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THE IRAN GAME
How will Tehran’s nuclear ambitions affect our budding partnership?

BY SEYMOUR M. HERSH

The Islamic Republic of Iran, depicted
by the State Department as one of the
world’s most active sponsors of state ter-
rorism, has also emerged as one of Amer-
ica’s newest—and most surprising—allies
in the war against Osama bin Laden and Al
Qaeda. Another new ally has been Russia.
And one of our oldest allies doesn’t like it.

On October 24th, more than two weeks
after the American air war began, Israel
sent a government delegation to Washing-
ton for official talks. The delegation in-
cluded Gideon Frank, the director-general
of the Israeli Atomic Energy Commission,
and Major General Uzi Dayan, the head of
Israel’s National Security Council, and its
purpose was to warn the Americans, not
for the first time, about new evidence of
Iran’s efforts to become, with Russia’s
help, the world’s next nuclear power.

The Israeli message, as a participant
summarized it, was characteristically
blunt: the Iranian atomic-bomb program
was making rapid progress, and something
had to be done about it. As far as the Israe-
lis were concerned, this meant that the
Bush Administration should put Russia’s
support for Iran at the top of its foreign-
policy agenda.

The warning poses a dilemma for the
Bush Administration. Iran, which is pre-
dominantly Shiite, and has long-standing
religious and political ties to Afghanistan
(the Afghan population is about one-sixth
Shiite), has offered to let American search-
and-rescue helicopters stage operations
from bases on its soil and has relayed sen-
sitive intelligence from Afghanistan to the
United States. According to one former

American intelligence official, Ismail
Khan, the Northern Alliance leader whose
troops reclaimed the western city of Herat,
is known to have been a covert asset of
Iran’s two intelligence services, the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and the
Ministry of Intelligence and Security. Both
organizations have been avowedly anti-
American since the seizure of the Ameri-
can Embassy in Tehran, in 1979, and their
collaboration with the American war effort
is seen as striking evidence of a larger shift
toward moderation.

Since the terrorist attacks of September
11th, President Mohammad Khatami of
Iran, a reformer who is seeking to improve
relations with Washington, has repeatedly
criticized bin Laden’s interpretation of Is-
lam and said that if the Palestinian people
chose to recognize Israel’s right to exist
Iran would respect their wishes. The
American intelligence community, how-
ever, is unsure of the extent of Khatami’s
independence from Iran’s conservative re-
ligious leaders. The mullahs remain in con-
trol of the country’s intelligence services,
which finance and work closely with
Hezbollah and other terrorist organizations
that operate inside Israel.

Iran’s secret push for the bomb and the
support it has received from Russia are be-
ing closely monitored by American intelli-
gence agencies, and American and Israeli
officials have been meeting in secret since
the mid-nineteen-nineties to share infor-
mation on the nuclear program. (Israel has
had a nuclear arsenal for decades, although
it has never publicly acknowledged this.)

Iran has always denied that it is trying
to build a bomb. (“I hate this weapon,”
President Hashemi Rafsanjani, Khatami’s
predecessor, told “60 Minutes” in 1997.)
Nonetheless, many American and Israeli
intelligence officials estimate that Iran is
only three to five years away from having
launchable warheads. The immediate
question is whether the country has passed
the point of no return—the point where its
domestic capability can no longer be de-
railed by export controls or interdiction of
potential suppliers. “They’re closer to that
point than we should be comfortable
about—and the fact that we can’t pin it
down also makes me uncomfortable,” one
American intelligence officer told me. For
now, intelligence officials believe, Iran’s
biggest hurdle is the laborious process of
producing weapons-grade material. How-
ever, if Iran somehow managed to acquire
fissile material on the Russian black mar-
ket, all the careful American and Israeli in-
telligence estimates would be irrelevant.

