Michael Braun, chief of operations for the Drug Enforcement Agency, undressed and quickly got into bed. It was raining that night in Washington. Angry, diagonal sheets driven by erratic and furious winds were howling and crashing into pedestrians and drivers like an enraged beast desperately trying to break out of an impenetrable cage. 
Before turning off the light Braun looked at the bedside clock, one more time. 2.27 am. Where is he, flashed through his mind? It will come, it has to come. He turned off the light, but sleep was the last thing on his mind. Too much was riding on this one phone call. Braun turned the night light back on and punched in a number on his secure phone. The call was to Derek Odney, the lead DEA agent in Bangkok. He and Braun spoke briefly, and Odney assured Braun that everything was in place, that Victor Bout was about to step into their trap. Before hanging up, Braun gave his agent one last order: “I want the first call.”
Corporate media defines Victor Bout as “The Merchant of Death”, the poster boy for a new generation of post Cold War international arms dealers who succeeded in exploiting the anarchy of globalization, making possible massacres on a scale that has stunned the world. 
Victor Anatoliyevich Bout was born in Russia on January 13,1967, in Dushanbe, now the capital of Tajikistan, on the far reaches of Soviet territory. After graduating, he applied to the Moscow Military Institute of Foreign Languages. In 1987, he was offered on the job training in Mozambique, followed by two years of obligatory service in Africa as a military interpreter.
In late 1991, the Soviet Union was on its death bed. When Bout and his wife returned from Mozambique at the end of 1991, the Soviet Union had ceased to exist. Bout’s Lieutenant Junior Grade salary barely allowed them enough money to buy a cup of coffee. 
Overnight, thousands of elite pilots and their crews found themselves out of a job. The Soviet system crumbled into oblivion before their very eyes. But, out of disaster arose opportunity. Dilapidated weapons, rusting spare parts, jeeps, tanks and clunky Soviet airplanes, which in most cases could be had for a price of a Mercedes 600, attracted an instant clientele of former Soviet republics, rebel leaders and guerrilla armies in far-flung nations. 
And, according to official mainstream press accounts, Victor Bout, who for years was just an unknown face on the edge of wartime photos, was only too pleased to serve them, developing an extraordinary network with an ability to deliver not only small caliber arms but also sophisticated weapon systems virtually anywhere in the world.
Eight time zones away, at one of Bangkok´s most luxurious hotels, Sofitel, Bout stood in room 1420 and contemplated the magnificent view of the city. He had put on a pair of freshly pressed white cotton pants, white shirt and a pair of mocassins. Bout checked his watch. It said 2.34 pm. Downstairs, three men were waiting for him. Two latinamericans and his longtime friend, British national Andrew Smulian. Bout shut the door, the lock instantaneouly snapping into place, turned left and walked some twenty meters to a set of elevators. 
Back in Washington, Michael Braun received his first warning. “The teams are in position. Bout has made contact.”
“Keep me in the loop,” came an icy reply from Washington.

“Victor, this is Jose,” said Smulian, pointing to the shorter of the two latinamericans.

“Cómo estás,” Bout replied in Spanish, one of eleven languages he speaks fluently, amogst them Russian, English, Hindu, Farsi, Portuguese, Spanish, French and a plethora of local African dialects. He extended his hand. The latinamerican took it and effervescently shook it.

“And this is Antonio, Victor. Antonio, this is my friend Victor Bout.”

“How do you do,” replied the taller of the two latinamericans in a heavily accented English.

“Glad to make your acquaintance,” replied the Russian in English, broadly smiling through his thick moustach. “Your English is very good.”
Out of their eyesight, eight men took their positions around an oversized Sofitel lobby. Outside, over a hundred Thai special forces had surrounded the hotel. 
Another call went out to Washington. “The lock down is in place.”

“How many?” asked Braun anxiously.

“At least one hundred,” replied Odney.

“Inside the hotel?”

“We have eight positioned in the lobby, another dozen in the business centre on the twenty seventh floor and two agents in each stairwell.”

“It won´t be long now,” replied Braun checking his watch. 3.11 am.

3.15 pm. An undercover DEA agent dressed in Sofitel uniform smiled as he unlocked one of the business rooms on the twenty seventh floor facing south, offering a breathtaking view of Bangkok´s business district.
“Gentlemen,” began Bout in English, “I have one Antonov 24 and one Antonov 36. He pulled out a catalogue and placed it on the table.

“Antonov!” feighing surprise, shouted the shorter of the two latinamericans. “We thought you were selling us anti-aircraft missiles!”

