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Ever  since  the  early  days  of  the  Boston  Marathon  bombing  investigation,  it’s  been
commonly understood that Tamerlan Tsarnaev first came to the attention of the FBI thanks
to a March 2011 “warning” from the FSB, Russia’s security services.

We now know this to be false. In a little-noticed exchange during congressional testimony,
the FBI’s then-director Robert Mueller admitted that the Bureau had an interest in the elder
Tsarnaev beforeRussia’s warning. That crucial admission has somehow become buried over
time, and the government has been only too happy to leave it out of sight.

What else is the Bureau hiding—and what is the truth behind this subterfuge?

Implausible Deniability

The  record  shows  that  the  FBI  has  repeatedly  flip-flopped  on  this  matter,  but  the
significance  of  this  curious  behavior  has  escaped  the  scrutiny  of  the  traditional  media.

In fact, it turns out that Tamerlan Tsarnaev came to the FBI’s attention at least twice prior to
Russia’s March 2011 warnings.

Rep.  Steve King (R-Iowa),  while  questioning Mueller  about  Russia’s  warning to the FBI
regarding  Tamerlan  asked:  “Did  you  have  domestic  information  on  Tamerlan  prior  to
that—prior to that [March 2011] date?”

“ I don’t believe so,” Mueller responded.

“Pardon me?” King pressed.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Mueller stammered, “His name had come up in two other cases.” He went
on to say that Tamerlan’s name came up regarding cases of other individuals which were
subsequently closed.

“So it’s reasonable that the letter of March 4, 2011 refocused the FBI on Tamerlan?” King
continued.

“Absolutely,” Mueller admitted.

That exchange came during testimony in June 2013, before the House Judiciary Committee.
What’s  particularly  notable  about  the  exchange,  besides  Mueller’s  apparent  shift  in
demeanor, is that King had just returned from Russia where he was briefed extensively on
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what the Russians knew about Tamerlan Tsarnaev back in 2011.

Even more notable, as King points out in the exchange with Mueller, was the extensive
amount of information Russia gathered on Tsarnaev, an individual living in the US. And yet,
as  was  made  obvious  by  King’s  line  of  questioning,  the  FBI  missed  Tamerlan’s
“radicalization,” despite already having him on their radar, something Russia was able to do
from afar.

An  anonymous  FBI  source  told  Politico’s  Josh  Gerstein,  one  of  the  only  mainstream
journalists to pick up on the notable exchange, that the prior contacts were benign—and not
about terrorism. But that leak, possibly authorized, may have been calculated damage
control to minimize the prior contact.

While Tamerlan’s name apparently came up during investigations of other individuals, the
fact  that  it  wasn’t  Russia  that  first  brought  him to  the  FBI’s  attention  calls  into  doubt  key
government statements about the entire case. And regardless of whether the investigations
ostensibly  unrelated  to  Tamerlan  involved  terrorism  or  otherwise,  Mueller’s  admission
stands as yet another instance of potential contact between the Bureau and Tamerlan,
something they’ve been all too eager to minimize.

Among the topics addressed in Mueller’s testimony were the Boston Marathon bombings,
the then-recent disclosures about NSA surveillance from Edward Snowden, and the impact
of sequestration budget cuts on the Bureau.

Considering the contentious subject matter discussed at the hearing, it’s not surprising that
the revelation about the FBI’s interest in Tamerlan Tsarnaev was missed by most of the
media.

Soon after the bombing, though, with intense media scrutiny, the FBI’s reluctant admission
that they had indeed contacted Tsarnaev prior to the bombing raised more than a few
eyebrows.

Quantico, We Have a Problem

When the FBI went public with photos of the Tsarnaev brothers, asking for help in identifying
them, the Bureau denied ever having had previous contact with them. This was redacted
just a few days later. Photo credit: Wikimedia Foundation

Recall that three days after the Marathon bombings the Bureau went public with photos of
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the Tsarnaevs, and asked for public help in identifying them. When they were first publicly
named the following day, the Bureau stated that it had not had any previous contact with
the brothers. That story held for a few hours—until CBS’s Bob Orr broke the news that the
FBI had in fact interviewed Tamerlan years before the bombing. The CBS report made
reference to Russia’s RT news network which had released a story quoting the Tsarnaevs’
mother, then living in Russia, who said the FBI had met with Tamerlan and family members
numerous times. She also said the Bureau was “controlling him [Tamerlan],  they were
controlling his every step.”

