and now puts 
together all the pieces -- you know the phrase is "benefit of hindsight." But you learn more every 
day. ...

One of the things that John and again I shared, as it turns out, was recognizing and never letting go 
of the view of how dangerous bin Laden was and is. You heard in the media and elsewhere, and in 
some quarters, that maybe he wasn't such a big force in terrorism. You heard that as late as during 
the embassy bombings trial, which didn't end until May 2001, that really we had made too much of 
him. He wasn't as big a player as law enforcement, John O'Neill, the U.S. Attorney's office, 
Director Freeh, and Attorney General Reno thought he was; that really, we were making too much 
of him.

You don't want to raise his profile so that he has a greater following. But in terms of how major a 
player he was and is, John O'Neill certainly recognized that as early as anyone, and maintained 
that view until John died. It was very sad. 

 

I know that there has been a controversy about Ramzi Yousef and who he really was: was he 
an [Iraqi] Mukhabarat agent? Was he a bin Laden guy? Could he have been both things? 
What was he? What have you come to be believe?

We don't know all the answers about Ramzi Yousef, and we may never know all the answers about 
him. ...

He is one of the most dangerous people on the planet, also very smart. We know where he was 
educated. We know what his degrees were in. We know something about his family. He is 
frighteningly bright, as are a number of the other terrorists that we have both prosecuted and are 
still looking for.

 

How important was the arrest of Ramzi Yousef and O'Neill's role in effecting that arrest?

Both critical. And by virtue of my assistants being elsewhere around the globe, I ended up being 
the person in our office who was dealing with the apprehension and arrest and rendition of Yousef 
on my end. I was very concerned that it might not happen. John shared that, too. There were 
things, again, I can't discuss that he made possible, keeping together that world coalition I talked 
about, so that [Yousef] was apprehended. All efforts were made to make certain that he was 
[apprehended], and then turned over to the U.S. government for trial.

Had he not been, he would have been around the globe doing other things. The story is now well 
known. But when he fled from the Trade Center bombing in 1993, among the places he went 
really right before he was apprehended in Pakistan was to the Philippines, where he was mixing 
the bombs to blow up 12 jumbo jets in a 48-hour period. [He] was not far away from at least 
attempting to carry out that plot which would have resulted in thousands of deaths in two days.

He would have continued to do that, had he not been apprehended. So getting him and 
incapacitating him was a significant public safety issue. John O'Neill recognized that, and was not 
about to take no for an answer anywhere before he was taken into custody.

 

You knew it, as well? You knew the importance of this?

Yes. Absolutely.

 

Yet the O'Neill you're talking about is not the O'Neill of four years later, who has had plenty 
of time to get to know all of these people in the world of counterterrorism. He is a guy who is 
fresh to the job from VAPCON, from whatever it was he was doing before that.

But very much a "will not take 'no' for an answer." Very intelligent, quick study, had elbows. I 
liked that. I recognized -- really, in very short order from what he was being told by others who 
had been with it longer -- what a danger it was to have Yousef walking around the globe. [O'Neill] 
wasn't going to let anything stand in his way, if he could help it, of seeing to it that that didn't 
happen. ...

 

I know he was ambitious. We talked to his son last night, who said the guy was like burning 
ambition. Everybody we've talked to said he was burning with ambition, and why not? He's 
a smart guy in an important job. That he came to New York, because those elbows weren't 
working in the world of the Washington bureaucracy. This was really the next step, and it 
was really important for him to be here. Your take on that?

I think John's goal was to be head of the New York office. He needed to come to the New York 
office to do that. In terms of whether his elbows were too sharp for Washington, I actually hadn't 
heard that, but it wouldn't surprise me either. He very much wanted to come to New York with the 
aspiration to be the assistant director in charge of the New York office, which he regarded as the 
most important FBI post. So he certainly had that ambition. I think in his own mind, he knew he 
had to come to New York, if that were to even possibly be in the cards for him. ...

 

But he cut a kind of profile, as I understand it, that was different than a lot of the FBI 
agents, certainly that I've ever known over the last 20 years or so. He did not look like the 
cardboard cutout G-man, right?

Right. More elbows, more imposing in some ways. I think the fact that he did in order to make this 
contacts have what appeared to be a social life, too, is very unlike FBI, very unlike New York FBI, 
certainly. So he was different in that way. Again, that worked to his advantage a lot of the time. 
Sometimes it didn't, because people would say, "What's he up to, and is this really the way to go 
about it?" But I think from his point of view, and from what I could see, it was very effective. 
When he needed something to do his job well, he wanted the right person to want to do it, to help 
him do it. ...

 

What actually did O'Neill and the FBI office yield for you from the East Africa bombings? 
What came forward that was important in this fight on terrorism?

I can't overstate it. First, four of bin Laden's followers have been convicted and put in jail for the 
rest of their lives as a result of what John O'Neill and the FBI did. Another 20 have been identified 
and indicted as part of the Al Qaeda network, broadly defined. They are defendants and fugitives 
in that case. We have had information that we never had before as a result of those prosecutions, 
made possible by the work of John O'Neill and the FBI.

If you look at the indictment in that case, it was the road map for the military, in many ways, when 
we did respond after the Sept. 11 attacks. It defined the Al Qaeda organization; its structure, many 
of its players; certainly many, if not nearly all in the leadership of Al Qaeda. We know who to 
look for, how they operated, where they operated, in terms of the training camps. Most of that 
information came out of -- again, it's a joint effort. It's not just the FBI or John O'Neill or the New 
York FBI. But it's also our intelligence agencies working with the FBI.

But it kind of came to a point in the embassy bombing investigation and prosecutions. As I say, if 
you look at the indictment, you see what we at least used as the blueprint to know what to do after 
Sept. 11.