Following the pattern set by Pakistan—
another American ally in the war against
the Taliban—Iran established a maze of
covert companies to conceal its nuclear
program. In the last two years, according to
a former senior Pentagon official, intelli-
gence services have observed “extensive
digging” in Iran as nuclear engineers
rushed to construct hidden production fa-
cilities. “We know that they’re going deep
and clandestine,” the former official said.
An Israeli official confirmed that the hid-
den sites “are spread all around the coun-
try.” The Iranians apparently hope to
minimize the potential damage from what
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another American intelligence official
called “the Israeli version of counterprolif-
eration"—a preëmptive air strike. (In
1981, the Israeli Air Force attacked and de-
stroyed a new Iraqi reactor a few months
before it was scheduled to come on line.)

A European diplomat who has under-
taken sensitive United Nations assign-
ments in Iran for the past two decades
called Iran’s push for the bomb “contradic-
tory behavior.” He said, “This is the time
to call their bluff. This is a time for the U.S.
to really make or break it with Iran.”

Iran began its pursuit of nuclear weapons
in the mid-nineteen-seventies, when Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, flush with oil
money, ambition, and American support,
set up the Atomic Energy Organization of
Iran and announced that his kingdom
would construct twenty-three nuclear
power reactors. The Shah invested an esti-
mated six billion dollars in nuclear
projects, and Siemens, the West German
conglomerate, completed more than half
the construction needed for the installation
of two reactors at Bushehr, near the Per-
sian Gulf. Thousands of Iranians were
abroad, studying physics and related sub-
jects. American intelligence reports indi-
cated that the Shah also planned to build a
nuclear bomb; a nuclear-weapons design
team had been set up, and covert efforts
were made to acquire the materials and
know-how necessary to produce weapons.

This effort came to an abrupt end in
1979, when the Shah was overthrown. The
government was, eventually, taken over by
the Provisional Revolutionary Govern-
ment, headed by Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini. In “Going Nuclear,” a 1987
study of the spread of nuclear weapons, the
proliferation expert Leonard S. Spector
noted presciently that if American policy-
makers had understood more about the
power of Muslim fundamentalism and
anti-American sentiment in Iran they
might have acted more aggressively to
keep the Shah’s nuclear assets out of the
new government’s hands. Nonetheless,
throughout the nineteen-eighties there
seemed to be little reason for official con-
cern, as Iran and Iraq fought a devastating
war that weakened both. Iran’s nuclear
programs were essentially shut down, and
the half-completed buildings at Bushehr
were badly damaged in an Iraqi bombing
raid.

The war ended in 1988, with Iran’s de-
feat. The ruling mullahs turned once again
to West Germany and Siemens, but the

German government, under pressure from
Washington—“Death to America” was
still the Iranian rallying cry—decided to
end its nuclear involvement in Iran. At the
time, Iran and the Soviet Union’s mutual
antagonism to the United States did not
translate into a close relationship with each
other. During the Iran-Iraq war, the Soviet
Union—which shared a twelve-hundred-
mile border with Iran—had been Iraq’s
main supporter and its most important
arms supplier. After Ayatollah Khomeini’s
death, in 1989, however, the Iranian reli-
gious leadership turned for help to China
and also, in a major geopolitical shift, the
Soviet Union, and signed a comprehensive
arms and trade agreement with the Soviets
that included coöperation on the “peaceful
uses of atomic energy.” The new alliance
fit Moscow’s needs well, coming when the
Soviet Union was in the final stages of im-
perial and economic collapse.

The Yeltsin government agreed to re-
build Iran’s bombed-out facilities at
Bushehr, and, in 1995, the two countries
signed an eight-hundred-million-dollar
contract under which the Russians would
help install a powerful reactor there, to be
run by a Russian-Iranian team. Since then,
a vast complex of buildings has been con-
structed at the site. Russia also began a
training program for Iranian physicists and
technicians, and set up clinics on how to
operate a nuclear power plant.