As if on cue, a dozen plainclothed and uniformed agents burst through the doors, guns drawn.
“Down, down. Put your hands up!” they shouted.

Washington 3.23 am. “We got him,” said Odney. 
“Good,” replied Braun. “Now, we just have to bring him in.”
*****

Bout was arrested on March 6, 2008, following a two year international sting operation involving hundreds of US undercover drug agents and half a dozen US agencies, the Royal Thai Police, the Romanian Border Police, the Romanian Prosecutor's Office Attached to the High Court of Cassation and Justice, the Korps Politie Curacao of the Netherlands Antilles, and the Danish National Police Security Services. He was the man the United States government wanted the most after Osama bin Laden. The jewel in the crown. The man behind the terror. A Death Merchant. The Merchant of Death. 
His mind boggling story spanned several continents and involved a large network of shady individuals, front companies, corrupt African heads of state, organized crime figures, thieving East European military officers and the United States government. 
In the mainstream press, he was the potpourri of scum, the worst of the worst, the deadliest and the most dangerous illicit arms trafficker sought by the International Community for feeding conflicts throughout much of the Eastern Hemisphere. US Office of Foreign Assets Control stated that by conservative estimates, Bout had made over $6 billion in profit from his illegal gun trade from the early 1990s through to late 2007. 
Bout might have been Soviet born, but he is a quintesencial American enterpreneau – savvy, brave, ambitious, adventurous, great strategist. He created the most successful airfreight company in the history of Africa, and was not afraid to operate within the actual war zones in the most dangerous areas of Africa and Asia. Many of these places were ungoverned or governed by different warlords rather than by elected and officially recognized governments. Commercial western airlines and their local carriers who had established lucrative routes in the 1980s, were too afraid to operate in such areas of conflicts. One by one, they pulled out, abandoning the people in the war ravaged areas who relied on their very services for survival. Bout recognised that conflict areas could be his el Dorado – ordinary people caught in no man´s land; people who needed food, water, medicine, clothes, soap, washing powder, postal services and means of transportation. When western airlines pulled out of Africa in early 1990s, Bout saw his opportunity. 
He became known as the “mailman,” a man who always delivered, the most reliable transporter on the continent. In 1993, he leased his first delapidated Antonov-12, transporting farming equipment from South Africa to Uganda. Between 1993 and 1995, his aviation fleet grew in size and in notoriety. In the early days, he transported gladiolas; later, frozen chickens, refrigerators and microwave ovens and then mining equipment, Kalashnikov assault rifles to Ahmed Shah Massoud, leader of the Northern Alliance in Afghanistan; helicopter gunships, U.N. peacekeepers, 2,500 French soldiers into Rwanda and African heads of state. In 1997, he transported ostriches from Johannesburg in South Africa to Saudi Arabia. In 1998, he bought Gulfstream 1 used by the Swedish expedition to fly to the North Pole for $350,000 and then used it to fly gladiolas purchased for $2 in Johannesburg and resold for $100 in Dubai. Later that same year, he moved 50 elephants from South Africa to Angola in specially outfitted cargo planes.
However, Bout´s fame was beginning to attract powerful enemies. He had cornered a lucrative African market, and at one time, in early 1995 controlled more than 90% of its delivery business. British Military Intelligence reported that Bout was stationed in Rome with the KGB between 1985 and 1989. In 1991, Washington Post wrote that Bout was an air force senior lieutenant training recruits for the elite commandos of the Russian Air Force. The Guardian of London, noted that Bout held at least five passports and used as many as seven aliases; that he lived behind a heavily guarded and fortified compound in the United Arab Emirates.
US House Commitee on Foreign Affairs accused Bout of supplying the FARC terrorists with guided ballistic missiles. The US government accused Bout of providing the FARC with enriched uranium. These allegations were made without a shread of documentary evidence. In March 28, 2008, Charles Ferguson, member of CFR, writing for the Los Angeles Times confirmed that if uranium is indeed enriched, weapons-grade, the FARC are close to getting their own atomic dirty bomb. Scary! Except that it is not possible to make a dirty bomb from uranium, because uranium is not a highly radioactive material. Nuclear expert Charles Ferguson would surely know that. Council on Foreign Relations is a cousin to the all powerful Bilderberg Group. Their shared ideology is control. Not a One World Government type of control, but rather as a One World Company Ltd. control. Who stands in the way of this monstrous, globalised One World Company Ltd. conglomarate? Russia. Bout is a pawn. Russia is the end game.
Was Bout the enemy or did his highly successful airfreight business become too much of an inconvenience for the Western corporate elite? By the late 90s´, when most of Africa´s armed conflicts began to subside, western airlines began to consider the option of returning to the black continent. With over 1 billion people strong, Africa was too lucrative a market to leave to others. That was easier said than done as they discovered; a lion´s share of the market was already in the hands of one man – Victor Bout. Winning back the market share and the trust of the people, after cynically deserting them at the peak of hostilities was not an option. Bout had to go.
As Bout´s notoriety grew, powerful financial interests and their mainstream press surragates focused their attention on his exploits. Hollywood released Lord of War, a political crime thriller starring Nicholas Cage in the role of Victor Bout. Fact and fiction, real life and Hollywood, shadows and the Shadow Masters. The lines in this tale are blurred on more than one occassion. The common denominator was Victor Bout.
Gayle Smith, the National Security Council’s (NSC) top Africanist, sent an e-mail message to her fellow NSC members: “Who is this guy? Pay close attention to him. He’s all over the place.” An answer was provided by a CIA aviation expert from Langley, who showed up at the White House with covert photographs shot at various African jungle airstrips between 1996 and 1999. The photos show different Antonovs and Ilyushins, Russian cargo planes built to land on (and escape from) almost any surface. In one such photograph, the planes’ bellies are open. African militiamen in fatigues are off-loading crates. The US government claimed the crates contained weapons, although no proof was ever shown.
United Nations Resolutions 1521 and 1532, as well as Interpol intelligence documents, show Bout apparently closely linked with several African dictators and rebel leaders, including the former Liberian president Charles Taylor and Libyan President Moammar Gadhafi. These resolutions were fully based on reportby one man – Belgian inspector Joahn Peleman who single-handedly turned Bout into the world´s most notorious criminal. In 2004, he was fired from the United Nation when evidence of bribes, corruption, influence peddling and falsification of official documents in his November 2003 Somalia report became too big even for the United Nations to sweep under the rug.
Washington Monthly stated that Bout supplied arms to former Liberian dictator Charles Taylor in exchange for blood diamonds. During Taylor´s trial at International Court in the Hague, the prosecution, as noted by the Court, had failed to provide adequate proof to substantiate their claim.
Though Bout denies his involvement in arms trafficking, he has been persistently and publicly linked to weapons shipments, charges apparenty supported by paper and money trails, confessions, eyewitness accounts and multiple intelligence reports. Apparently, because no proof linking any of the transaction back to Bout have ever been offered. The longer Bout has remained out of the reach of international law, the bigger his legend has grown. In many ways, until his arrest, he was the public face of a giant international criminal structure.
“He was operating on a scale much larger than anybody could imagine,” said  Whitney Schneidman of the United States State Department. He held up several National Security Agency signal intelligence and waved them in the air. “You know, Victor had a very efficient operation.” He shook his head. “He had a fleet of 40, 50, 60 aircraft.”
“He had close to 200 planes,” said Lee Wolosky, former National Security Adviser and White House counterterrorism official under Presidents Clinton.
“Did you see it?” I asked Schneidman.
“See what?”
“The operation,” I clarified.
Schneidman shook his head. “No, that´s what I have been told.” 
Wouldn’t a man from the State Department, armed with NSA intelligence reports and working on capturing Victor Bout know the exact number of planes the Merchant of Death had at his disposal, I thought to myself? 
Then again, wouldn´t the Washington Post know that 22 year olds don´t train recruits for the elite commandos of the Russian Air Force?