 

How awesome and frightening was it to you that these two things could go off four minutes 
apart? By then, and in the process of the prosecution, you discovered the size, scope, nature 
and orientation of Al Qaeda?

The fact that they were simultaneous bombings was quite significant and very alarming, in terms 
of what it said about the sophistication, the danger, the possible scope of bin Laden and Al Qaeda. 
The 1993 Trade Center bombing was obviously frightening. It could have been much worse than it 
was. 

But both that case and the players in it -- at least that we had identified and prosecuted -- as well as 
what I call the follow-on plot and the "Day of Terror" plot headed by Sheik Omar Abdel Rahman 
and the dozen defendants convicted for that plot -- which was the plot to blow up the bridges and 
the tunnels between New York and New Jersey, the FBI building and the UN building -- obviously 
a very frightening plot. But the players and the operatives in the 1993 Trade Center bombing and 
in the Day of Terror plot, as dangerous as they are, were not evidence of this level of 
sophistication and planning. ...

 

So then you all must know the millennium is coming; the change of century, Times Square. 
From your perspective, does it feel like a kind of clock is ticking, a fuse has been lit, as we 
approach that time period? 

Absolutely. I think that was a shared view certainly by John O'Neill and many in our government 
that were closest to this. ...

The millennium -- not only because of what that represented symbolically, which, again, raises its 
danger value tremendously but also because of intelligence we were getting throughout our 
government -- had us all extremely concerned.

Ahmed Ressam, who fortunately called attention to himself coming across from Canada to Seattle 
with a bomb to blow up the LA airport, was part of that. Arrests were made in Jordan that ... had 
they not been uncovered, the plot had not been uncovered, and those arrests made, we could have 
had terrific tragedies around the millennium.

 

When those of us who don't know very much about how this business works hear about a 
Ressam or hear about this or that we say to ourselves, "My God, they must be everywhere. 
There must be all kinds of things. There must be some kind of luck, isn't it? Thank God we 
had a kind of lucky break on this." But is it really as deep and as broad? Is it only that, or is 
it deeper and broader than that? What would you say about that?

Again, before Sept. 11, a lot of plots that none of us know about -- well, some of us know about, 
but the public doesn't know about -- have been thwarted, sometimes by luck. The Ramzi Yousef 
plot from the Philippines, thank goodness, there was a fire there; Ressam perhaps calling suspicion 
to himself, although you also had a very alert Customs agent there. But a lot of plots are thwarted 
by intelligence and law enforcement behind the scenes. So that has been going on for a while, and 
successfully so, but with no one thinking ever that we can stop them all either before 9/11 or after 
9/11.

In terms of the breadth of the threat of Al Qaeda itself -- it's not the only terrorist organization, and 
it works with others as cells around the world in at least 60 countries. You potentially are talking 
about tens of thousands of followers who can be conscripted into service to carry out a terrorist 
plot. So you can't have a more serious situation than that.

 

I have this image of O'Neill. His son talks about the fact that, at home, he didn't have 
videotapes of old movies or anything. He had videotapes of bin Laden speeches and bin 
Laden moments and bin Laden training tapes, and his father used to watch them all of the 
time. Were you all becoming -- the word "obsessed" is not the right word -- but focused by 
him, in a big way, by then?

I think "obsessed" is perhaps the right word; very concerned. Very concerned about not the "if," 
but the "where, when, and what." Would it be future attacks? John O'Neill certainly lived and 
breathed that 24/7, as we would say, as did some of the rest of us, as well.

You're constantly trying to put more pieces together, so that you could learn more, stop more, 
prevent more, but clearly knowing -- and I think John O'Neill said it certainly before Sept. 11 -- 
we're due for a big one, and very worried about that. When you're as worried about that level of 
risk and danger, as he was, and we were, you spend most of your waking hours -- and most of your 
hours are waking -- worrying about that, and trying to learn more.

So obsessed is probably the right word. But obsessed for a very good and real reason, not beyond 
what the facts and the circumstances or the danger should have had us all doing.

 

Did he ever indicate to you that he was frustrated at his inability to convince others of the 
importance of this?

From time to time. But clearly a lot of people within the FBI and within our government did 
recognize how dangerous the risk was, and were working hand in glove with John and others on 
that risk and trying to learn more. But occasionally he would express, "They don't seem to get it," 
without any specificity. 

But for the most part, I think our government did grasp pretty early on, partly because John 
educated them about how serious the risk was. But no one I can think of breathed it, lived it, 
breathed it, worried about it more than John O'Neill.

 

There is this sense that certainly, from what I've read, speeches he's given, people I've talked 
to that he believed earlier than many and couldn't really convince as many people as he felt 
he needed to that Al Qaeda was here, that there were the sleeper cells in the United States, 
that we really needed to focus on getting these people in the United States -- that this was not 
some plot from Afghanistan or someplace. Is that your memory of it?

To an extent. But again, I wouldn't isolate it to sleeper cells in the United States. This is a global 
problem, a global risk. A lot was occurring from abroad, and not in the United States. I think John 
recognized that. What he wanted to be sure of is that everybody realized it could also be occurring 
in the United States. So whenever anyone flipped up on the radar screen of interest, we should 
pursue them very vigorously, even if major portions of the plot were being directed from abroad, 
which I think he recognized, too.

Again, if ever he confronted anyone who he thought was not taking this seriously enough, he 
would rattle that cage and make a believer of them. ...

 

Did it surprise you that he left the FBI?

