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Based on unprecedented real-time access to the
military’s entire chain of command, The Gamble is
the definitive account of the insurgency within the
U.S. military that led to a radical shift in America’s
strategy in Irag—and the bloody implementation of
that strategy on the ground

In The Gamble, Thomas E. Ricks documents the inside
story of the Iraq war since late 2005. Using hundreds of
hours of exclusive interviews with top officers in Iraq and
extraordinary on-the-ground reportage, Ricks—working
in the tradition of his highly lauded Fiasco—examines
the events that took place as the military was forced to
reckon with itself, the surge was launched, and a very
different war began.

Since early 2007 a new military order has directed
American strategy. Some top U.S. officials now in Iraq
actually opposed the 2003 invasion, and almost all are
severely critical of how the war was fought from then
through 2006. At the core of the story is General David
Petraeus, a military intellectual who has gathered around
him an unprecedented number of officers with both
combat experience and Ph.D.s. Underscoring his new
and unorthodox approach, three of his key advisers are
quirky foreigners—an Australian infantryman-turned-
anthropologist, an antimilitary British woman who is an
expert on the Middle East, and a Mennonite-educated
Palestinian pacifist.

The Gamble offers newsbreaking information,
revealing behind-the-scenes disagreements among
top commanders. Petraeus gave military expert Ricks
extraordinary privileged access to himself and his team
during the past two years, and the result is a chronicle
of astonishing vividness and analytical depth. We learn
that almost every single officer in the chain of command
fought the surge. Many of Petraeus’s closest advisers
went to Iraq extremely pessimistic, doubting that the

surge would have any effect, and his own boss was so
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skeptical that he dispatched an admiral to Baghdad in
the summer of 2007 to come up with a strategy to replace
Petracus’s. That same boss later flew to Iraq to try to talk
Petraeus out of his planned congressional testimony. The
Gamble examines the congressional hearings through the
eyes of Petracus and Ambassador Ryan Crocker and
their views of the questions posed by the 2008
presidential candidates.

For Petraeus, prevailing in Iraq means extending
the war. Ricks concludes that the war is likely to last
another five to ten years—and that that outcome is
a best case scenario. His stunning conclusion, stated
in the last line of the book, is that “the events for
which the Iraq war will be remembered probably have
not yet happened.”

Thomas E. Ricks is The Washington Post’s senior
Pentagon correspondent, where he has covered the U.S.
military since 2000. Until the end of 1999 he held the
same beat at The Wall Street fournal, where he was a
reporter for seventeen years. A member of two Pulitzer
Prize-winning teams for national reporting, he has
reported on U.S. military activities in Somalia, Haiti,
Korea, Bosnia, Kosove, Macedonia, Kuwait, Turkey,
Afghanistan, and Iraq. He is the author of Fiasco,
Matking the Corps, and A Soldier’s Duty.

The A member of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.
Penguin 375 Hudson Street, New York, N.Y. 10014

Press www.penguin.com

Jacket photograph by Sean Kimmons. Used with permission from the Stars and Stripes. © 2008 Stars and Stripes. Printed in U.S.A.



http://www.penguin.com

PRAISE FOR

FIASCO: THE AMERICAN MILITARY ADVENTURE IN IRAQ

= Lk =,

’ |
- » b d

" “Few, if any, journalists know the U.S. military better than Ricks, its organizational strengths,
: its flaws, its capacity for battlefield heroism and it’s a tendency to do the wrong thing with the
right motive. . . . Fiasco is not a screed burt a well-researched, strongly written account of the
miscues that led from shock-and-awe to rampant sectarian strife.”

“In his compelling and well-researched book, Thomas E. Ricks, a Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter
for The Washington Post, painfully buc clearly reveals an important truth about the Iraq debacle:
It has a thousand fathers. As the title implies, Fiasce pulls no punches . . . devastaring . . .
damning . . . [Thomas Ricks’s] reporting is impressive indeed. News on Iraq usually comes with
blaring headlines, but Ricks’s work allows us to fit seemingly disparate events into an overall

pattern. . . . Powerful.”

“Few would disagree with the analysis in Fiasco. Mr. Ricks makes several convincing points
about what underlay the insurgency, notably the supreme importance of the value of respect for

personal dignity in Arab society. . . . Gripping.”

ISBN 978-1-59420-197-4

§ 999 8 >
‘I |||“H A

9M781594%201974



THE GAMBLE






ALSO BY THOMAS E. RICKS
Fiasco: The American Military Adventure
in Iraq, 2003-2005
Making the Corps

A Soldier’s Duty






THE
GAMBLE

GENERAL DAVID PETRAEUS AND THE AMERICAN

MILITARY ADVENTURE IN IRAQ, 2006—-2008

TaOoMAS E. Ricks

THE PENGUIN PRESS
New York
2009



THE PENGUIN PRESS
Published by the Penguin Group
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, U.S.A.
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) * Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R ORL,
England - Penguin Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books
Ltd) - Penguin Books Australia Ltd, 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia
(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) - Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre,
Panchsheel Park, New Delhi — 110 017, India - Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale,
North Shore 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd) - Penguin Books
(South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices:
80 Strand, London WC2R ORL, England

First published in 2009 by The Penguin Press,
a member of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

Copyright © Thomas E. Ricks, 2009
All rights reserved

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING IN PUBLICATION DATA

Ricks, Thomas E.
The gamble : General David Petraeus and the American military adventure in Iraq, 2006-2008 /
Thomas E. Ricks.
. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-59420-197-4
1. Iraq War, 2003~ 2. Petraeus, David Howell-—Military leadership. 3. Iraq War, 2003—Campaigns.
4. United States—History, Military—21st century. L Title.
DS79.76.R537 2009
956.7044'340973—dc22
2008044510

Printed in the United States of America
1 3 57 9 10 8 6 4 2

DESIGNED BY AMANDA DEWEY

MAPS BY GENE THORP

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the
copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the
permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic
editions and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrightable materials. Your support of
the author’s rights is appreciated.

