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I felt: “You can’t come in.”” Davies eventually agreed that while
German radio was out, Der Spiegel could be in. Their reporters
John Goetz and Marcel Rosenbach flew over to the war room.

“They fitted in very well. We liked them as people. They had
lots of background expertise on Afghanistan,” Davies says. Crucially,
Der Spiegel sources had access to the German federal parliament’s
own investigation into the war in Afghanistan, including secret US
military material. This proved vital in confirming that the details in
the database the Guardian had been given were authentic.

The papers had another headache. Normally, with a story of
this magnitude, the practical thing to do was to run it over several
days. This maintained reader interest and helped sell more copies.
In a previous campaign, on corporate tax avoidance, the Guardian
had run a story a day non-stop for two weeks. This time, such a
strategy was going to be impossible. For one thing, the two dailies
in London and New York were now yoked to a weekly magazine
in Germany. With only one shot at it, Der Spiegel would want to
get all its stories out on Day One.

Secondly, and more gravely, none of the editors knew whether
they would be allowed a Day Two at all. The US government’s
response might be so explosive that they sent their lawyers in with
a gag order. So it was decided that, in the Guardian’s case, the
paper would run everything they had over 14 pages, on the day
of launch. There was, of course, a downside to the approach:
although the launch of the Afghan war logs was to cause an
immense uproar, it was difficult to find anyone in London the next
day who had actually ploughed through all 14 pages. It was simply
too much to read. For the Iraq logs, by which time it was clear the
US government was not going to seek court injunctions and gag
orders against the media, publication was to be more comfortably
spread over a few days.

The knottiest problem surrounded redactions. The papers
planned only to publish a relatively small number of significant
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stories, and with them the text of the handful of relevant logs.
WikiLeaks, on the other hand, intended simultaneously to unleash
the lot. But many of the entries, particularly the “threat reports”
derived from intelligence, mentioned the names of informants
or those who had collaborated with US troops. In the vicious
internecine politics of Afghanistan, such people could be in
danger. Declan Walsh was among the first to realise this:

“I told David Leigh I was worried about the repercussions of
publishing these names, who could easily be killed by the Taliban
or other militant groups if identified. David agreed it was a
concern and said he’d raised the issue with Julian, but he didn’t
seem concerned. That night, we went out to a Moorish restau-
rant, Moro, with the two German reporters. David broached the
problem again with Julian. The response floored me. ‘Well, they’re
informants,’ he said. ‘So, if they get killed, they’ve got it coming
to them. They deserve it.” There was, for a moment, silence
around the table. I think everyone was struck by what a callous
thing that was to say.

“I thought about the American bases I’d visited, the Afghan
characters I’d met in little villages and towns, the complex local
politics that coloured everything, and the dilemmas faced by
individuals during a bloody war. There was no way I'd like to
put them at risk on the basis of a document prepared by some
wet-behind-the-ears American GI, who may or may not have
correctly understood the information they were receiving. The
other thing that little exchange suggested to me was just how
naive - or arrogant — Julian was when it came to the media. Apart
from any moral considerations, he didn’t seem to appreciate how
the issue of naming informants was likely to rebound on the
entire project.”

Davies, too, was dismayed by the difficulty of persuading
Assange to make redactions. “At first, he simply didn’t get it, that
it’s not OK to publish stuff that will get people killed,” Davies
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said. The Guardian reporter had been studying Task Force 373,
a shadowy special operations group whose job was to capture or
kill high-ranking Taliban. One war log was especially troubling: it
described how an unnamed informant had a close relative who
lived an exact distance south-east of the named target’s house and
“will have eyes on target”. Clearly it was possible to work out these
identities with the help of some local knowledge, and to publish
the log might lead to the Taliban executing both Afghans. But
Assange, according to Davies, was unbothered. For all his personal
liking of the Wikileaks founder, says Davies: “The problem is he’s
basically a computer hacker. He comes from a simplistic ideology,
or at that stage he did, that all information has to be published,
that all information is good.”

In fairness to Assange, he eventually revisited his view, despite
the technical difficulties it posed for WikiLeaks. And by the time
the US state department cables were published, five months later,
Assange had entirely embraced the logic of redaction, with his role
almost that of a mainstream publisher. Short of time before the
Afghan launch, he removed wholesale the 15,000 intelligence
files, listed as “threat reports”, which were most likely to contain
identifying details. This left some identities still discoverable in the
main body of the cables, a fact which Rupert Murdoch’s London
Times published prominently. Despite their supposed disapproval
of WikiLeaks, the paper had pointed to information that could
have helped the Taliban to murder people. By the time the Iraq
logs were launched, Assange had time to construct a more sophis-
ticated editing programme, which redacted a vast number of
names. And when it came to publishing the diplomatic cables, on
the face of it at least, Assange had abandoned his original ambition
to dump out everything. He contented himself during the course
0f 2010 with only publishing a small fraction of the cables — those
whose text had already been individually redacted by journalists
from the five print media partners.
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