No. In one sense, he obviously was getting toward the senior end of his career, and to the extent 
that he was not advancing in the immediate term. He always was going to go into the private 
sector, and he adopted and loved New York City. He had a very attractive opportunity with the 
Trade Center. So that, plus that he wasn't achieving at least imminently his life's dream to head the 
New York FBI office -- it didn't surprise me that he left when he did. ...

 

There is this sense that some people have articulated to us that, if you are arresting people in 
the process of prosecuting, in effect what you're doing is letting other terrorists go to school 
on our methods, on our intelligence-gathering methods, on our other things. Was this kind of 
a problem of his period, in the sense that we may have helped others in the terror world with 
our prosecutions of these kind of lower-level characters? 

First thing, we prosecuted at all levels; some lower level, some not. There is always a risk there, 
still, that through our criminal justice system, by virtue of our rules, we have to turn over certain 
what are called "discover" materials to the defense. That can include very sensitive intelligence 
sources of information that you would rather not turn over.

Having said that, I think -- and I think it's nearly the unanimous view, if not the unanimous view -- 
that we managed in all of those prosecutions to safeguard national security information and 
intelligence sources by getting protective orders from the court. [Those orders] would allow us not 
to turn over certain information, or to turn it over in a way that was not troubling, from an 
educational point of view.

But it's a constant concern. We may not be as successful in the next case or the next one, which is 
why I think the military tribunals that haven't been used yet, and may not be, offer distinct 
advantages in that way. ...

The other thing the prosecutions do that people forget sometimes is the intelligence that they give 
to us, from cooperating defendants' materials that you get when you do searches. That helps us 
prevent future attacks. But there is no one-size-fits all. There is no silver bullet in this war.

 

When Sept. 11 happened, when did you hear about John O'Neill's death? Where were you? 

I heard on Sept. 11. I was in really constant contact with Barry Mawn, the head of the New York 
office, from 30 seconds after the first plane hit, for about six weeks. I was in the command post 
with the FBI for about that period of time.

Some time during Sept. 11, pretty early on, everyone at the bureau and therefore I was privy to it, 
was very concerned that he had died in the Trade Center. As is known, he had made phone calls to 
his son and friends and the New York FBI office between the two planes, or between the collapse 
of the towers. But someone saw him go back into the tower, and then no one heard from him 
again. So the concern was almost immediate that he had died.

Within certainly 48 hours, I think everyone had really not expressed it, but had given up hope that 
he had survived. We knew he would get in touch with his son and his colleagues and his family if 
he conceivably could have. If anybody conceivably could have even if buried in the rubble, he 
would have found a way. So I think within 48 hours, the reality really hit.

In some ways, the reality didn't hit or hit differently when his body was found, which was some 
days later. Then it had an impact that's hard to describe on everybody. The irony of it -- here is this 
man who was the champion of our counterterrorism efforts, the unsung hero in leading those 
efforts. One week into the job at the World Trade Center as the director of operations, and he dies 
in the worst terrorist attack that there has ever been, but by the same people he has been so 
effective in finding out and investigating and helping prevent other attacks.

The Trade Center itself held, and holds a special place, I think, in the hearts and minds of people in 
law enforcement -- the fact that it did not fall in 1993. Ramzi Yousef's goal was to topple the twin 
towers into each other so that more people died than had died at Hiroshima. The fact that he didn't 
succeed in that meant an awful lot to John O'Neill and all of us in law enforcement -- not in an 
arrogant way, but in a special way.

When we would see the Trade Center and the towers standing still, including on the morning of 
Sept. 11 in that very clear blue sky, it gave us a very special positive feeling. So that it was the 
Trade Center John was in and died in and that he was in charge of the security of -- how do you 
describe the irony and the depth of feeling, because it was there and because he was there? It really 
is impossible to describe. It's something that none of us who knew him certainly will ever, ever get 
over or ever forget. ...

 

Did you ever think it was kind of personal between O'Neill and Osama bin Laden or about 
Osama bin Laden?

I think it as personal between John O'Neill and every terrorist. He loved this country; a patriot, 
[he] loved the FBI. Anybody who fell into the category of terrorist, let alone a terrorist leader like 
bin Laden, John had only one view of: evil.

 

Sometimes, it's sort of a thought, possibly, that we missed something; we ignored the lessons 
from your prosecutions, that we didn't connect the dots well enough. Was there a possibility 
that, if we had connected the dots better, the dots that O'Neill and you guys are dealing with 
all of the time, that things would be different?

You ask every conceivable question after Sept. 11, in terms of what more could have been done, 
what could have been done differently. My impression from working on these cases and 
investigations for almost nine years was that an awful lot of people were working over time to 
connect dots. A lot of dots were connected, therefore a lot of plots were thwarted. A lot of attacks 
did not happen. 

But I will never know the answer to that completely -- whether more could have been done, 
something different could have been done. Certainly John O'Neill did everything in his power to 
see to it that, not only did he do everything that could be done, but that everyone else around him 
or near him did. ...

 

The only other thing I can think of that we didn't talk about is Yemen. The obstacles he hit, 
the Cole -- what was that all about?

My sense in Yemen, to the extent I can talk about it, is that it was a difficult relationship, although 
it improved over time with the Yemeni officials, unlike Nairobi and Dar-es-Salaam after the East 
Africa embassy bombings, where you had a model of almost instantaneous cooperation. That was 
not the situation on the ground in Yemen. So it was a harder nut to crack in that way, in terms of 
getting full access to witnesses and so forth.

I think there is no question that the State Department had a different view of what was necessary to 
do, and how to go about it, than John O'Neill did. So it was a difficult situation from beginning to 
end, where people were not in agreement as to how best to break through the barriers that were 
there. 