Note on the jacket photograph: The jacket depicts combat engineers from the U.S. Army’s 2nd Stryker Cavalry
Regiment detonating bombs along a road in Irag’s Diyala Province, north of Baghdad, in August 2008.



FOR MY WIFE, WITH LOVE AND GRATITUDE.

Surprise and initiative . . . are infinitely more important and effective in
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

2006

Lt. Gen. David Petraeus, commander of U.S. Army educational establishment,
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

Marine Gen. Peter Pace, chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff

Retired Gen. Jack Keane, former vice chief of staff, U.S. Army

Donald Rumsfeld, secretary of defense

Gen. John Abizaid, chief, Central Command, U.S. military headquarters for
Mideast

Army Gen. George Casey, U.S. commander in Iraq

Army Col. Sean MacFarland, commander, 1st Brigade Combat Team, 1st
Armored Division, operating primarily in Ramadi, Iraq

Fred Kagan, policy analyst, American Enterprise Institute

Tom Donnelly, defense expert, American Enterprise Institute

Nouri al-Maliki, prime minister of Iraq

Mogqtada al-Sadr, head of the Sadr Trend and its militia, the Jaysh al-Mahdi

2007

Petraeus, promoted to full four-star general, succeeds Casey as top U.S.
commander in Iraq



Robert Gates, replaces Rumsfeld

Adm. Michael Mullen, replaces Pace

Adm. William “Fox” Fallon, replaces Abizaid at Central Command and
becomes Petraeus’s superior officer in the chain of command

Col. Bill Rapp, head of Commander’s Initiatives Group, Petraeus’s internal
think tank

Lt. Col. Charles Miller, deputy director of Petraeus’s think tank, drafter of
Petraeus’s memoranda to President Bush

Capt. Elizabeth McNally, writer and editor for Petraeus

Col. Pete Mansoor, executive officer to Petraeus

Sadi Othman, interpreter and cultural and political adviser to Petraeus

David Kilcullen, counterinsurgency adviser to Petraeus

Maj. Gen. David Fastabend, director, strategic operations for Petraeus (in mid-
2007, succeeded by Maj. Gen. Michael Barbero)

Lt. Gen. James Dubik, chief of mission to train and advise Iragi army and

police

Lt. Gen. Raymond Odierno, commander III Corps, oversees day-to-day
operations

Brig. Gen. Joseph Anderson, chief of staff for Odierno

Emma Sky, political and cultural adviser to Odierno

Col. Martin Stanton, chief of reconciliation for Odierno

HI Corps planners: Col. Martin Wilson, Lt. Col. Jeff McDougall, Maj. James
Powell, Maj. Kent Strader

Brig. Gen. John Allen, deputy commander, Marine Corps in Iraq

Ryan Crocker, U.S. ambassador to Iraq

2008

Lt. Gen. Lloyd Austin, succeeds Odierno
Col. Michael Bell, succeeds Rapp as head of Petraeus’s internal think tank

September: Odierno succeeds Petraeus as top American commander in Iraq



ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS

ACR—armored cavalry regiment

AQO—area of operation

AOR—area of responsibility

AQI or AQIZ—AI Qaeda in Iraq; also known as “al Qaeda in Mesopotamia”
or “al Qaeda in the Land of the Two Rivers” (“IZ” is U.S. military code
for Iraq.)

Centcom—Central Command, the U.S. military headquarters for the
Middle East

BCT—brigade combat team, or a brigade with attached units

BUA—battle update assessment, a daily overview meeting for senior
commanders and staff, sometimes also called a BUB, for “battle update
briefing”

CF—coalition forces; often used by American officials to refer to U.S., Iraqi,
and British forces

CG—commanding general

CLC—Concerned Local Citizens, official U.S. term for local fighters, many
of them former insurgents who changed sides and began to support
the U.S. position, but not necessarily the Baghdad government; also
known as ISVs, or Iraqi Security Volunteers; later euphemized as

“Sons of Iraq”



COIN—counterinsurgency

COP—a U.S. military combat outpost

DoD—Department of Defense

EFP—explosively formed penetrator, also sometimes called explosively formed
projectile; a particularly lethal kind of roadside bomb, or “IED”

FOB —forward operating base, the biggest U.S. bases in Iraq; compare COP

HMMWV—high mobility multipurpose wheeled vehicle; the modern U.S.
military equivalent of the jeep; acronym usually pronounced “Humvee”

HUMINT—human intelligence

ID—infantry division

IP—Iragqi Police

IED—improvised explosive device, U.S. military term for a roadside bomb

ISF—Iraqi Security Forces (that is, Iraqi army and police)

ISR—intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance

1Z—International Zone, official name of the Green Zone, home of the
U.S. headquarters, the Iragi government, and many foreign
embassies

JAM—TJaysh al-Mahdi, the militia of radical Shiite cleric Moqtada al-Sadr;
its personnel are occasionally referred to by U.S. personnel as
“JAMsters”

JSS—joint security station, similar to a COP but jointly operated with Iraqi
army or police

KIA—killed in action

MI—military intelligence

MNF—Multi-National Forces, also sometimes rendered as MNF-1, for Multi-
National Forces—Iraq

NCO—non-commissioned officer (that is, a sergeant or a corporal)

NSC—National Security Council

PRT—Provincial Reconstruction Team

OIF—Operation Iraqi Freedom, U.S. military name for the Iraq war

QRF—quick reaction force

RoE—rules of engagement

RPG—rocket-propelled grenade

SIGINT—signals intelligence

SOF—Special Operations Forces

SOI—"“Sons of Iraq”; see CLC



SVTC—secure video teleconference

TCN—third country national

UAV—unmanned aerial vehicle, or drone aircraft, often referring to the
missile-equipped Predator

WMD—weapons of mass destruction






The old guard: By mid-2006, Gen. George Casey (above, left, and below, right), Defense Secretary
Donald H. Rumsfeld (above, right), and Gen. John Abizaid (below, center) were seen by many in the
military as wedded to a losing strategy in the Iraq war. At the end of 2006, Robert Gates (below, left)

would succeed Rumsfeld and install new commanders to implement a new strategy.