Furthermore, is it logical to assume that a seventeen year old would be working for the KGB at its key European substation in Rome? No, it is not. Would British Military Intelligence know this? Of course they would.

Office of Foreign Assets Control claim of Bout´s $6 billion wealth makes for compelling television. True? Most definitely not. There is no arms surplus available for illegal trading in the entire world that comes close to 10% of this number. The Thai court identified the US claim about the hundreds of surface-to-air missiles Bout supposedly agreed to sell to FARC as “lacking foundation and credibility.” It took nine years to officially deliver $20 billion worth of arms in the Al-Yamamah deal between the UK BAE systems and the Saudi Arabian government, the largest arms deal ever contracted. If OFAC´s assertion is to be taken at face value and Bout indeed has earned $6 billion in profit, how much should he have sold in arms to make such a profit and how on earth can such a quantity of arms be moved without anyone taking notice? 
In April 2001, the United Nations published its report on the Democratic Republic of the Congo, citing how easy it was for Bout to run his operation from Burundi...except Bout’s business was never registered in Burundi, according to the Ministry of Transportation’s Database Records located in Bujumbura. Either Burundi and/or Bout deliberately erased all traces of his unwholesome business practices in the country or ... the UN was outright lying.
On January 7, 2002, the German weekly, Der Spiegel, claimed that Bout helped arrange the sale of up to 200 Russian T-55 and T-62 tanks to the Taliban. The tanks were alleged to have been transported by one of Bout’s airfreight companies. When several years later the tank story proved to be an elaborate fabrication, the sensational information was quietly swept under the rug and forgotten.