But John gained the respect, and he was on the ground over there for a substantial period of time. 
He gained the respect gradually of the president of the highest government officials over there, and 
we've seen the fruits of those relationships -- and we still are. After Sept. 11, the cooperation 
improved even more, and that has been explicitly attributed to their respect for John O'Neill and 
the fact that he died.

 

But I have this sense -- tell me if I'm wrong about this, because of course there were many 
reasons why Sept. 11 happened and it was complicated. But some of O'Neill's own, as you 
say euphemistically, the "sharp elbow" quality -- is it as simple in Yemen as the fact that 
Ambassador Bodine did not like John and John didn't like her, and they just didn't connect 
in some way? And yes, there were other issues, but his personality [and] her personality 
yielded an impasse?

I don't think personalities meshed. But I think the difficulties went far beyond that. It was difficult, 
irrespective of how that relationship would have been. And no question, there were some 
differences -- as there typically can be -- in points of view between our diplomatic side of the brain 
and our law enforcement side of the brain. I think that certainly was present in Yemen.

But it would be over-simplifying to really a significant degree to say it was a personality clash that 
was the problem over there. There was an element of that, but the problem went much deeper. It 
involved earning the confidence of the Yemeni authorities, too, which is still an ongoing process.

 

[There are people] who say maybe John O'Neill harmed the effort more than he helped it. To 
those people you say again it's not that simple?

No, I say not a chance they're right. His elbows made more things happen, not fewer things 
happen. That's not to say that, as to a particular individual, he might not have been more successful 
getting their cooperation with a different approach. But in the long term and across the board, he 
needed those elbows, and I'm glad he had them. 

 

So it is really laying way too much on the personality on the other side, the clay feet, the 
Achilles heel of anybody, to say this is all about we missed because John O'Neill wasn't a 
classic G-man?

Absolutely wrong. Again, he is one of the biggest unsung heroes in our counterterrorism efforts, 
and he accomplished as much, if not more, than anybody in safeguarding it. 
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An overview of how Al Qaeda's rise and international reach gradually came into 
focus for U.S. intelligence. 

Note: This chronology is drawn from news and government information that 
came out prior to, and after, the Sept. 11 attacks.

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

September 1998 Ali Mohamed Arrested 

Ali Mohamed, a U.S. citizen and Al Qaeda member, is arrested in the U.S. Soon after, he begins 
cooperating and admits he took pictures of the Nairobi embassy and showed them to bin Laden. On 
Oct. 20, 2000, Mohamed tells a judge, “Bin Laden looked at the picture of the American embassy 
and pointed to where a truck could go as a suicide bomber.” 

Sept. 23, 1998 Links Between East Africa and 1993 WTC Bombing 

At a bail hearing for Wadih el-Hage, the U.S. Attorney claims el-Hage had links to El Sayyid 
Nosair and Mahmud Abouhalima, both convicted in the 1993 World Trade Center bombing. 

November 4 1998 Bin Laden Indictment Released 

The U.S. government releases its indictment against bin Laden, Muhammad Atef and other 
members of Al Qaeda. 

1999 Khalid Mohammed Visits Germany 

Khalid Shaikh Mohammed allegedly visits Hamburg, Germany. After 
Sept. 11, 2001, U.S. officials suspect he might have met with an Al 
Qaeda cell in Hamburg. 

June 7, 1999 Bin Laden Added to FBI's "Ten Most Wanted" List 

Bin Laden is wanted for murder of U.S. nationals outisde the U.S.; conspiracy to murder U.S. 
nationals outside the U.S.; and attack on a federal facility resulting in death.

View the FBI's Most Wanted poster.

Nov. 30, 1999 Jordan Millennium Plot Discovered 

Jordanian officials intercept a phone conversation between Abu Zubaydah, a senior Al Qaeda 
lieutenant, and members of a Jordanian cell planning a plot referred to as “the day of the 
millennium.” The Jordanians conduct raids and discover explosives and a plan to blow up the 
Radisson Hotel in Amman and other sites. 

December 1999 Alert: A Malaysia Meeting 

The CIA intercepts a phone conversation at a Yemeni house that is an Al Qaeda logistics center, 
which they had learned about from Mohamed al-'Owhali, who was convicted in the embassy 
bombing case. The house is owned by Ahmed Al-Hada, a Yemeni citizen.

The callers discuss an upcoming January 2000 meeting in Kuala Lumpur. Officials learn that 
Khalid Almidhar, a Yemeni citizen believed to be the son-in-law of Al-Hada, and Nawaf Alhazmi, 
thought to be a Saudi national, will be attending the meeting. Both Almidhar and Alhazmi will 
later be hijackers of American Airlines Flight 77 on Sept. 11. 

Dec. 14, 1999 Ressam Intercepted at Canadian Boarder 

Algerian native Ahmed Ressam is caught entering the U.S. with 130 pounds of explosives at the 
Canadian border at Port Angeles, Washington. Ressam had links to other Al Qaeda militants and 
trained in an Afghanistan Al Qaeda camp. Authorities eventually learn his intended target was Los 
Angeles International Airport. 

Read more about Ahmed Ressam on FRONTLINE's "Trail of a Terrorist" Web site. 

January 2000 The Malaysia Meeting 

Several individuals linked to Al Qaeda meet in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. At the CIA's request, 
Malaysian agents photograph the meeting. Nawaf Alhazmi and Khalid Almidhar (both later 
hijackers on Sept. 11) attend the meeting at the condo of Yazid Sufaat. Tawfiq bin-Atash (AKA 
"Khallad") -- who once headed bin Laden's bodyguards and would later become a suspect in the 
attack on the USS Cole -- also attends the meeting. 