ABOVE: Army Staff Sgt. Gary Hilliard/Defense Department BELOW: Cherie A. Thurlby/Defense Department




The new approach: In 2006, Col. Sean MacFarland (above, left) and Capt. Travis Patriquin (above,
right) would explore a new strategy in the war, cutting deals with sheikhs such as Sittar albu-Risha
(above, center). Of the three, only MacFarland would be alive at the end of 2007. Meanwhile, the views
of Australian Lt. Col. David Kilcullen (below, left, conversing with Army Lt. Col. Michael Infanti,

commander of a battalion in the 10th Mountain Division) were influential in the new manual on
counterinsurgency then being written under the leadership of Gen. David Petraeus.

ABOVE: Courtesy Andrew Lubin BELOW: Spec. Chris McCann/U.S. Army
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The Shelk and Joe drink Tea. Mmm good Chal.. Joe says Militias are bad, but Iraqi
Polica are good. Would the Sheik Let his men join the Iraqi Police? Yes, yes he will.
(iraqi Police stay In their local areas, and can defeat murder and intimidation
zmpalgn)s by their presence, unlike the Iragl Army, which might send him

r away..

Patriquin created this stick-figure slide show to explain to skeptical superiors how he and MacFarland
were forging alliances with Iraq tribes against al Qaeda fighters in western Iraq. His key insight was
that Iraqis knew better than Americans where the extremists were—and would help the Americans if
the Americans would help and protect them.

The Sheik brings more Sheiks, more sheiks bring more men. Joe realizes that if he'd
done this three years ago, maybe his wife would be happier, and he'd have been
home more. Mohammed gets to meet the Sheiks. They realize he's not such a bad
guy, which Is good for Iraq. Joe grows a moustache, because he realizes that Iraqis
like people with moustaches and have a hard time trusting people without one.



Retired Gen. Jack Keane (left), seen
leaving the White House after
encouraging President Bush to
escalate in Iraq, effectively became
the chairman of the Joint Chiefs

for several months in 2006, helping
devise a new strategy, picking
commanders to implement it, briefing
Army leaders on the plan, and flying
to Iraq to help the new commanders.
Brendan Smialowski/Getty Images
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But when Lt. Gen. Raymond Odierno arrived in Iraq, the orders he got from Gen. Casey were to
accelerate the existing strategy of turning the security mission over to Iraqis. “Move outside all major
cities” onto big bases, he was told. Within two months he would reverse almost every aspect of this
order (below) and instead pursue the surge strategy of moving American troops into cities to protect
the Iraqi population. Staff Sgt. Curt Cashour/Defense Department
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The new team: In early 2007, new leaders arrived in Iraq to revamp the American approach in the war.
Gen. David Petraeus (above, left, with President Bush) took over the military effort, with Odierno
(below, right) as his deputy. Ambassador Ryan Crocker (below, left) became the top American civilian.

ABOVE: Defense Department BELOW: Air Force Staff Sgt. D. Myles Cullen/Defense Department




And new voices: Underscoring how much the American conduct of the war was changing, several
foreigners became key counselors to U.S. military commanders. Emma Sky (above, right, with
Petraeus), a pacifistic British expert on the Middle East, advised Odierno on politics and culture while
Sadi Othman (below, between Defense Secretary Gates and Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al Maliki), a

Mennonite-educated Palestinian American, became Petraeus’s ambassador to Iraqi political leaders.

ABOVE: Army Staff Sgt. Lorie Jewell/Defense Department BELOW: Cherie A. Thurlby/Defense Department




Self-images: Petraeus saw himself as a cowboy facing “the Mesopotamian stampede,” and in his
briefings to American visitors to Iraq used the ominous painting above, “The Stampede,” by Frederic
Remington. Ambassador Crocker, his civilian counterpart, could be so pessimistic that he was
nicknamed “Mr. Sunshine” by President Bush. Crocker likened his partnership with Petraeus to two

convicts on the lam and chained together—a plight portrayed by Sidney Poitier (below, left) and Tony
Curtis (below, right) in the 1958 film The Defiant Ones.

ABOVE: Gilcrease Museum, used with permission BeLow: Courtesy Katharine Kramer, used with permission




The surge: The key step in the surge was not the additional troops but the decision to protect the Iraqi
population. To do that, U.S. units had to establish outposts in towns and cities, a move that insurgents
often challenged. Early in 2007, enemy fighters launched a complex bomb and grenade attack on the

U.S. troops who had moved into the town of Tarmiyah. The photos here show the outpost before and

after the battle. Of the thirty-eight soldiers there, two were killed and twenty-nine were wounded, but
they won the fight. Courtesy: 2nd Battalion, 8th Cavalry Regiment, 1st Cavalry Division, U.S. Army




Other moves: Two other key steps in the new U.S. strategy were walling off endangered Sunni
neighborhoods and Shiite markets (above), which stopped much of the ethnic cleansing, and

creating the Sons of Iraq, local militias chockablock with former insurgents. Below, Staff Sgt. Michael
Gonzales of the 82nd Airborne Division talks to some members of a local armed watch in Baghdad.

ABOVE: Air Force Staff Sgt. Manuel ]. Martinez/ Defense Department BELOW: Staff Sgt. Jason Bailey/U.S. Army




Iraqi infighting: The first Samarra bombing, in 2006, marked the beginning of Iraq’s descent into
sectarian fighting. Petraeus and Crocker feared the second bombing, in 2007, would spark a new round
of violence. After the second incident, Prime Minister Maliki (above, center, with his hands before
him) flew to the scene to take control. Sadi Othman stands behind his left shoulder. Iragi Prime Minister

Office via Getty Images

American infighting: Adm. William “Fox”

Fallon (left) became Petraeus’s ostensible
commander in 2007 and sought to revise the
general’s strategy. At one point the crusty Fallon
sent Rear Adm. James “Sandy” Winnefeld Jr.
(above) to Iraq to figure out how to get Petraeus
to curtail the surge.