Intelligence officials told me, however,
that Iran’s most important nuclear produc-
tion facilities are not at Bushehr, which is
open to international inspection by the Vi-
enna-based International Atomic Energy
Agency, but scattered throughout the
country, at clandestine sites, under military
control. The clandestine facilities have not
been “declared"—that is, they are not sub-
ject to I.A.E.A. inspection. One important
hidden site is believed to be at the Sharif
University of Technology, in Tehran,
which allegedly serves as a procurement
front and research center for the bomb pro-
gram. An American officer who has
worked closely with Israeli intelligence
told me that at one point in the early nine-
ties the Israelis traced a flow of illicit high-
tech materials from German manufacturers
to Iran, and determined that Sharif was—
as he put it—"the secret place.”

More troubling intelligence came in the
late nineties, when it was learned from sen-
sitive sources that Dr. Abdul Qadeer Khan,
who directed the Pakistani nuclear pro-
gram from the nineteen-seventies until his
retirement, earlier this year, made at least
one secret visit to an Iranian nuclear facil-

ity. (He often travelled in disguise on such
trips.) Khan is known to many in Pakistan
as the father of the Pakistani bomb—a trib-
ute to his ingenuity when, after secretly
procuring plans for sophisticated gas cen-
trifuges from Europe in the nineteen-sev-
enties, he had his laboratories producing
weapons-grade uranium by the mid-eight-
ies. Khan was under American surveil-
lance because he had made clandestine
visits to North Korea. American officials
believe that he brought no actual materials
with him to Iran—just his years of hands-
on experience in bomb-making. “This guy
moves around,” one American intelligence
official said of Khan. “He’s in bad places
at bad times.”

The initial focus of American and Israeli
intelligence was less on Iran’s progress in
building the bomb than on what Iran might
be able to buy ready-made from Russia.
After the breakup of the Soviet Union, in
1991, Russian military officers, whose
forces were starved for cash, sometimes
proved willing to sell off weapons, includ-
ing missiles, to almost anyone. Economic
despair also struck Russia’s Ministry of
Atomic Energy, known as Minatom, the
huge enterprise that ran the ten closed nu-
clear cities where, during the Cold War,
nuclear warheads were fabricated and
weapons-grade uranium and plutonium—
more than a thousand tons—were pro-
duced. Minatom was responsible for main-
taining and, later, dismantling Russia’s
huge arsenal of nuclear weapons. But by
1998 the Russian government was funding
only about twenty per cent of Minatom’s
operating expenses, and thousands of sci-
entists and technicians in the closed cities
were going unpaid for months at a time.
Russian mobsters, taking advantage of the
poverty and disarray of post-Soviet Russia,
got into the business of buying military
equipment and selling it to third parties.

For many in Russia’s military-indus-
trial complex, these off-the-books deals
are windfalls. “They make money—a lot
of money,” a former American intelligence
officer explained. The military leadership,
he said, is filled with generals carrying old
resentments—“a bunch of unreconstructed
assholes who don’t understand that the
Cold War is over.” He went on, “If you’re
an unreconstructed Russian general who
thinks all evil begins and ends with the
United States, you help out a regional
friend. The military was a state within a
state under Yeltsin. The biggest problem
facing the new guy”—Vladimir Putin, who
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replaced Yeltsin at the end of 1999—"is
how to get control of the military.”

Iran is believed to have made a serious
effort in the early nineteen-nineties to buy
specialized materials for nuclear weapons
from a factory in newly independent Ka-
zakhstan. According to William Courtney,
who was the first American Ambassador to
Kazakhstan, a team of American weapons
experts from the United States Embassy
and the Oak Ridge National Laboratory in-
advertently stumbled onto the planned deal
in 1994, when they were called to the fac-
tory to inspect a cache of highly enriched
uranium that Kazakhstan had offered for
sale to the United States. The uranium,
Courtney recalled, was to be made into
fuel rods for the reactors in Soviet nuclear
submarines but had been “left behind”
when the Soviet Union collapsed. “The So-
viets just forgot about it,” Courtney said.
Along with the uranium, the experts found
piles of packaged materials marked for
shipment to Iran. Courtney explained that
the Kazakhstanis later acknowledged that
the Iranians had approached them about
buying the goods, but claimed that they
had decided against making the deal.
Whatever the truth, the discovery height-
ened American eagerness to get all the ma-
terials out of Kazakhstan, and, in a
clandestine operation, the uranium was
turned over to the United States for a larger
share of foreign aid.