On December 14, 2004, the Los Angeles Times claimed that “Air cargo companies allegedly tied to Bout have received millions of dollars in federal funds from U.S. contractors in Iraq.” Except that when the smoke cleared, the company in question, Air Bas, according to Jet Fuel identification card issued by the Department of Defense of the United States, belonged to a Syrian-American by the name of Richard Chichakli.
None of it made sense. For over a decada, the message coming out from the international law enforcement was crystal was: It was not too difficult for someone like Victor Bout, with his fleet of old Russian Antonovs and Ilyushins, with his shadowy connections, experienced Soviet Air Force pilots, who excelled at getting around international rules and regulations, to go unnoticed and be one step ahead of the supposedly helpless United States government, the UN investigators, the DEA, the CIA, the NSA, the Interpol and their hundreds of billions of dollars budget, Total Information Awareness and Echelon’s global spy system. One man against the world. Why were we subtly being led down this path? Could the demonization of “bad guys” simply serve as an extension of someone else’s foreign policy? For just as “legends” (cover stories) are created for spies it seems that legends may also be conveniently created for our enemies. 
In the lead up to the first Gulf War, the “babies from incubators” stories were a hot item in newspapers across the entire planet. Of course, the story turned out to be a complete fabrication, but the damage had been done. Modus Operandi? Multiple sources inject the same falsehood into the media cycle, each phrasing it in its own manner.  But the message itself, the gist never changes. Richard Dearlove, the head of British MI6, in a secret document released by a whistleblower in the UK, described the process: “the intelligence and the facts being fixed around the policy.”

FARC equals Bout equals WMD equals terrorism.
During Bout´s first interrogation, DEA´s first question to him was: The name of the cruise missile he had sold to Iran. The missiles in question are X-55, the Russian version of the US Tomahawk, but far more deadly, powerful and accurate which were sold to Iran via Ukraine and China.

Over time, Bout became a victim of a deftly spun story. Spun, as in spin – the native language of politics. The Shadow Masters, with deep pockets and aggressive agendas, have reshaped the debate on the fundamental issues that affect all of us, and in the process they have made the mainstream media compliant partners in their mission. We were led to believe that Bout was “one man against the world.” And the world – was powerless to stop him.

Except, it is unfathonable to imagine one individual dealing as an equal with the Iranian government, Ukranian government and the Chinese government without the full support of a large and powerful nation in the shadows.

Even if we are to take all of these devastating pieces of evidence at face value, nothing of substance was being done. Bout was active; the weapons were getting through, feeding some of the worst atrocities and abuses in human history. If what we are being told is true, that is, in a real world, a Victor Bout would not have existed because governments have the diplomatic, financial and intelligence clout to eliminate the elements that threaten their sovereignty and the rule of law. And a Bout-Taliban link would certainly qualify as that destructive element. Unless, of course, arms and diamonds, and other actions, were being used as an extension of a far sighted agenda, designed from the behind the scenes at some of the our most prestigious think tanks and foundations. Vivendi and General Electric, Lazard Fréres and the Bilderberg Group. 
Back in Bangkok, the United States government was in a panic mode going to ground. Their plans for Bout´s quick extradition to the United States were being stifled by a former commander of Russian nuclear forces. Dmitri Khalezov, a longtime Bangkok resident and Bout were schoolmates back in Dushanbe in the mid 1970s. Their careers had taken them to different parts of the planet, but they stayed in touch over the years. Bout had promised to finance Khalezov´s book on 9-11 and nuclear terrorism. Through several deftly executed maneuvors, Khalezov had called into question the legality of Bout´s arrest drawing the Thai courts into re-examining Bout´s case history, something the US government clearly didn´t expect.
In late March 2009, Khalezov received a telephone call from US Assistant District Attorney and DEA station chief in Bangkok, Derek Odney. Odney had called the Russian asking to meet him in Starbucks Cafe, conveniently located across the street from the United States embassy. 
In Washington, the US government was scrambling to plug up holes and erase the evidence. There was one sticking point. Their strategy was leaking like a sieve. Bout´s alleged co-conspirator Andrew Smulian was kidnapped by the DEA and taken out of the country without Thai court´s consent on March 6, 2008, the same day of his and Bout´s arrest. If this became public knowledge, the US government was staring in the face of a extremely damaging scandal. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton was told that if the Thai courts found out, Bout would be set free. 
“Get it done by whatever means necessary,” came the order from the White House. Odney was authorised by the State Department and the Department of Justice to offer Khalezov up to $20 million dollars in bribe money to walk away from Bout. Washington went into over drive. Thai public prosecutor Sopon was offered a US green card and an undisclosed amount of money if he won the case. Bout´s back up lawyer, Chamroen Panompakakorn was caught passing sensitive defense documents to an American intermediary.