LerT: Octavio N. Ortiz/U.S. Navy
ABOVE: Matthew Bookwalter/U.S. Navy







The biggest battle: Petraeus’s most important engagement in 2007 was his September confrontation
with Congress (above). The atmosphere was supercharged, as evidenced by the MoveOn.org
advertisement at left, which appeared in the New York Times. His ace in the hole was the sharp decline
in violence that began just three months before his appearance (see chart below).

ABOVE: Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images
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Lt. Gen. Lloyd Austin (above, center) took over from Odierno as the number two U.S. commander in

Iraq in the spring of 2007. A few weeks later, Prime Minister Maliki surprised his American allies with
a hastily planned assault in Basra, the biggest city in southern Iraq. Below, an Iraqi soldier patrols the

retaken city with a rocket-propelled grenade.

ABOVE: Staff Sgt. Jason R. Krawczyk/Defense Department BELOW: Andrea Bruce/The Washington Post




One of the biggest risks Petraeus took was personal—moving around Baghdad and Iragq, often
helmetless, as in these two photos. Above, an Iranian at an Iran-Iraq border crossing teases the general
about his youthful appearance. Below, Petraeus, in a shop with Sadi Othman and two Iragis, reacts to
the Iraqi national soccer team’s scoring a goal in a televised match.

ABOVE: Army Staff Sgt. Lorie Jewell/Defense Department BELOW: Staff Sgt. Margaret C. Nelson/U.S. Army




Moving up: Late in 2008, Odierno succeeded Petraeus as the top U.S. commander in Iraq while
Petraeus replaced Fallon at Central Command—where he likely will work closely with the next
president on Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and other issues.

ABOVE: Cherie A. Thurlby/Defense Department BELOW: Army Staff Sgt. Lorie Jewell/Defense Department




THE OLD WAR ENDS






1.

THINGS FALL APART

(Fall 2005)

T he first misbegotten phase of the American war in Iraq effectively came to
an end on Saturday, November 19, 2005. “It was a mediocre morning” in the
upper Euphrates River Valley town of Haditha, 150 miles northwest of Baghdad,
Marine Lance Cpl. Justin Sharratt would later recall. “It wasn’t too busy, and it
wasn’t suspiciously quiet.”

Then, at about 7:15, near the corner of what they called Routes Chestnut
and Viper, Sharratt’s squad was hit by a roadside bomb. The Marines of 1st
Squad, 3rd Platoon, Kilo Company, 3rd Battalion, 1st Marine Regiment, would
do many things that long day in response to the bombing, and they later would
offer much conflicting testimony about their actions. But one thing they clearly
did not do was protect Iraqi civilians—and that is why the Marine killings at
Haditha are key to understanding the failure of the first years of the American
war in Iraq, and why it became imperative to revamp U.S. strategy, beginning by
revisiting many of the basic assumptions of what the Americans were trying to
achieve there and how.

As the smoke and dust cleared from the explosion, the squad realized that
one of their members, Cpl. Miguel Terrazas, a well-liked twenty-year-old from
El Paso, Texas, was dead. He was literally blown apart—his torso strewn on the
dusty ground while his legs remained in the vehicle. Two other Marines were

wounded.
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A white Opel sedan rolled toward the chaotic scene. The Marines signaled
it to halt. When it did, five young Iraqi men got out of the car. “They didn’t even
try to run away,” Sgt. Asad Amer Mashoot, an Iraqi soldier, later told officials
from the Naval Criminal Investigative Service. Some had their hands in the air
when Staff Sgt. Frank Wuterich began to shoot them, one Marine and two Iraqi
soldiers told investigators. Sgt. Sanic Dela Cruz then urinated on the head of one
of the slaughtered men. Wuterich later would tell investigators that he considered
them to be a threat.

The Marines began moving toward the houses along the road, “running and
gunning” in Marine parlance, conducting what they would later describe as a
methodical if violent sweep for insurgents. Their actions looked different from
the other end of their weapons. In the second house the Marines entered, Safah
Yunis Salem, thirteen years old, said she played dead to avoid being shot. She was
the sole survivor in the house, with seven family members killed, including
Zainab, five, and Aisha, three. “He fired and killed everybody,” she told American
investigators. “The American fired and killed everybody.”

Lance Cpl. Stephen Tatum later said in a statement to military investigators
that he knew he was shooting children. “While in the house which I identified as
House #2,1 did identify some targets as children before I fired my weapon killing
them,” he explained. “My reason for this is that House #1 was declared hostile.
While in house #1 I was told that someone ran to house #2 making it hostile. . . .
While in house #2 SSGT [Staff Sgt.] WUTERICH fired shots into a room. This
again made me think the house was hostile. I went to assist SSGT WUTERICH
and saw that children were in the room kneeling down. I don’t remember the
exact number but only that it was a lot. My training told me that they were hos-
tile due to SSGT WUTERICH firing at them and the other events I mentioned
leading up to this. I am trained to shoot two shots to the chest and two shots to
the head and I followed my training.”

One villager, Aws Fahmi, later said he watched and listened as the Americans
went from house to house killing members of three families. He heard his neigh-
bor across the street, Younis Salim Khafif, plead in English for the lives of his
family. “I heard Younis speaking to the Americans, saying: ‘I am a friend. I am
good,” Fahmi said. “But they killed him, and his wife and daughters.” An old
man in a wheelchair was shot nine times. Another of the victims was a one-year-
old baby.

At 5 p.M., a call went out on a Marine radio: We need a truck to come pick
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up 24 bodies. Eight were deemed by the Marines to have been insurgents, includ-
ing the five from the Opel. The remainder were clearly civilians.

Other Marines arriving on the scene sensed something was wrong. “The
only thing I thought was, ‘Hey, where are the bad guys? Why aren’t there any
insurgents here?”” Lt. William Kallop later testified.

