
The following is excerpted from SHAHIDA, by Ron Edwards (Chapter 2, Profile 2) 

 

 

Iran-Contra (-Iraq-Israel) 

 

We shred every day. 

 

Fawn Hall’s reply to Jay Stephens of the White House counsels office, as coached by Thomas Green, 

defense lawyer for Lt. Colonel Oliver North, November 27, 1986 

  

Here’s a good look at one of Espionage’s Greatest Hits, which includes Lebanon and Beirut in the perfect 

way to show how such people and activities can become part of the story in playing SHAHIDA, not the 

least because the schemes are often hare-brained and improvised. 

 

Walk back with me to the early days of Ronald Reagan’s first term as president, whose administration 

was loaded with a number of determined individuals, many with friends in various espionage and covert 

operations agencies across several nations. Events in Lebanon were proving difficult for many of these 

individuals and for the administration as a whole. U.S. intervention in the civil war had gone very badly 

for them, including the destruction of the U.S. embassy, the CIA base and the Marine base in 1983. 

Americans were being kidnapped in Lebanon, including journalists and intelligence officers. Unlike the 

1979 hostage crisis in Iran, the events were typically individual kidnappings and only tenuously linked to 

any given political group. Given that the Reagan administration’s electoral success had relied heavily on 

the Iranian hostage crisis, failing to recover these hostages – or as in the case of CIA officer William 

Buckley, only recovering his remains –was becoming politically embarrassing. 

 

Revolutions were also embarrassing the administration, specifically that the Iranian Revolution did not 

seem to be going away,  nor was the new Sandinista government in Nicaragua. To the persons I’m talking 

about, these events were not only economically or politically undesirable, but disastrous at a cosmic scale, 

representing “defeats for America” that could not be tolerated. Therefore they were determined to achieve 

several policy goals at once, in a bravura display of covert operations, meaning a full dose of the wishful 

thinking, career advancement, and borderline schizophrenia that characterizes that activity. 

 

 Get money and arms to the Nicaraguan contras, bands of former security and military personnel from 

the recently overthrown Somoza government, notable for their willingness to kill and mutilate civilian 

supporters of the new Sandinista government. The problems here included (i) acquiring the funds and 

weaponry in the first place, (ii) transporting and supplying them, and most vexingly, (iii) vocal U.S. 

public opposition to such support and the two legislative Boland Amendments forbidding any such 

thing, in any way, at any time. 

 Increase devastation to both sides in Iran-Iraq war by supplying weaponry. The problem in this case 

included the Reagan administration’s own arms embargo against Iran, which is to say, helping a 

nation one had sworn with great verve never to help, a popular position with the administration’s 

current voting base. 

 Get American hostages released from Lebanese militias. The problems here? No imaginable reason 

for the militias to do so, and the Reagan administration’s own diplomatic freeze toward Iran (deemed 

to be the best contact with the militias), again pitting a desired action against the desired public 

image.   

 

Back in the old days of Operation Rollback, none of this would be a problem, as the CIA’s Office of 

Plans would simply have used non-assigned funds looted from the U.S. Treasury and conducted the 

whole thing in-house – especially since the said Office was not actually part of the official CIA until 



1958, providing then-effective cover for official denials. But now it was the 1980s, and all such activities 

had come under public scrutiny from a post-Nixon legislature, themselves in no mood to truckle to claims 

of executive privilege. Smirking and citing “national security” was no longer an option. Therefore … 

 
Let me try to unpack this mess. The persons involved acquired money by importing crack cocaine, 

effectively invented at this time, bypassing the DEA and other enforcement with CIA security and 

transport. Money was either diverted to the Nicaraguan contras directly, or shifted to the other side of the 

diagram, along with weaponry, to give to Iranian officials in hopes they would negotiate the release of 

American hostages in Lebanon. The Israeli administration’s role as cut-out applied to the first stages of 

the arms-for-hostages trade; later, the contact between American and Iranian officials was more direct. 

 

Every black arrow in the diagram bypasssed legal and administrative mechanisms and, after the inevitable 

screw-ups and leaks, was also denied by knowledgeable persons when information was demanded by 

investigators or Congress. 

 

Pity the poor conspirators, who had to deal with many obstacles presented by the real world to bedevil 

their Swiss watch of a plan. 

 

 The contras were roundly and incontrovertibly denounced by every observing organization as 

particularly savage, despicable murderers and torturers. Their very existence relied upon previous 

funding and arming from U.S. sources. The U.S. Congress’ two Boland Amendments (1982-1984) 

forbade any support to them of any kind.  

 DEA officers and administrators swiftly realized that egregious amounts of cocaine were being 

bought in Bolivia and Colombia, then delivered to the U.S. under CIA protection; their efforts to 

expose and prevent this activity (i.e., doing their job) ignited a storm of clandestine office battles 

across the U.S. intelligence community. 