Another American intelligence official
offered a cynical view of the Russians.
“They have real disdain for the indigenous
capability of the Iranians,” the official
said, adding that by the early nineties the
Russians were reasoning that the Iranian
program, which was then headed by a bu-
reaucrat, was poorly run, and that any sale
of high-tech equipment was unlikely to
lead anywhere. “Four lab assistants were
running the program, and they were all
dropouts from Florida State,” a C.I.A. op-
erative joked. In 1997, however, after
Khatami was elected President, the Iranian
operation was put under the aegis of
Gholamreza Aghazadeh, a former oil min-
ister who also served as Khatami’s Vice-
President. “It’s better now—more fo-
cussed and moving ahead,” the intelli-
gence official told me.

In June of 1995, Vice-President Al
Gore visited Moscow and negotiated an
agreement with Viktor S. Chernomyrdin,
the Russian Prime Minister. The pact pro-
tected Russia from economic sanctions in
return for a pledge that Moscow would
cease all deliveries of conventional arms to
Iran by the end of 1999. There was also a

personal pledge, an aide who was involved
told me, from President Yeltsin to President
Clinton assuring him that the Russians
would not provide sensitive nuclear tech-
nology to Iran. The Russian promise proved
to be meaningless: Russia’s support for
Iran, both overt and covert, continued.

Soon afterward, the United States and Is-
rael began holding meetings to discuss the
Iranian nuclear threat and other security is-
sues. The American team was headed by
Leon Fuerth, the national-security adviser
to Vice-President Gore. The Israeli delega-
tion was usually led by a policy adviser
from the Prime Minister’s office, and al-
ways included one or two military-intelli-
gence officers.

The Israelis continued to produce what
they insisted was solid evidence of Russian
complicity in the Iranian missile and nu-
clear program. In one case, Israeli and
American intelligence agencies tracked the
activities of a Russian military team as it
took control of a mothballed production
facility that made SS-4 missiles, which are
capable of carrying nuclear warheads
twelve hundred and fifty miles, and
shipped it, “piece by piece,” as one
former American intelligence officer put
it, to Iran. Chernomyrdin subsequently de-
nied that Moscow had authorized the ship-
ment. (According to a 1999 report in
Jane’s Defence Weekly, an upgraded ver-
sion of the SS-4 missile, known as the She-
hab 4, was being developed as part of the
Iranian arsenal.)

The American meetings with the Israe-
lis were often tense. The Israeli delegation
was unsparing in its criticism of the Rus-
sians and in its insistence that the United
States put more pressure on Moscow to cut
off the supply route to Iran. The Clinton
Administration, according to the Israelis,
persisted in viewing Russia’s ties to Iran as
a mere by-product of corruption, greed,
and lack of state control in a collapsing
economy; the Israelis argued instead that
the nuclear sales were part of a larger Rus-
sian strategy to begin regaining super-
power status and to enlist Iran’s assistance
in dealing with the export of Islamic funda-
mentalism.

“From the start, the Israelis took the
view that Russia must want Iran to have a
long-range-missile capability,” a former
State Department official told me. “Other-
wise, why not stop it?” He went on to say,
however, that “over time the Israelis began
to see just how screwed up the Russians’
controls were.” Nonetheless, “the Israelis

were almost shrill. The implication was
‘You Americans have other fish to fry with
the Russians, and are not giving enough at-
tention to our security requirements.’”

Throughout its second term, the Clinton
Administration continued to emphasize
publicly the threat posed by Saddam Hus-
sein’s regime in Iraq—an emphasis that
tended to take the pressure off Iran. “It was
always a question of priority,” a former
Pentagon official recalled. “NATO expan-
sion was a more important issue, and there
was Bosnia, Kosovo, and Chechnya.”