Lance Cpl. Andrew Wright, sent to the site to help collect the bodies, was
moved to take out his digital camera and snap a series of photographs. “Even
though there was no investigation at the time, I felt that the photographs would
be evidence if anything came up in the future,” he later would explain to agents
of the Naval Criminal Investigative Service. “In my opinion, the people that I
photographed had been murdered.”

Official Marine Corps statements presented a different image. The next day,
Capt. Jeffrey S. Pool, a Marine spokesman in Iraq, said in a terse press release that
15 Iragis were killed by a roadside bomb, and that “after the bombing, gunmen
attacked the convoy with small-arms fire. Iraqi army soldiers and Marines re-
turned fire, killing eight insurgents and wounding another.” Almost all aspects
of this statement were incorrect.

The U.S. military justice system eventually would conduct a thorough re-
view of the Haditha incident. Charges were dismissed against six of the Marines,
and a seventh was acquitted. Wuterich still faces several charges, including vol-
untary manslaughter, and many of the Marines involved were found not guilty
of wrongdoing. But there is no getting around the fact that 24 Iraqis were killed
and that some of them were women and children. The only way to sidestep
the question was to persuade one’s self, as Cpl. Sharratt did, that, “they were all
insurgents”—including the women, children, and wheelchair-bound old man.
“Personally, I think I did everything perfectly.that day,” he concluded. “Because
of me, no one else died”—by which he meant only, no other Marines.

What happened that day in Haditha was the disturbing but logical culmina-
tion of the shortsighted and misguided approach the U.S. military took in invad-
ing and occupying Iraq from 2003 through.2006: Protect yourself at all costs,
focus on attacking the enemy, and treat the Iraqi civilians as the playing field on
which the contest occurs. Kalev Sepp, a counterinsurgency expert who conducted
an official study of the effectiveness of U.S. military battalion, brigade, and reg-
imental commanders in Iraq at the time, reported that the Marines were “chasing
the insurgents around the Euphrates Valley while leaving the population un-

guarded and exposed to insurgent terrorism and coercion.” This bankrupt ap-
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proach was rooted in the dominant American military tradition that tends to
view war only as battles between conventional forces of different states. The
American tradition also tends to neglect the lesson, learned repeatedly in dozens
of twentieth-century wars, that the way to defeat an insurgency campaign is not
to attack the enemy but instead to protect and win over the people. “The more
we focus on the enemy, the harder it is to actually get anything done with the
population,” noted Australian counterinsurgency theorist David Kilcullen, who
would play a prominent role in fixing the way the American military fought in
Iraq. The aim of a counterinsurgency campaign is to destroy the enemy—but
often by isolating him and making him irrelevant rather than killing him. The
best insurgent is not a dead one, who might leave behind a relative seeking ven-
geance, but one who is ignored by the population and perhaps is contemplating
changing sides, bringing with him invaluable information.

Lt. Col. Jeff Chessani, commander of the battalion to which Kilo Company
belonged, said later in a sworn statement that despite the number of civilian
casualties, he didn’t see that day in Haditha as particularly unusual and saw no
reason to investigate what had happened. “I thought it was very sad, very unfor-
tunate, but at the time, I did not suspect any wrongdoing from my Marines,” he
said. Nor did he act on a request for an investigation made a week later by the
mayor and town council of Haditha.

His chain of command felt the same way. “There was nothing out of the
ordinary about this, including the number of civilian dead,” Col. Stephen Davis,
his immediate commander, would tell investigators.

When the division commander, Maj. Gen. Richard Huck, was briefed
by Chessani on the events of the day, Huck said later, “no bells and whistles
went oft”

The buck stopped with Army Lt. Gen. Peter Chiarelli, then newly arrived in
Iraq as the commander of day-to-day U.S. military operations there. When he
was told many weeks later that reporters were asking questions about what had
happened in Haditha, he instructed his public affairs officer simply to brief them
on the results of the military investigation. His mistake was to assume that there
was such an inquiry. In fact, he was informed, there had been no such review of
the killings. Chiarelli, who had been one of the most successful commanders in
Iraq when he led the 1st Cavalry Division in Baghdad from early 2004 to early
2005, was puzzled, then shocked at the lack of interest expressed by the Marine

chain of command. He had been trying to reorient the U.S. military to think
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more about protecting the people but here found an entire chain of command
that seemingly lacked any interest in such an approach. On February 12, 2006,
he asked Huck, the division commander, about the incident. Huck later recalled
telling him, “I did not think there was a reason to initiate an investigation.”

Chiarelli disagreed. He mulled the situation and two days later called Huck.
“You are not going to like this, but I am going to order an investigation,” the
Army general told the Marine general. He assigned Army Maj. Gen. Eldon
Bargewell, a much-bloodied Vietnam veteran, to look into the matter. And when
Bargewell’s report arrived, Chiarelli made it his top priority, clearing much of his
calendar to spend most of two weeks studying the findings, the recommenda-
tions, and the appendices.

Bargewell was appalled by what he had found. He reported that the kill-
ings had been carried out “indiscriminately” Even more worrisome, he con-
cluded that leaders in the Marine chain of command thought that was the right
approach—despite having been told by Chiarelli that it wasn’t. “All levels of com-
mand tended to view civilian casualties, even in significant numbers, as routine,”
Bargewell wrote in a report that was stamped sECRET/NOFORN and that has never
been released.

The comments made by senior Marines to investigators clearly irked
Bargewell. In their view, he wrote, “Iraqi civilian lives are not as important as U.S.
lives, their deaths are just the cost of doing business.” The general’s conclusions
provide a kind of epitaph for the professionally ignorant and profoundly coun-
terproductive approach that many American commanders took during the first
three years of the war. Indeed, another year would pass before the U.S. military
would take the first basic step in counterinsurgency and begin to implement a
strategy founded on the concept that the civilian population isn’t the playing
field but rather the prize, to be protected at almost all costs.