 The post-revolutionary government in Iran was hardly a seamless, unified policy community, and 

those who acquired the weaponry from the U.S. could easily find themselves censured for colluding 

with the Great Satan. 

 No consistent, direct links existed between kidnappers in Lebanon and anyone in Iran. The former 

were sometimes backyard conspirators who had no idea how to collect ransom, even sometimes 

resorting to murdering their captives in desperation. It’s also likely that some of the groups 

demanding ransom were capitalizing on Americans who were already kidnapped and killed by others. 

 

Before going into the details, let’s check out the balance sheet. The Central American scheme was briefly 

carried out: the contras received considerable aid, especially Redeye missiles, through the clandestine air 

traffic, and they wreaked considerable havoc upon the population and economy of Nicaragua. When U.S. 
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support finally vanished once it was exposed in 1987, the contras’ effectiveness disappeared, as they had 

virtually no domestic support, and they were demobilized in 1989. The Iranian-Lebanese scheme was 

even less successful. Over two thousand TOWs (tube-launched, optically tracked, wire-guided missiles) 

and spare parts for HAWK missiles were delivered from U.S. control to Iran. In total, three (3) hostages 

were released from Lebanese militias, but three more were immediately taken. 

 

Here are some of the American participants. 

 

 William Casey – Director of the CIA, at that time synonymous with Deputy Director of Intelligence 

and with official advisor status to the National Security Council; diagnosed with brain cancer in 1986, 

hospitalized just prior to scheduled testimony regarding Iran-Contra; died May 1987, the same month 

congressional hearings into the Iran-Contra affair began. 

 Caspar Weinberger – Secretary of Defense, colluded in transfer of TOW anti-tank missiles to Iran; 

resigned upon disclosure; found guilty by grand jury on two counts of perjury and one of obstruction 

of justice; pardoned prior to trial by President George H. W. Bush during the latter president’s lame-

duck period in December 1992. 

 Robert MacFarlane – National Security Advisor, urged President Reagan to supply arms to Iran for 

money to be sent to the contras; resigned December 1985; attempted suicide in February 1987; 

pleaded guilty to four counts of withholding information from Congress; pardoned by President 

George H. W. Bush during the latter president’s lame-duck period in December 1992. 

 John Poindexter – replaced MacFarlane as National Security Advisor, participated in direct arms sales 

to Iran via Ghorbanifar, found guilty by grand jury, reversed on appeal. 

 Robert Gates – Deputy CIA Director under Casey, possibly oversaw and organized weapons transfer 

to Iraq and to Iran; denied allegations during investigations and was not indicted, but criticisms by 

Judge Lawrence Walsh, interviews and writings by Israeli Aman officer Ari Ben-Menashe, a 1995 

affadavit by former National Security Council aide Howard Teicher, and other sources implicate him 

in detail. 

 Clair George – Deputy Director of Operations in Casey’s CIA; “found guilty” in 1991 on nine counts 

related to the clandestine activities and also lying to Congress about CIA involvement, but never 

convicted; pardoned by President George H. W. Bush in December 1992. If you can explain how 

someone can be “found guilty” but not convicted, or how a pardon applies to someone who wasn’t 

convicted, please let me know. 

 Alan Fiers – head of the CIA’s Central American Task Force, pleaded guilty to two counts of 

withholding information from Congress, sentenced to one year of probation and 100 hours of 

community service; he was pardoned by President George H. W. Bush in 1992. 

 Duane “Dewey” Clarridge – career CIA operations officer, instrumental in arms transfer to the 

contras and alleged to have planned the mining of harbors in Nicaragua. Indicted on seven counts of 

perjury and false statements; pardoned by President George H. W. Bush prior to the conclusion of the 

trial. 

 Lt. Colonel Oliver North – indicted on 16 counts, found guilty on three minor counts, reversed on 

appeal, and the U.S. Supreme Court declined to review the case. According to North’s testimony, 

John Poindexter destroyed the evidence that a presidential finding had authorized weapons shipments 

to Iran. 

 Michael Ledeen – consultant to Robert MacFarlane, liaison with Ghorbanifar, primary contact and 

middleman among CIA officials, Iranian officials, and Israeli officials including Prime Minister 

Shimon Peres; also, possible liaison between French administration and Iranian administration. 

 Elliott Abrams – during the time described here, the Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights 

and Humanitarian Affairs, the Assistant Secretary for Inter-American Affairs; avoided multiple 

felony counts through plea bargaining, convicted in 1988 on two misdemeanor counts of withholding 

information and sentenced to two years probation, $50 in fines, and 100 hours of community service; 



pardoned by President George H. W. Bush in 1992. He also served in that administration as special 

assistant to the National Security Council regarding democracy, human rights, and international 

operations. His continued policy role in and out of the U.S. government is out of the scope of this 

book.  