That same day, likely under the growing media scrutiny, the FBI reversed itself, putting out
a  press  release  stating  that  agents  had  indeed  investigated  Tamerlan  Tsarnaev.  The
statement claimed that the probe came about because “a foreign government asked the FBI
for information” about him back in March 2011. It also stated that the FBI conducted an
“assessment”  of  Tsarnaev,  which was subsequently  closed within  months  because the
Bureau “did not find any terrorism activity.”

As  WhoWhatWhy  pointed  out  before  during  the  course  of  our  now  two-years-long
investigation,  the  “assessment”  of  Tamerlan  was  mind-boggling  in  its  superficiality.  The
agent  conducting  the  investigation  never  even  interviewed  Tsarnaev’s  wife,  a  former
girlfriend he had assaulted, nor any members of the mosque he attended. These probe
errors were later dismissed as ‘missteps.’

***

The day after the FBI press release, The New York Times,  almost in passing, quoted a
“senior  law  enforcement  official”  who  told  Times  reporters:  “In  January  2011,  two
counterterrorism agents from the Boston [FBI] field office interviewed Tamerlan and family
members.”  That’s  two  months  earlier  than  the  first  contact  date  in  March  the  FBI  had
admitted to  only  the day before.  (Please go here  and here  to  see our  first  reports  on this
anomaly.) Oddly, the Times has never focused on this seemingly accidental scoop.

And  although  the  Times  report  was  based  on  anonymous  sources,  Director  Mueller’s
testimony during a House Judiciary Committee hearing six months later—that Tamerlan was
known to  the  Bureau before  Russia’s  warning—certainly  adds  to  the  credibility  of  the
assertion.

Who’s Really to Blame?

This evidence, which has grown over time, of FBI association with and awareness of a man
accused of—along with his  younger brother—executing the largest  terror  attack in the
United States since 9/11, is of course very big news. But it also stands out because of the
government’s  relentless  propaganda  effort  to  shift  blame  to  anyone  else  for  its  failure  to
avert the Boston bombings.

In one recent example among many,  federal  prosecutors sought to saddle a friend of
Dzhokhar  Tsarnaev  with  responsibility  for  the  death  of  MIT  officer  Sean  Collier.  The
prosecution argued improbably that the college student could have prevented the officer’s
mysterious death if he had identified his friend from the FBI photos.

Keeping an eye on the ball being constantly moved by the feds, one inevitably focuses back
on Mueller’s remarkable if unnoticed admission, which raises these questions:
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Considering all of the previous contact, if the FBI had publicly admitted it knew
the Tsarnaev brothers right from the get-go, wouldn’t that have averted not only
Collier’s death—but also that remarkable sequence of post-bombing events in
Boston,  including  the  unprecedented  lockdown of  a  major  American  city,  a
carjacking,  shootings and bomb tossing,  the serious injury of  another police
officer,  and  Tamerlan  Tsarnaev  dead  and  his  younger  brother  Dzhokhar  badly
injured?
If the FBI and CIA had acted on their knowledge of the Tsarnaevs, could they
have prevented the bombing itself? (Russia’s FSB also sent a “warning” to the
CIA.)
Why wasn’t the FBI able to recognize either brother after the bombing despite
being in possession of a trove of photos of them at the Marathon? And didn’t
they look familiar to the FBI counterterrorism agent who, by the Bureau’s own
admission, had interacted repeatedly with Tamerlan Tsarnaev and his family?

Preventing or Provoking?

Where is all this going? The relevant pattern, and perhaps the underlying story here, is
clear. The FBI has a well-documented history of interacting with vulnerable young Muslims,
including recruiting them to stir up potential troublemakers in their community—something
even Dzhokhar Tsarnaev’s super-cautious defense team brought up in court.

His  lawyers  filed  court  papers  that  declared  the  FBI’s  interactions  with  Tamerlan  “were
among the precipitating events for Tamerlan’s actions during the week of April 15 2013.”
This was because family members and “other sources” told the defense team that the FBI
pressured  Tamerlan  into  becoming  an  informant  on  the  local  Chechen  and  Muslim
community.

Is  the  Boston  Bombing  story  really  about  yet  another  government  operation  where
something went terribly wrong? So wrong that, for government operatives accustomed to
covering  up  errors  large  and  small,  it  was  time  to  bring  out  the  usual  smoke  and
mirrors—and for the media to pass the official version along to the public without showing
the slightest skepticism or investigative initiative?
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