Underscoring Bargewell’s findings, the Army Surgeon General’s office, in a
survey of the mental health and ethical outlook of soldiers and Marines in Iraq
conducted the following year, found that one-third of its 1,767 respondents be-
lieved torture should be allowed if it helped gather important information about
insurgents, and even more said they approved of such illegal abuse if they be-
lieved it would help save the life of a comrade. Also, about two-thirds of Marines
and half the Army troops surveyed said they would not report a team member
for mistreating a civilian or for destroying civilian property unnecessarily. Ten

percent said they personally had mistreated non-combatants. “Less than half of
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soldiers and Marines believed that non-combatants should be treated with dig-
nity and respect,” the report stated.

Some Marines, especially combat veterans of earlier wars, objected to criti-
cism of American actions at Haditha, saying that the investigators didn’t under-
stand the nature of combat. Yet Bargewell, who served as an enlisted soldier in
Vietnam, in 1971 had received the Distinguished Service Cross, the Army’s
second-highest medal, for actions in combat while a member of a long-range
reconnaissance unit operating behind enemy lines. He had also been wounded
several times. Nor was he alone among military professionals in his view that
something had gone very wrong that day in Haditha. Marine Col. John Ewers,
taking a sworn statement from Chessani, the battalion commander, exclaimed
in an aside, “God damn, 15 civilians dead, 23 or 24 total Iragis dead—with no
real indication of how it was that we arrived at the enemy KIA [killed in action]
number.”

“I was horrified by it,” said retired Gen. Jack Keane, who had been the num-
ber two officer in the Army during the invasion of Iraq and also was a veteran of
two tours in Vietnam. “I sensed that something had really gone wrong—that
amount of civilians killed by direct fire? I know from my experience that to kill
that number of civilians directly, you had to be in the room, pointing at them. I
sensed it was a breakdown in the chain of command.” His worries would inten-
sify so much that they would propel him into a central role in the remaking of

the war in the following years.

LOST AND ADRIFT

In 2005 the United States came close to losing the war in Iraq. Even now, the
story of how the U.S. military reformation and counterattack came together is
barely known. As the Washington Post’s military correspondent, I followed events
as they occurred, day by day, but it was only when setting out to research and
write this book that I delved deeper and found there was a hidden tale to this
phase of the war. It begins with Keane, who in the following year would grow so
deeply concerned by the direction of the Iraq war that he would set out to rede-
sign its strategy, an unprecedented move for a retired officer. Despite having left
active duty several years earlier, he worked behind the scenes with two former

subordinates whom he trusted and admired, David Petraeus and Raymond Odi-
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erno, who partly through his efforts would become the two top U.S. command-
ers in Iraq.

It would take nearly 12 more months, until late in 2006, for senior officials
in the Bush administration and the U.S. military to recognize that the U.S. effort
was heading for defeat. Then, almost at the last minute, and over the objections
of nearly all relevant leaders of the U.S. military establishment, a few insiders,
led by Keane, managed to persuade President Bush to adopt a new, more effective
strategy built around protecting the Iraq people.

The effect of that new approach, implemented in 2007 under Petraeus, the
fourth U.S. commander in the war in Iraq, would be to reduce violence in Iraq
and so revive American prospects in the war. That change likely will prolong it
for at least another three years, and probably much longer. It is now quite pos-
sible that U.S. troops will still be involved in combat in Iraq in 2011, which would
make the war there America’s longest overseas war, if the major U.S. combat
involvement in Vietnam is deemed to have lasted from 1965 to 1973.

Yet it is unclear in 2009 if he did much more than lengthen the war. In revis-
ing the U.S. approach to the Iraq war, Petraeus found tactical success—that is,
improved security—but not the clear political breakthrough that would have
meant unambiguous strategic success. At the end of the surge, the fundamental
political problems facing Iraq were the same ones as when it began. At the end
of 2008, two years into the revamped war, there was no prospect of the fighting
ending anytime soon. But it was almost certain that whenever it did end, it
wouldn’t be with the victory that the Bush administration continued to describe,
of an Iraq that was both a stable democracy and an ally of the United States. Nor
was that really the goal anymore, though no one had said so publicly. Under
Petraeus, the American goal of transforming Iraq had quietly been scaled down.
But even his less ambitious target of sustainable security would remain elusive,
with no certainty of reaching it anytime soon.

The 12 months after Haditha, from late 2005 to late 2006, were a period of
agonizingly slow reassessment of the U.S. military’s approach in Iraq. After that,
it would take many more months for a new strategy to be implemented. During
that period, no one except the president, the vice president, and the secretary of
defense seemed to be happy with the direction of the war. Even war supporters
were uneasy. Senator John McCain, the most prominent war hawk in the Con-

gress, said, “There’s an undeniable sense that things are slipping—more violence
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on the ground, declining domestic support for the war, growing incantations
among Americans that there is no end in sight”

On the ground in Iraq there often was an emptiness in the U.S. military ef-
fort, a feel of going through the motions, of doing the same things over and over
again without really expecting them to be effective, perhaps reflecting a fear that
there really was no way out. “It sucks,” said Spec. Tim Ivey. “Honestly, it feels like
we’re driving around waiting to get blown up.”

In late 2006, Maj. Lee Williams arrived at FOB [forward operating base]
Falcon on the southern edge of Baghdad to take over advising a brigade of the
Iraqi National Police. He found his predecessors had all but given up. Wherhe
landed, the base was being mortared. Plus, the Iraqi unit being advised was
hardly inspiring—it was, he said, “corrupt, . . . tied to being involved in extra-
judicial killings, . . . definitely been known to have been connected with some
of the insurgent groups with emplacing IEDs.” Some of the privates on the
police force were members of the extremist Shiite militias and had so intimi-
dated their commanders that they “would even slap their faces,” Williams said.
Even so, he was surprised at the demoralization of the team he was relieving.
Before leaving for Iraq, he explained, “We had no communication with the
team we replaced. They sent one e-mail. They were just tired and they said they
were busy. But when we actually got on the ground, they were only going out
maybe once or twice a week. When we got there, you could tell that they were
burned out.”