It is later reported that Riduan Isamuddin (AKA "Hambali"), a militant Islamic preacher -- who 
would eventually be suspected of having had a role in the “Bojinka” plot -- also attends the 
meeting. Officials later also claim Ramzi bin al-Shibh -- a former roommate of Sept. 11 hijacker 
Mohamed Atta -- was also photographed at the meeting. 

Fahad al-Quso, who is later arrested for his role in the 2000 USS Cole attack, is a suspected “bag 
man” who carried money to finance the meeting. After Sept. 11, al-Quso denies having attended 
the Malaysia meeting. However, he would admit he met at other times with bin Atash, Alhazmi 
and others who were at the Malaysia meeting.

[Note: All the individuals in the photographs are not be identified by intelligence officials until 
later, and the importance of this Malaysia meeting would not be known until after the Cole 
investigation began to focus on bin-Atash. It's unclear at what point the CIA began to recognize the 
meeting's importance. Sources would later tell FRONTLINE that FBI agents looking into the Cole 
attack were not fully told about the meeting or shown pictures of those photographed until the 
summer of 2001. 

Read more about the CIA and FBI communication failure.] 

2004 Update: "Hambali" and Tawfiq bin-Atash now in U.S. custody; Fahad Al-Quso now in 
Yemeni custody - see details.

Jan. 3, 2000 Attack on USS The Sullivans Fails 

A cell of Yemeni terrorists try bombing the USS The Sullivans in Yemen's Aden Harbor, but fail 
when their overloaded skiff sinks. Investigators do not discover the attempt on the USS The 
Sullivans until after the USS Cole had been successfully attacked by the same cell in October of 
2000. 

Jan. 15, 2000 Alhazmi and Almidhar Enter the U.S. 

Nawaf Alhazmi and Khalid Almidhar fly into Los Angeles from Bangkok. A later article in 
Newsweek reports that the CIA knew that Alhazmi was on the plane, but did not know about 
Almidhar. Neither individual is tracked once they entered the country. Both become suicide 
hijackers on Sept. 11. 

April 17, 2000 FBI Investigates a Flight School 

The Phoenix office of the FBI begins to investigate Zakaria Mustapha Soubra, a Phoenix flight 
school student suspected of having ties to Al Qaeda. 

August 2000 Italy Hears about Planes as Weapons 

Between August 2000 and early 2001, Italian investigators begin to record the conversations of 
Abdulsalam Ali Ali Abdulrahman. According to a later report in the Los Angeles Times, in one of 
the conversations Abdulrahman tells Abdelkader Moahmoud Es Sayad, an Egyptian suspected 
terrorist, that planes could be used as weapons against the U.S. According to the article, the FBI 
was aware of the conversations, but did not receive any reference to planes being used as weapons. 

Fall 2000 Bin al-Shibh Denied Visa 

Ramzi bin al-Shibh, a Yemeni who was Mohamed Atta's former 
roommate, applies four times for a visa to enter the U.S., but is denied 
each time. U.S. officials later allege that he was supposed to take part in 
the Sept. 11 plot, but at the last minute was slotted to be replaced by 
Zacarias Moussaoui. 

October 2000 Moussaoui Visits Malaysia 

Zacarias Moussaoui, a French national, visits Malaysia and stays at Yazid Sufaat's condo after 
Riduan Isamuddin, (AKA "Hambali") asks Sufaat to put up Moussaoui. Sufaat, a Malaysian, also 
provides Moussaoui with fake identification papers. Also at Hambali's request, a company owned 
by Sufaat purchases explosives for an attack on foreign embassies and other targets in Southeast 
Asia. The plot is foiled after Sept. 11, when a videotape of potential targets is found in an 
Afghanistan safe house. 

Oct. 12, 2000 Attack on the USS Cole -- More Revelations 

Two men in a skiff pull alongside the American destroyer and detonate 
an explosive that rips through the hull and kills 17 U.S. sailors. Yemeni 
authorities quickly capture and start identifying suspects. Among them 
is Tawfiq bin-Atash, former head of bin Laden's bodyguards. The CIA 
eventually comes to realize that bin-Atash had been photographed at the 
earlier Malaysia meeting and begins to reexamine those photographs. A 
later document released by the British government would claim that 
Mohamed al-'Owhali, convicted for his role in the 1998 embassy 
bombings, links two of the Cole suspects to the embassy bombings. 

2004 Update: Tawfiq bin-Atash now in U.S. custody - see details.

Dec. 8, 2000 Cole Links to Bin Laden 

ABC News' John Miller reports authorities have found a number of connections between the Cole 
attack and Osama bin Laden, including telephone records of calls between the bombers of the Cole 
and an Al Qaeda cell in East Africa. Yemeni officials arrest Gamal Al Badawi, a suspect who 
admits he fought with Al Qaeda forces in Bosnia. Fahad al-Quso, in custody, apparently carried 
$5,000 from an associate of bin Laden to Cole conspirators. Lastly, Miller reports Yemeni 
authorities suspect Abdul Al-Nassir both organized the Cole attack and also recruited bombers for 
the attack on the embassies in East Africa in 1998. 

2004 Update: The Fahad Al-Quso case - see details.

January 2001 FAA Warns of Hijackings 

Between January and August of 2001, the Federal Aviation Administration issues 15 advisories to 
airlines and airports warning that terrorists could try to hijack or destroy American aircraft. 

Jan. 24, 2001 "The Brothers Going to America" 

Italian authorities record Abdelkader Mahmoud Es Sayed, an imam in Italy, talking about 
fraudulent documents for “the brothers going to America.” 

