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CHAPTER 1

A Fallen Dictatorship

For more than two decades, Iraq was a dictatorship 
under the control of Saddam Hussein. Brutal and 

egomaniacal, Saddam had long been an instigator 
of trouble in the Middle East. He was infamous for 
quelling uprisings by killing his own citizens with 
chemical weapons. Even so, going into the new 
millennium his hold on the country seemed 
unshakeable. But events nearly half a world away 
on September 11, 2001, would be the beginning of 
the end for his reign of terror.

It was a beautiful late summer morning in New 
York City, the kind that makes people gaze at the 
sky in contented appreciation. Around 8:45, two 
French brothers, Jules and Gedeon Naudet, were 
fi lming scenes on the streets of Manhattan for their 
documentary about a rookie city fi reman. Jules was 
with Fire Chief Joe Pfeiffer and some fi refi ghters 
who were checking out a suspected gas leak not far 
from the twin towers of the World Trade Center. As 
he held his camera, Jules heard a loud roar in the 
sky overhead. He instinctively turned the camera 
toward the sound.
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A Fallen Dictatorship

He was just in time to record American Airlines Flight 11 
crash into the World Trade Center’s North Tower between the 
94th and 98th fl oors. The impact tore a jagged, gaping hole in the 
building, shooting out balls of fl ames and debris. The shockwave 
shook the street like an earthquake.

As people across the United States and the world tuned to 
live news coverage of the burning tower, United Airlines Flight 
175 came into view. Traveling almost 600 miles per hour and 
banking sharply sideways, the plane sliced into the South Tower 
between the 78th and 85th fl oors. The resulting explosion blew 
debris as far as six blocks away.

About half an hour after the South Tower crash, American 
Airlines Flight 77 slammed into the Pentagon near Washington, 
DC. What would have been the fi nal assault, which authorities 
believe was intended to target either the Capitol Building or the 

Saddam Hussein was president of Iraq for more than two decades. He fl ed 
after the American-led invasion but was captured in December 2003. He 
was tried for crimes against humanity by the interim Iraqi government, 
found guilty, and executed by hanging on December 30, 2006, in Baghdad.
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White House, was averted when passengers on United Airlines 
Flight 93 fought back. The plane crashed into a fi eld in Somerset 
County, Pennsylvania.

By now it had become obvious that what had fi rst appeared 
to be a terrible accident was clearly an attack, with passenger 
airplanes the weapon of choice. Several newscasts suggested that 
Saudi Arabian militant Osama bin Laden—then still a generally 
obscure fi gure—and his Al-Qaeda terrorist organization might be 
behind the attacks. Over the next two days, 4,000 FBI agents were 
assembled to work on what became the most massive criminal 
investigation ever conducted in the United States. Not since the 
Japanese attack on the US Navy base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on 
December 7, 1941, had American security been so catastrophically 
breached. This time, the enemy wasn’t a well-defi ned country 
with an opposing political philosophy. It was a network of 
religious extremists that operated in a number of countries.

The fi rst country identifi ed as harboring Al-Qaeda was 
Afghanistan, which was ruled by the Islamic fundamentalist 
Taliban movement. So in October 2011, the United States-led 
bombing of Afghanistan, known as Operation Enduring Freedom, 
began. As President George W. Bush explained, “Today we focus 
on Afghanistan, but the battle is broader. Every nation has a 
choice to make. In this confl ict, there is no neutral ground. If any 
government sponsors the outlaws and killers of innocence, they 
have become outlaws and murderers themselves.”1 Coupled with 
ground operations spearheaded by US Special Forces, by 
December the Taliban had been removed from power and an 
interim government established in Afghanistan.

The fi rst Special Forces troops in Afghanistan used the latest 
high-tech devices to direct pinpoint air strikes against Taliban 
positions. Yet they rode horses—one of the oldest means of 
warfare—into battle.
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