Some in the military suspected that commanders were just trying to get
through their tours in Iraq without making waves, so they could get on with their
lives and careers. “The truth is that many commands in Iraq are no longer fo-
cused on winning and instead are focused on CYA”—that is, covering your ass—

charged Capt. Zachary Martin, a Marine infantry officer. He continued:

Part of this loss of focus is a lack of clear guidance on exactly what winning
means and how we are to achieve it From the highest levels, there is nothing to
relate our efforts to the vague goals of “democracy in Iraq” and “the defeat of
terrorism.” . .. [Clommanders in Iraq cannot win, although they can certainly
lose. An aggressive commander who, in the absence of unifying guidance and
in spite of inadequate cultural preparation, assesses the situation, formulates a
campaign plan, and takes calculated risks in implementing it will most likely

have little concrete evidence of success to show when he rotates six months later.
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The time scale of counterinsurgency is simply too long. On the other hand,
a commander who takes no risks and thus keeps his casualties low can be rea-
sonably assured of a Bronze Star with a combat “V;” an article in the [Marine
Corps] Gazette relating how well his battalion performed under his firm and
dynamic leadership and, with combat command ticket punched, a decent shot

at promotion.

It was a morale breaker, observed another officer, to take a city on your
second tour that you thought had you had secured on your first.

In another sign of a strained force, there was a spate of legal and disciplinary
issues with soldiers. These were not the usual cases of privates’ abusing drugs,
but of career soldiers getting into a variety of trouble. “I'd never seen it at this
level before,” recalled Maj. David Mendelson, a military lawyer on the staff of the
top operational headquarters in Iraq in 2006. “We did over fifteen reliefs for
cause and they were for senior enlisted soldiers and even battalion commanders,
very senior officers. . . . We saw company commanders and battalion command-
ers doing the wrong things.”

Gen. Keane, visiting the U.S. embassy in Baghdad, was shocked. “They had
given up,” he told people. “There was a sense of hopelessness and futility.”

Underlying all this was a sense of drift in the war. “There was a period after
that when we just didn’t have an answer,” recalled Tom Donnelly, a defense expert
at the American Enterprise Institute who was another longtime hawk. “We knew
we couldn’t kill our way out of it, but we didn’t want to take on the mission of
protecting the people, so there was a kind of drift, and by default an emphasis
on training Iraqis and transitioning to them.”

Back in mid-2004, Gen. George Casey Jr., the top U.S. commander in Iragq,
had inherited a mess from his predecessor, Lt. Gen. Ricardo Sanchez, who had
been overmatched by the deterioration of Iraq and poorly supported by Defense
Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and the rest of the military establishment. Casey
made major changes, developing a formal campaign plan and focusing on the
need to protect the people as the way to isolate the enemy from the people. Casey
was a thoughtful man. He had been tapped immediately after the 9/11 attacks to
take over as director of strategic planning for the Joint Chiefs of Staff, a position
he filled so well that on the eve of the invasion of Iraq, he was promoted to be
overall director of the Joint Staff, an important behind-the-scenes job at the

Pentagon. Officers who do that job well tend to look over the horizon, pushing
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the staff below them to anticipate questions that the chairman of the Joint Chiefs
might have to face in the coming months. After that Casey had become the Ar-
my’s vice chief of staff, a position that tends to run the general officer corps. He
was as “Army” as an officer can be, his father having been a general who was the
highest-ranking American casualty of the Vietnam War. The one thing Casey
lacked was combat experience. Over the previous two decades, the Army had
fought in Panama, the Gulf War, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, and Iraq, but
he had not been involved in any of these.

Even so, Casey’s background made him far better equipped than Sanchez to
know where the levers of power were in the Army and how to pull them. That
helped him when he grew frustrated by the inappropriate training he saw being
given to units arriving in Iraq. At one brigade, recalled Sepp, his counterinsur-
gency adviser, “The officers said they had been trained for ‘kick in the door, two
in the chest’” To remediate such maleducation, in 2005 Casey had decided to
establish a “counterinsurgency academy” at the big U.S. base at Taji, just north
of Baghdad, and make attendance at its one-week immersion course a prerequi-
site for command under him. “Because the Army won’t change itself, 'm going
to change the Army here in Iraq,” he told subordinates. The classes emphasized
that the right answer is probably the counterintuitive one, rather than something
that the Army taught officers in their 10 or 20 years of service. The school’s
textbook, a huge binder, offered the example of a mission that busts into a house
and captures someone who mortared a U.S. base. “On the surface, a raid that
captures a known insurgent or terrorist may seem like a sure victory for the
coalition,” it observed in red block letters. But, it continued: “The potential sec-
ond- and third-order effects, however, can turn it into a long-term defeat if our
actions humiliate the family, needlessly destroy property, or alienate the local
population from our goals.” As the Marine chain of command’s reaction to Ha-
ditha demonstrated in the following months, along with similar incidents of less
magnitude in the Army, many officers still didn’t see those negative effects—or,
if they did, they didn’t seem to care.

So, concluded Francis “Bing” West, a defense expert who studied both Ma-
rine and Army operations in Iraq under Casey, counterinsurgency in 2005 and
2006 remained more a slogan than a strategy. “By and large, the battalions con-
tinued to do what they knew best: conduct sweeps and mounted patrols during
the day and targeted raids at night,” he wrote. Casey also undermined his own

efforts, because his basic approach remained at odds with counterinsurgency
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theory: He was pulling his troops farther away from the population, closing
dozens of bases in 2005 as he consolidated his force on big, isolated bases that
the military termed “Super FOBs.” That move was arguably simply a retreat in
place. Casey may have been under the sway of the view popular in the military
that the American public is “casualty intolerant” and that additional U.S. losses
would undermine whatever political support remained for the war. He may not
have been aware that a small group of political scientists had sharply questioned
that view in recent years, gathering evidence that the American public actually
hates losing soldiers in a losing cause but will accept higher casualties if it be-
lieves it is winning. And one of those political scientists was Peter Feaver, then a
member of the staff of the National Security Council, who had been brought
into the White House to work on Iraq policy.