Jan. 25, 2001 Clarke Warns of Sleeper Cells 

Richard Clarke, the National Security Council counterterrorism chief, sends a memo to Deputy 
National Security Advisor Stephen Hadley warning that Al Qaeda sleeper cells within the U.S. are 
“a major threat.” Clarke also advocates targeting Al Qaeda training camps in response to the Cole 
bombing. 

Jan. 27, 2001 Cole Links to Al Qaeda Confirmed 

The Washington Post reports on this date that investigators in Yemen believe that people in 
custody are tied closely to Al Qaeda. An anonymous Bush administration official tells The Post, 
“There is no question that Al Qaeda was involved in this attack.” 

February 2001 Suspicious Flight School Student 

Instructors at an Arizona flight school become suspicious about a students who speaks English 
poorly and has limited flying skills. They report him to the FAA. The student, Hani Hanjour, a 
Saudi, later pilots a plane into the Pentagon on Sept. 11. 

April 2001 Specific Threat On U.S. Targets 

Washington reportedly receives a “specific threat” that Al Qaeda may attempt to attack American 
targets in the Middle East or Europe. 

April 18, 2001 Another FAA Warning 

This warning to airlines states: “The FAA does not have any credible information regarding 
specific plans by terrorist groups to attack U.S. civil aviation interests... Nevertheless some of the 
current active groups are known to plan and train for hijackings... The FAA encourages U.S. 
carriers to demonstrate a high degree of alertness.” 

May 11, 2001 State Dept. Warns Americans Overseas 

The State Department warns that American citizens overseas may be targeted by Al Qaeda. 

May 29, 2001 East Africa Convictions 

Mohamed al-'Owhali, Khalfan Khamis Mohamed, Mohammed Saddiq Odeh, and Wadih el-Hage 
are convicted on charges including conspiracy to kill Americans, which stem from the 1998 
embassy bombings. 

June 2001 Visa Issued to Almidhar 

The State Department re-issues a visa to Khalid Almidhar, a Sept. 11 hijacker who was present at 
the January 2000 Malaysia meeting. 

June 2001 FBI Withdraws from Yemen.More FAA Warnings 

Citing a security threat, the FBI pulls investigators out of Yemen. This same month, the FAA 
issues more warnings to airlines. The NSC's Richard Clarke later tells FRONTLINE that those 
warnings were “absolutely” related to Al Qaeda operatives discussing what would eventually 
become the Sept. 11 attacks. 

By late June, intelligence experts are extremely concerned about the possibility of an imminent 
attack. 

June 2001 State Department Closes Embassies 

The U.S. embassies in Senegal and Bahrain are shut down and the State Department issues a new 
worldwide caution. 

Mid-June Attack on Yemen Embassy Thwarted 

Yemeni authorities thwart an attack on the U.S. embassy in Sana, Yemen. 

June 22, 2001 "Condition Delta" 

U.S. Central and European Command impose “Force Protection Condition Delta” because of 
concerns about a terrorist attack. 

June 28, 2001 Attack "Highly Likely" 

National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice is warned during an intelligence briefing that an Al 
Qaeda attack is “highly likely.” 

Summer 2001 FBI Investigators ID Cole Suspects at Malaysia Meeting 

Sources close to the Cole investigation tell FRONTLINE that during the summer of 2001 the CIA 
informs the FBI about the Malaysia meeting and shows them a picture of one or two of the Cole 
suspects. The FBI reportedly identifies Cole suspects Tawfiq bin-Atash and Fahad al-Quso. Al-
Quso would later deny that he made it to the meeting and claims that the individual in the picture 
just looked like him. 

July 4, 2001 Almidhar Re-enters U.S. 

Khalid Almidhar re-enters the U.S. through JFK airport. He later meets with Mohamed Atta. 

July 10, 2001 Spain Meeting 

Mohamed Atta meets with his former roommate Ramzi bin al-Shibh in Spain along with a number 
of other Arab men. Only after Sept. 11 do officials discover the meeting and conclude that bin al-
Shibh also may have been at the January 2000 Malaysia meeting. 

July 10, 2001 Request for Flight School Investigation 

The FBI's Phoenix office sends a memo to FBI headquarters requesting officials initiate a 
nationwide investigation of flight schools. The memo warns that bin Laden supporters may be 
attending flight schools in the United States. 

July 18, 2001 Ressam Convicted 

The FBI warns that the conviction of Ahmed Ressam for the millennium plot to detonate a bomb at 
Los Angeles airport could lead to retaliatory terrorist attacks. 

July 31, 2001 Another FAA Alert 

The FAA issues yet another warning to airlines that terrorists could be planning to hijack American 
airlines. 

August 2001 Bin Laden Operatives Return to Afghanistan 

According to a later report by the British government, “In August and early September [2001] 
close associates of bin Laden were warned to return to Afghanistan from other parts of the world 
by Sept. 10.” 

Aug. 16, 2001 FAA Warns of Weapons from Everyday Objects 

The FAA warns airlines that terrorists may use weapons modified from everyday objects. 

Aug. 16, 2001 Moussaoui Arrested 

Minneapolis FBI agents pick up and arrest Zacarias Moussaoui on immigration charges for 
overstaying his visa, but agents are concerned he could be a terrorist. The Minneapolis office tries 
unsuccessfully to secure either a criminal search warrant or an intelligence warrant to search 
Moussaoui's belongings. After Sept. 11, a federal indictment would claim that Moussaoui was in 
possession of two knives, a flight manual for a 747-400, fighting gloves and shin guards, and an 
aviation radio. 

Aug. 27, 2001 CIA Cables FBI Names of Almidhar and Alhazmi 

The CIA cables the FBI, warning that Khalid Almidhar and Nawaf Alhazmi are inside the U.S. and 
are suspected terrorists because of their presence at the January 2000 Malaysia meeting. 

