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When, to her surprise, Hillary Clin-
ton was installed as Secretary of State by 
Barack Obama, the most frustrating prob-

lem with which she had to deal was that of Pakistan.
In 1995 Hillary had made a visit to Pakistan as First 

Lady, bonding with Benazir Bhutto, who was assas-
sinated in 2007. By the time she returned as Secretary 
of State in October 2009, Benazir’s husband, Asif Ali 
Zardari, was President. En route to Pakistan, Hillary 
was asked by a journalist if she was convinced that the 
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Pakistani military and intelligence services had cut off 
all ties with terrorists. No, she said, she was not.

Hillary is a passionate believer in public diplomacy, 
always wanting to give extended television interviews 
and hold ‘town hall’ meetings wherever she could. The 
surveys were showing that fewer than 10 per cent of 
Pakistanis had a favourable view of the United States. 
She faced a hostile interrogation by Pakistani TV report-
ers about conditions attached by Congress to the latest 
massive US aid allocation to Pakistan, in particular that 
they should contribute to the fight against the Taliban. 
Hillary’s response was: ‘Let me be very clear. You do 
not have to take this money. You do not have to take 
any aid from us.’ She found Pakistanis emphasising the 
human and financial costs to them of a conflict they 
seemed to regard as having been imposed on them by 
the US, despite Taliban bomb explosions in Peshawar 
and other cities and the reign of terror they were seek-
ing to establish in the Swat valley.

She agreed that drone attacks raised major ethical 
questions, in particular about civilian casualties and the 
need for meticulous control in authorising them. But 
they had also turned out to be the most effective method 
of dealing with senior Al Qaeda and Taliban command-
ers, with bin Laden himself worried about the casualties 
they were inflicting. She had a shouting match with her 
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friend the CIA director Leon Panetta about whether 
the US ambassador in Pakistan should be informed in 
advance about planned drone strikes (Panetta was ada-
mant that he should not) but, on Hillary’s part, this 
was very much the exception, not the rule. Asked by 
a Pakistani student if she did not regard drone strikes 
as also a form of terrorism, ‘No, I do not’, she replied.

Having acted for three days as a punch bag (why had 
the US supported General Musharraf? Why did the US 
always support India?), Hillary responded with:

Let me ask you something. Al Qaeda has had safe 

haven in Pakistan since 2002. I find it hard to believe 

that nobody in your government knows where they 

are and couldn’t get them if they really wanted to … 

So far as we know, they’re in Pakistan.

This caused consternation in the Pakistan government 
and press. On the next day, she repeated: ‘Somebody, 
somewhere in Pakistan, must know where these peo-
ple are.’2

*  *  *

In March 2011, Hillary was having lunch with Leon 
Panetta in her private dining room on the eighth floor 
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of the State Department. Panetta had told her that he 
wanted to see her on her own. He told her that the 
CIA had been tracking the best lead they had had in 
years about the whereabouts of Osama bin Laden. She 
was asked to join a small group at the White House 
working in secret on this. The CIA believed that a ‘high 
value’ target, possibly bin Laden, was living in a walled 
compound in Abbottabad, not far from the Pakistani 
military academy. Some of the intelligence analysts were 
highly confident that this was bin Laden; others much 
less so.

They debated the options. That of sharing the intel-
ligence with the Pakistanis was quickly dismissed: they 
could not be trusted. Bombing the compound, situated 
in a built-up area, carried with it a high risk of civil-
ian casualties and even then it would be impossible to 
determine whether bin Laden had in fact been killed. 
A missile strike might limit the damage, but would not 
confirm the target. The most radical option was to insert 
a special forces team into a heavily populated city deep 
inside Pakistan. There was no doubt, as Hillary could 
see, that this posed by far the greatest risk, especially if 
the special forces ended up in a conflict with the Paki-
stani military, hundreds of miles from the bases from 
which they had flown into Pakistan.

Hillary had been the junior senator for New York on 
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11 September 2001. On the following morning, with US 
airspace closed, she flew on a special flight from Wash-
ington, then by helicopter to lower Manhattan. Smoke 
was still rising from the smouldering wreckage of the 
World Trade Center. When they landed, despite wearing 
a surgical mask, her lungs were filled with acrid smoke. 
Firemen, exhausted and covered with soot, were stag-
gering from the wreckage. Hundreds of rescue workers 
had lost their lives. Over the next few days, she visited 
survivors, many of them with fearful burns, in the hos-
pitals and rehabilitation centres and kept in touch with 
some of them, her constituents, for months afterwards. 
There was never any doubt what Hillary would do if she 
got the chance of helping to rid the world of bin Laden.

Leon Panetta recommended the special forces opera-
tion. The Defense Secretary, Bob Gates, was sceptical, 
recalling Carter’s failed hostage rescue attempt in Iran 
and the ‘Black Hawk down’ episode in Somalia. He 
preferred an air strike as much less risky. The Vice- 
President, Joe Biden, was very doubtful. But the domestic  
antennae of the normally hyper-cautious Barack Obama 
were telling him what would happen to a President 
thought to have had the chance to kill bin Laden, if he 
failed to take it.

Admiral McRaven, commanding the Navy SEAL 
teams, was confident they could get the job done.
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On 28 April 2011, Obama asked for their final 
recommendations. Hillary pointed out the poten-
tial damage to the relationship with Pakistan and 
the obvious risks, but came down firmly in favour 
of the operation. Gates had reminded them that they 
depended on Pakistan for the logistic support of the 
US forces in Afghanistan. When, in an earlier meet-
ing, someone talked about Pakistani honour, Hillary 
had exploded, ‘What about our honour?’

McRaven recommended launching the operation on 
the earliest moonless night, which was 30 April. Some-
one, apparently forgetting the time difference, objected 
that this was the evening of the White House corre-
spondents’ dinner, at which, once a year, the President is 
expected to make fun of himself (and his opponents) in 
front of the Washington and national press. What if he 
had to leave early? How would it look if the President 
were telling jokes while such a mission was underway? 
Hillary could not believe that the timing of a military 
mission of this importance was being discussed on such 
a basis. ‘F*** the White House correspondents’ dinner,’ 
she declared, to the delight of Gates and the military. In 
the event, fog intervened on the thirtieth.

On the afternoon of 1 May, Hillary and the national 
security team gathered in the situation room in the 
White House. At 11 p.m. local time, two Black Hawk 
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helicopters carrying Navy SEALs and three Chinook 
transport helicopters carrying reinforcements crossed 
the border into Pakistan, flying below the radar screen, 
but clearly visible to the team in the White House. To 
their alarm, the first helicopter’s tail clipped the com-
pound’s wall and the second had to land outside it, 
instead of on the roof as planned. Hillary held her 
breath. The photograph of her on that day holding  
her hand anxiously over her mouth as they all stared at 
the screen ‘does capture how I felt’. Obama and Gates 
were calm and the SEALs stormed into the compound. 
‘After what seemed like an eternity, but was actually 
fifteen minutes,’ McRaven reported that the team had 
found bin Laden and that he was ‘enemy killed in 
action’.3

Before he went on television to tell the American peo-
ple what had been achieved, Obama telephoned his four 
surviving predecessors. When he got to Bill Clinton, 
he said: ‘I assume Hillary’s told you…’ Clinton had no 
idea what he was talking about. Hillary had been told 
not to tell anyone. So she didn’t tell anyone, including 
her husband.
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