 Major General Richard Secord (retired) – former head of Military Assistance Advisory Group, active 

in Iran-based ELINT operations against the Soviet Union in the 1970s while George H. W. Bush was 

director of the CIA; through his company Enterprise, sponsored and oversaw transfers of arms to the 

contras via an airbase in El Salvador; connected in this operation to Felix Rodriguez, a Cuban exile 

long associated with the CIA; convicted in 1988 for involvement in the scandal, but the decision was 

overturned on a technicality in 1990. 

 Albert Hakim – Iranian-American technologies importer; participated in espionage operations with 

Richard Secord; moved from Iran to the U.S. during the Iranian Revolution; through his company 

Stanford Technology Trading Group International, also with Secord, provided arms to the contras; 

charged with five felonies but plea-bargained to guilty of a misdemeanor. 

 Manucher Ghorbanifar – Iranian arms dealer and sometime liaison between U.S., Israeli, and Iranian 

officials, judged to be a fabricator of intelligence by both CIA analysists in 1984 and by Iranian 

officials. 

 

Media coverage of the scandal began with the Lebanese magazine Ash-Shiraa (alternative: Al-Shiraa) 

based on a leak from Mehdi Hashemi (see below), and further stories by Robert Parry and eventually 

televised testimony introduced many interesting people and events to the U.S. audience. 

 

 Mehdi Hashemi – Iranian cleric and senior official of the Iran Revolutionary Guards; directly 

engaged in spreading the revolution to other Shi’a communities including those in Lebanon; praised 

as religious hero at the outset of the Khomeini regime (1980); opposed Iranian administrative 

negotiations with McFarlane; executed by Special Clerical Court decision in 1987 with elaborate 

denials that it had anything to do with that opposition.  

 Eugene Hasenfus – the pilot of an aircraft downed over Nicaragua, full of arms for the contras, 

claiming CIA protection and naming two of his co-workers as agents; sentenced to 25 years 

imprisonment by the Nicaraguan government, released in 1986 through U.S. senatorial request. 

 Fawn Hall – secretary to Lt. Colonel Oliver North, shredded considerable documentation of his 

activity as White House Staff member, testified to these actions and to other cover-up activity in 

exchange for immunity from prosecution 

 Carl Channell – fundraiser for conservative U.S. organizations; pleaded guilty to tax fraud and given 

two years probation. 

 William Colby – Former CIA Director; died in an apparent boating accident in 1996; his death is a 

frequent topic of controversy due to his criticism of Iran-Contra conspirators.  

 Richard Miller – public relations executive, used tax-deductible contributions to pay for contra 

weapons; sentenced to two years probation and 120 hours of community service. 

 Ronald Reagan – U.S. President from 1980-1988; approval rating underwent a record drop (67% to 

46%) when the scandal came to public attention; testified to the Tower Commision in 1986 that he 

could not remember whether he authorized arms trade to Iran via Israel. 

 George H. W. Bush – U.S. Vice-President and former CIA Director, U.S. President from 1988-1992; 

eventually stated, “I went along with it.” 

 

In summary, this scheme is best described as policy without brains, without accountability, and with the 

maximum negative effects on subsequent international relations.  

 

[from the references section] 



Books about the Iran-Contra scandal are legion, but it’s wise to consider who the author is, or which 

particular insider he or she may be interested in whitewashing. One’s personal version of the events and 

their outcomes is something of a litmus test in policy circles. Crazy and conspiratorial as my presentation 

may seem, it’s actually limited to verified accounts and testimony. If you want to move into murkier 

waters, read about earlier and possibly formative organizations like Operation Watchtower and the Nugan 

Hand Bank, or about the connections among Nazi war criminals, the 1980 Cocaine Coup in Bolivia, and 

the Unification Church, commonly known as the Moonies. 

 

Also, investigations and prosecutions in the late 1980s concerning the arms-for-hostages side of the issue 

were limited to 1985-1986 and were kept strictly separate from investigations into the cocaine traffic and 

financing. The latter investigations were strictly limited to individual contras and did not address the 

large-scale issues of money transfer or the role of the CIA and U.S. administration officials in the arms-

for-hostages scheme. 

 

The primary journalist reading includes Robert Parry, Lost History; Jonathan Kwitny, The Crimes of 

Patriots; Scott Ritter, Target Iran; Gary Webb, Dark Alliance; Michael Levine and Laura Kavanau-

Levine, The Big White Lie; Alexander Cockburn and Jeffrey St. Clair, Whiteout; Bob Woodward, Veil; 

Ari Ben-Menache, Profits of War; William S. Cohen and George S. Mitchell, Men of Zeal; and Roy 

Gutman, Banana Diplomacy. The publications are not limited to outrage and exposure, either: you can 

read North’s string of books on the subject, or Michael Ledeen’s Perilous Statecraft, if you want to. 

 