In Leon Fuerth’s White House office,
meanwhile, there were some small suc-
cesses in the struggle to contain Russian
greed and prevent Iran from getting the
atomic bomb. With help from the Mossad,
the Israeli intelligence agency, U.S. offi-
cials isolated a group of private companies
in Germany, Ukraine, and the Czech Re-
public that were willing to sell nuclear
technology to questionable customers, and
persuaded them to discontinue their Ira-
nian contacts. Other potential trading part-
ners were discouraged from doing
business with Iran through diplomatic ini-
tiatives, economic sanctions or aid, and po-
litical arm-twisting. Putin responded to
American pressure and changed the lead-
ership of the still troubled Minatom. But
by the end of the decade the average pay
for skilled scientists in Minatom had di-
minished to subsistence levels—hardly a
deterrent to the sale of fissile material that
could end up on the international black
market.

George W. Bush’s election, last year,
led to a suspension of the meetings regard-
ing Iran between the United States and Is-
raeli officials. One former official
explained that both sides had been reluc-
tant to continue them. “When Bush took
over, it dropped off the White House radar
screen,” the former official said. “And the
Israelis really didn’t push it with the new
guys. Part of it may have been that the new
guys needed time. And part of it may have
been the intifada”—the renewed guerrilla
war between Israel and the Palestinians.
Another official said that the Israelis sim-
ply “pulled their punches” in the early days
of the Bush Presidency. (As it happens, the
Bush Administration’s 2002 budget pro-
posal called for dramatically reducing the
outgoing Clinton Administration’s alloca-
tion for programs aimed at safeguarding
the Russian nuclear stockpile.)

One factor was the Bush Administra-
tion’s determination to persuade Putin to
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drop the 1972 anti-ballistic-missile treaty
and join Washington in constructing a
worldwide missile-defense system. Fur-
thermore, a former Pentagon official
noted, many in Russia believed that “Iran
was going to get there anyway”—develop
a bomb—“with North Korean or Chinese
help. Why, then, invest a huge effort when
it would secure Russian interests to be
friendly with Iran? It wasn’t clear that
changing Russian behavior would change
the Iranian program.”

In the past year, according to American
officials, Israel assembled evidence show-
ing that at least two Russian export compa-
nies have continued illicit shipments to
Iran of highly specialized aluminum and
steel products that are essential for the as-
sembly and operation of centrifuges. Ariel
Sharon, the Israeli Prime Minister, appar-
ently decided on a two-pronged approach:
the formal talks with Washington would be
renewed and reënergized, if possible, and
Sharon himself would fly to Moscow and
confront Putin with new evidence of Rus-
sian complicity.

According to Israeli officials, Sharon
met with Putin in early September, a few
days before the terrorist attacks in New
York and Washington, and turned over ex-
plicit information on the private Russian
sale of nuclear-related materials to Iran.
Initially, the Russian government insisted
that the materials were for ordinary indus-
trial use, but it promised to investigate the
matter. One Israeli official told me, “The
Russians, after checking, got back to us
and you”—Israel and the United States—
“and said, ‘This was stopped.’ We knew it
wasn’t stopped, and that the materials
reached Tehran. We also know that Putin
was lied to.” The Israelis remain hopeful
about future relations with Putin, who has
spoken warmly about the one million Rus-
sian Jews living in Israel. An Israeli offi-
cial told me, “Sharon, in his meetings with
Putin, made it clear that this”—the Iranian
bomb—“was an existential issue for Israel.
Putin understands it, but he doesn’t think
the Iranians are up to it.” Meanwhile, he
added, hundreds of Iranians are continuing
to get advanced training in missile- and nu-
clear-production technology at Russian in-
stitutions.