Aug. 28, 2001 French Brief FBI on Moussaoui 

They say Moussaoui has been linked to Al Qaeda. 

Sept. 5, 2001 Bin al-Shibh Leaves for Afghanistan 

Ramzi bin al-Shibh, the former roommate of Mohamed Atta, who had attended both the July 
meeting in Spain and the January 2000 Malaysia meeting, leaves Germany for Afghanistan. 

Sept. 11, 2001 Sept. 11 Attacks 

Hijackers alleged to be members of Al Qaeda take control of four 
airliners and crash two into the World Trade Center, and one into the 
Pentagon. A fourth hijacked plane crashes into the Pennsylvania 
countryside. The attacks kill more than 3,000 people. 

Post-Sept. 11, 2001 Postscript: Links to 1995 Bojinka Plotter; al-Shibh Captured 

U.S. investigators discover evidence they believe links Khalid Shaikh Mohammed -- wanted and 
still at large for his role in the 1995 Bojinka plot -- to the Sept. 11 hijackings. A few weeks later, U.
S. officials say they believe that Khalid Shaikh Mohammed is the operations chief of Al Qaeda. It 
is also later reported that the National Security Agency had intercepted telephone conversations 
between Mohamed Atta and Khalid Shaikh Mohammed before Sept. 11, but had not “properly” 
translated them at the time. Officials quoted in one story refused to describe the content of those 
conversations. 

On Sept. 11, 2002, Ramzi bin al-Shibh is captured by Pakistani police in a shootout in Karachi. He 
is currently in U.S. custody and, according to a U.S. Defense Department official, is “providing 
valuable information.” Bin al-Shibh is believed to have knowledge of Al Qaeda operations in 
Europe and Southeast Asia. 

2004 Update: Khalid Shaikh Mohammed now in U.S. custody - see details.
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Press Briefing: 11am Wednesday 30 April 2003

Briefing from the Prime Minister's Official Spokesman on: EU Defence, Russia/Iraq/International 
Relations, Middle East, Northern Ireland, Iraq and Foundation Hospitals.

EU Defence 

Questioned as to whether the Prime Minister and Prime Minister Berlusconi of Italy would use their 
dinner this evening to discuss yesterday's meeting on EU defence issues in Brussels attended by 
France, Germany, Belgium and Luxembourg, the Prime Minister's Official Spokesman (PMOS) said 
that, for the record, tonight's dinner had been in the diary for some time. It had not been set up 
quickly as a result of yesterday's events. The two Prime Ministers would have a wide-ranging 
discussion, as you would expect, in which it was very possible that the meeting in Brussels would be 
raised. 

Asked about the Brussels meeting, the PMOS said that as the Prime Minister had underlined 
yesterday, it was important not to do anything which would undermine NATO. We were continuing 
to seek to enhance European capabilities to strengthen our defences, but equally were taking great 
care not to do anything which would cut across NATO, thereby weakening it. That was precisely 
what all fifteen ESDP partners had signed up to. Obviously we would look at the proposals which 
had been put forward yesterday. However, as the Prime Minister had pointed out on Monday, they 
were the views of four of fifteen EU member states. Any decisions or changes would have to be 
agreed at the European Council by unanimity. A number of issues contained in yesterday's statement 
repeated previously stated positions. There were other issues with which we did not instinctively 
agree - for example, the formation of a European Security and Defence union (ESDU). Obviously we 
supported practical co-operation between members states. However, we were not in favour of a self-
elected inner core with an organisation created for members who wanted to go faster. In answer to 
further questions, the PMOS took the opportunity to draw journalists' attention to comments made by 
other EU Foreign Ministers which supported the position we were taking. For example, the Spanish 
Foreign Minister had said yesterday that "European security and defence policy cannot be set by three 
or four member states". The Italian Foreign Minister had said on Monday that "If the embryo of 
increased military co-operation was developed in Brussels, I regard it with a very critical eye". The 
Portuguese Defence Minister had said, "With respect to military capacity, we and the generality of 
European nations are in favour of complementarity and not duplication of means with NATO". 
Yesterday's statement had talked about further central planning. In our view, there was already 
assured access to NATO planning through Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE). 
We were not clear what the purpose of duplicating such a planning centre would be. It seemed more 
sensible to us to put extra investment into increasing capabilities rather than another HQ.

Asked if the Prime Minister believed that France and Germany were taking the position they were 
taking on this matter in order to embarrass him, the PMOS said that it was perfectly reasonable for 
countries to meet up and discuss issues of mutual interest. However, the UK had been at the heart of 
the formulation of ESDP and would continue to be heavily involved. We were involved in the issue 
from a position of genuine strength. A meeting of four countries was not a substitute for decision-
making at the European Council. We were perfectly sanguine about people meeting up and 
expressing their views. Equally, however, we were entitled to express our own opinions regarding 
areas where we did not agree and would continue to do so.