Meanwhile, on March 29, 2009, Khalezov and Odney sat down in Starbucks Cafe for a vis-a-vis. From within the heavily fortified US embassy compound, their conversation was recorded for further use. Odney got straight to the point. What do you want in exchange of getting out of the way? 

“Nothing,” replied Khalezov. “Victor is innocent.”
The plan was to get Khalezov on tape accepting the money. Except that it was Khalezov, after a two hour intellectual give and take with Odney managed to get DEA station chief to say that the US government would offer a large bribe for him to walk away from Bout´s defense. Just as the US government was recording the conversation, so were the Russians. On March 30, 2009, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov had telephoned his US counterpart, Hillary Clinton to tell her about the recording.
The American Embassy in Bangkok had no comment to make. Neither did the US State Department in Washington.
Even though the Thai court hadn´t yet decided Bout´s fate, the US media had sentenced Bout to life in prison. Guilty as charged, on all counts.

Except that after 533 days in prison, on August 11, 2009, Jittakorn Wattanasin, Chief Justice of the Thai court, rejected United States plea to extradite him siting lack of evidence. The decision of the court explicitly stated that “Although the head of investigation and inquiry who collected evidence connected with the accused’s trade of war weapons, came to testify for confirmation, it is found that the witness is the officer of the United States who testified without any documentary evidence containing photographs or materials.” Surely, after ten years of search and destroy mission, with thousands of agents and a half a dozen agencies working in tandem, the US government had more evidence than that? According to the DEA, Bout’s capture has cost the agency over $30 million. Where is the proof of his guilt? No proof. What’s going on?

What was surpring, wasn´t the lack of evidence but the repetitiveness of the verdict. Phantom proof was being insinuated into our brains. Bout’s involvement in the trade of war weapons was an illusion, found groundless in the final summation by the Thai court; it was also found groundless by the Royal Court in Belgium, his persecution to be mere politics after being investigated, tested, and then discredited by the Court in case number BR27.97.2780/97. When the Belgian court asked for evidence, the US administration failed to produce any. When the Thai courts had asked for evidence, the US administration failed to provide any. During Bout extradition hearing in a Bangkok court room, the judge asked one of the DEA officers if they knew who Bout was. “Of course we do,” the man replied. “I have seen the film.” Case closed. Bout is found not guilty. Phantom tanks joined phantom missiles, phantom evidence, phantom journalism, phantom sources and not so phantom but equally absurd walled compounds and multiple passports. As evidence, it is clearly not admissible in the Thai Court of Law. 
Washington needed a new plan. A ten year old plan was falling apart at the seams. On August 26, 2009, two weeks after Thai verdict exonerated Bout, a letter was purportedly sent by Colombian Minister of Foreign Affairs to his Thai counterpart, imploring the sovereign Thai government to “illustrate to the judge” the error of their decision and extradite Victor Bout to the United States to stand trial on charges of arming the FARC terrorists. On closer examination, the letter proves to be a forgery as the stamp with the word CONFIDENTIAL at the top of the page is in English, instead of CONFIDENCIAL, which is how the same word is spelled in Spanish. Colombia´s Ministry of Foreign Affairs had nothing to say on the issue. 
In unconventional warfare, manipulated beliefs are used to displace inconvenient facts. When waging war by way of deception, false beliefs are an oft-deployed weapons. Recall Iraqi weapons of mass destruction? Iraqi ties to al Qaeda? Iraqi mobile biological weapons laboratories? Iraqi purchases of yellow cake uranium from Niger? All these claims were reported as true. All were later proven false or, worse, fabricated. Yet, all were widely believed. Deceit is not new to warfare. What´s new is the reach of the technologies – including modern media technologies – that now enable deception on a global scale.
Victor Bout might very well be the world´s worst gun runner. All we need is one shread of proof to satisfy our curiosity.