The Israelis returned to Washington in
October with a delegation that included
Dan Meridor, Minister Without Portfolio,
along with Gideon Frank and Major Gen-
eral Dayan. Their contact was no longer
Fuerth but John Bolton, the Under-Secre-
tary of State for Arms Control and Interna-
tional Security. The Israelis found
Washington preoccupied with Iraq, with
the coming war against Osama bin Laden
and the Taliban, and with its newfound al-
lies in the war against terrorism. Nearly a
dozen Iranian diplomats were assassinated
in Mazar-e-Sharif by the Taliban in 1998,
two years after they seized power there,
and Iran was eager to protect its political
interests—and its borders. Pakistan,
widely believed to have provided Iran with
essential data on bomb design, was sud-
denly America’s most important ally in
South Asia, and the best rewarded finan-
cially. And Putin joined British Prime
Minister Tony Blair in providing repeated
public endorsements of the Administra-
tion’s tactics and repeated public praise for
President Bush.

One former U.S. intelligence official
said that the Israelis had come to Washing-
ton to renew their warnings about the Ira-
nian bomb, in part, because they “think it’s
the only way they’re going to get any-
body’s attention in the Bush Administra-
tion.” The Administration’s intelligence
relationship with Iran was reminiscent, he
added, of America’s decision to side with
Iraq during the Iran-Iraq war. “We gave
the Iraqis intelligence support, and look at
the monster we created there. Today, we’re
being led down the same path in Iran.”
Even Israel’s most skeptical critics in the
American intelligence community—and
there are many—now acknowledge that
there is a serious problem.

In formal evaluations, the American in-
telligence community lists Iran as posing a
more immediate nuclear-proliferation
threat than Iraq. “Everyone knows that Iran
is the next one to proliferate—to possess a
nuclear weapon,” an American nuclear-in-
telligence analyst told me. “Iran has been
the No. 1 concern about who’s next for the
last couple of years at the highest level of
the government.” He pointed out that, after

the Gulf War, the much criticized United
Nations inspection program had “shut
down Iraq’s nuclear program to a large
extent.” The Iraqis, he went on, “have the
knowledge—they could very quickly get
back up to speed, but the international
community isn’t letting them do that.
They’re not as far along as Iran.” Iran’s
drive for the bomb, he said, “is not going
to be resolved by export controls and di-
plomacy.”

The Bush Administration continues to
concentrate on the threat posed by Saddam
Hussein’s Iraq. “It’s more important to
deal with Iraq than with Iran, because
there’s nothing going on in Iraq that’s go-
ing to get better,” a senior Administration
strategist told me. “In Iran, the people are
openly defying the government. There’s
some hope that Iran will get better. But
there’s nothing in Iraq that gives you any
hope, because Saddam rules so ruthlessly.
What will we do if he provides anthrax to
four guys in Al Qaeda?” He said, “If Iraq is
out of the picture, we will concentrate on
Iran in an entirely different way.”

Iran’s help in the war in Afghanistan,
and many of its internal developments—
from growing discontent with religious
strictures to the increasing participation of
women in political life—are encouraging
to U.S. officials. But, one American offi-
cial told me, it is also understood in Wash-
ington that Iran will continue to pursue the
bomb, and that Russia will continue to
help. “Even if Thomas Jefferson became
President, Iran is going to go nuclear,” he
said.

Some Israeli officials privately ac-
knowledge that the extent of the Bush Ad-
ministration’s resolve in derailing the
Iranian effort to build a bomb will be tied
to the progress and outcome of the war on
terrorism. “It’s going to depend on how
much success you have with Osama bin
Laden,” one Israeli official said. “If the ter-
ror continues, there is no alternative for the
U.S. but to go to Iran for help.” An Amer-
ican four-star general depicted the issue of
priorities in more graphic terms. “We’ll
tell the Pakistanis and the Russians to back
off their help for Iran’s bomb,” he said,
“but that’s Chapter 2, after we put our
boy”—bin Laden—“in a body bag.”

From the New Yorker, December 3, 2001, pp. 42-50. © 2001 by Seymour M. Hersh. Reprinted by
permission.
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