Russia/Iraq/International Relations

Asked if the Prime Minister had been surprised at President Putin's treatment of him in Moscow 
yesterday, the PMOS said that the Prime Minister was perfectly relaxed and unfazed about yesterday. 
Given the significant differences within the international community regarding the issue of Iraq, it 
should come as no surprise that different leaders wanted to set out their differing views. We had no 
problem with that whatsoever. The PMOS said he would not dispute the fact that yesterday's joint 
press conference in Moscow was one of the more interesting ones he had sat through. However, it 
should be noted that the talks the Prime Minister had had privately with President Putin had been 
good. He pointed out that the last time the Prime Minister had visited the President in October 2002, 
the write-ups from the press conference at the time were, in many ways, of the same order as today, 
with journalists predicting that we wouldn't be able to reach agreement on Resolution 1441. Well we 
had, although he added that that was not to make any predictions at this point as to what might 
happen in the future regarding UN Resolutions. As the Prime Minister had said, we were seeking, 
through diplomatic conversations, to reach a point where the UN and Coalition were working in 
partnership on a post-Saddam Iraq and where neither was subservient to the other. President Bush 
himself had said that the UN should have a vital role to play in a post-conflict Iraq. We wanted that 
partnership to work. There was a deal to be done if people wanted to do it. However, as the Prime 
Minister had said in a briefing en route to Moscow yesterday, we were not going to engage in the 
diplomatic rigmarole of the type we had seen during the failed attempts to reach a second UN 
Resolution. We certainly had no intention of indulging in another diplomatic dance of the nine veils. 
If people wanted a deal on the issues, there was a deal to be done. Intensive dialogue would be taking 
place over the coming weeks through which we hoped an agreement could be reached. Through good 
will and common sense, we remained firmly of the view that a partnership could be found. We would 
have to see.

Put to him that yesterday's meeting in Brussels and the Prime Minister's visit to Moscow showed that 
the countries with which the UK had fallen out in the run-up to the Iraq conflict were far from being 
willing to 'repent' and that the fact that the Prime Minister was 'relaxed' and 'unfazed' about what had 
happened made him look complacent, the PMOS said that he would disagree. In the Commons debate 
on Iraq the day before the conflict had started, the Prime Minister had said that there were big geo-
political issues which the world needed to address. It should therefore come as no surprise that these 
issues were being ventilated in public. Over the next few weeks, important decisions would have to 
be taken and people would have to understand what was at stake. We hoped that agreement could be 
found on post-conflict issues. The Prime Minister believed that there was a deal which could be done. 
However, the reality on the ground was that there were around 250,000 Coalition forces inside Iraq. It 
was simply not possible - or practical - to expect them to hand over everything lock, stock and barrel 
to the UN. It was important for people to be patient and wait and see how these things were shaken 
out. For example, decisions would have to be taken about the issue of sanctions and Iraq. It was a 
bizarre argument that sanctions should remain when the regime had gone. Questioned further, the 
PMOS said that there would clearly need to be some straight-talking between global leaders in the 
weeks and months ahead. These issues would be addressed and shaken out. The Prime Minister had 
set out his thoughts on this matter very clearly. We were focussing our attention on post-conflict 
issues which we hoped could be dealt with and worked through together. Asked if the Prime Minister 
was concerned that the choices had not yet been made, the PMOS said that we would wait and see 
how matters progressed in the weeks to come. The Prime Minister had made very clear what he saw 
as the dangers of a multi-polar world and why he believed that a strategic partnership was the way 
forward. There was clearly a need for plain talking. The Prime Minister had made this clear. You 
could not do that and, when views were expressed, blanch when it happened. The Prime Minister had 
a good and mature relationship with President Putin. They were due to see each other in St 
Petersburg, then at the G8 Summit in France in June, after which the President would be making a 
State visit to the UK.

Middle East

Asked to confirm reports that the Middle East 'road map' would be published today, the PMOS said 
that the new Palestinian Cabinet was being sworn in today, following which the road map would be 
handed to the parties. It was not impossible that it would be published today. We would have to wait 
and see how things panned out. It went without saying that publication would be a significant 
moment to which the UK Government would doubtless wish to respond. As his colleague had 
underlined in yesterday's briefing, it was important to recognise that the road map was not the US's 
road map. It had been agreed by the Quartet compromising the EU, UN, Russia and the US.

Northern Ireland

Asked for a reaction to today's Times' report which had published details of leaked transcripts of 
conversations between Martin McGuinness and the Prime Minister's Chief of Staff, Jonathan Powell, 
and whether he would agree that they called into question Mr Powell's impartiality over Northern 
Ireland, the PMOS said that it wasn't our policy to comment on either intelligence issues or alleged 
leaked documents. The Government's energies, as ever, were focussed on trying to find a way 
forward on Northern Ireland. The Prime Minister was meeting David Trimble again later today as 
part of the ongoing contacts between the parties. As all the parties in Northern Ireland recognised, Mr 
Powell was someone who had put a huge amount of energy and effort into the process, along with 
other members of the British and Irish Governments. Asked if he would agree that the revelations 
were embarrassing given we were at such a critical stage in the process, the PMOS said that from the 
very outset everyone had been focussing their attention on trying to implement the Good Friday 
Agreement (GFA) in its entirety. That remained our focus. While we had made significant progress, 
'acts of completion' were still required.

Asked if a definitive statement on the status of the Assembly elections would be made, the PMOS 
said that May 29 was the date in the diary. There was no other date.

Iraq

Asked for a reaction to yesterday's incident in Falluja yesterday in which a number of Iraqis were 
reported to have been killed, the PMOS said that the matter was being looked into. He had nothing 
further to add to what had been said about this matter yesterday.

Foundation Hospitals

Asked how significant the Prime Minister believed the forthcoming vote on foundation hospitals to 
be, the PMOS said the Prime Minister believed passionately that, at a time when record resources 
were going into the NHS, that money had to be tied to reform. If reform was not allied to the 
additional investment, it was clear that the change which everyone wanted to see would not come 
about. The Prime Minister would continue to put the argument for this policy, which he believed was 
right. Foundation hospitals should also be seen alongside a range of other reforms to the health 
service, such as the extension of choice for cardiac patients, diagnostic and treatment centres and the 
expansion in the numbers of doctors and nurses. He was obviously very passionate about public 
service reform and, as he had said on Monday, he did not believe that now was the time to trim on 
reform. On the contrary - it was the time to push ahead.
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