At the same time that Haditha was occurring, an analysis done for the Pen-
tagon’s Office of Net Assessment, its internal think tank, concluded that the war
was going badly and, in fact, was in far more dire a state than the Bush admin-
istration understood. “The costs of failure are likely to be high,” it somberly
warned, “much higher than was incurred following the U.S. withdrawal from
Haiti, Somalia, Lebanon or even Vietnam.”

The White House was in denial about the trend of the war. Officials around
President Bush believed the problem wasn’t their strategy in Iraq but a failure
to adequately explain that approach. The view, said Peter Feaver, was “We’ve got
the right strategy, but we’re losing the public debate, because people don’t un-
derstand our strategy” They certainly were losing the public, not entirely be-
cause of the slow downward spiral in Iraq. Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans
in late August 2005, and the Bush administration’s plodding response to the
catastrophic storm raised new doubts about its competence and its grasp of
events on the ground. Critics of the Iraq war long had charged that the admin-
istration’s handling of the war combined overoptimism with ineptitude. Now
Americans were seeing that mix far closer to home. In both situations, it looked
like either the U.S. government didn’t care or couldn’t perform. It wasn’t clear
which was worse.

So, to better inform the public, in November 2005—Iess than two weeks
after the Haditha incident, as it happened—the White House issued a white
paper titled “National Strategy for Victory in Iraq.” In discussing it, President
Bush emphasized the transition to Iraqi forces. “As Iraqi forces increasingly take

the lead in the fight against the terrorists, they’re also taking control of more and
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more Iraqi territory,” he said in a speech in Annapolis, Maryland. “Our coalition
has handed over roughly ninety square miles of Baghdad Province to Iraqi secu-
rity forces. Iraqi battalions have taken over responsibility for areas in South-
Central Iraq, sectors of Southeast Iraq, sectors of Western Iraq and sectors of
North-Central Iraq. As Iraqi forces take responsibility for more of their own
territory, coalition forces can concentrate on training Iraqis and hunting down
high-value targets.” He repeated his promise that “as the Iraqi security forces
stand up, coalition forces can stand down.”

When those Iraqi forces came on line, he vowed, “We will increasingly move
out of Iraqi cities, reduce the number of bases from which we operate, and con-
duct fewer patrols and convoys.” In fact, the U.S. military would decide a year
later to pursue almost the opposite course: It would move into cities, establish
scores of small outposts, and patrol almost incessantly, having learned that if you
are present in a neighborhood for only two hours a day, the insurgents may well
control it for the other twenty-two.

Despite the document’s title, the Bush administration really hadn’t carried
out a serious strategic review that asked the basic questions: What are we trying
to do—that is, what are our key goals? How are we trying to do it—that is, what
course of action will we pursue? Does that course promise to achieve those goals?
What sort of resources—people, time, money—are likely to be required to reach
those goals? One hallmark of such a review would be to seek out dissenting
views, probing differences inside the administration, especially those between
civilian and military officials.

But the Bush administration’s tendency was to suppress dissent and paper
over differences, substituting loyalty for analysis, so the war continued to stand
on a strategic foundation of sand. Nor had the president been well served by his
generals, who with a few exceptions didn’t seem to pose the necessary questions.
“Strategy is about choices,” said one of those exceptions, Maj. Gen. David Fasta-
bend. Yet he lamented, one day in Baghdad two years later, “We don’t teach it, we
don’t recognize it. The Army doesn’t understand the difference between plans
and strategy. When you ask specifically for strategy, you get aspirations.”

Such incompetence can be dangerous. As Eliot Cohen, an academic who
would surface repeatedly in the Iraq war as an influential behind-the-scenes
figure, commented later in a different context, “Haziness about ends and means,
about what to do and how to do it, is a mark of strategic ineptitude; in war it gets

people killed.”
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By late 2005, none of the basic assumptions on which the Iraq war had been
launched had been borne out, noted a senior Pentagon official as he reviewed its
course years later. “If you look at the premises behind the war, they were: It will
be quick, it will be easy, it will be cheap, it will be catalytic.” That failure in turn
led many Americans simply to advocate leaving Iraq because they saw chaos as
the inevitable outcome of any course of action. “The only reason we are there
now is because of the Petraeus surge, which shifted the balance so that reasonable
people could say there might be a better alternative than chaos” In a Middle
Eastern restaurant a few minutes’ walk south of the Pentagon, the official sipped
his beer. “Now, the fundamental fact about Iraq is, we’re kind of stuck.”

Strikingly, some of the people who would become involved in revamping
the American approach to the war had disagreed with the rationale for the Amer-
ican invasion in the first place. Many more, probably a large majority of those
who would remake the war, faulted the way the occupation had been handled. It
seems that having such critical views was almost a prerequisite to grasping how

to build a new foundation for the war.

GEN. DAVID PETRAEUS

The answer for what to do in Iraq would come largely through one person,
Gen. David Petraeus, who over the next year would lead the way in determining
how to revamp the U.S. approach to the war.

There were many experts as familiar with the tenets of counterinsurgency
as Petraeus was. But he also knew how to get the Army to heed that knowledge.
That is, his vision of how to change the war would become a restatement of clas-
sic counterinsurgency theory, which holds that the people are the objective, so
the task is to figure out how to “win” them. This was familiar stuff to military
intellectuals. In the fall of 2005, even as Petraeus was heading to his assignment
at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, where he would craft the new Army doctrine, An-
drew Krepinevich, a prominent defense expert, published an essay in Foreign

Affairs magazine that summarized the needed approach:

... the United States needs a real strategy built around the principles of coun-
terinsurgency warfare. To date, U.S. forces in Iraq have largely concentrated
their efforts on hunting down and killing insurgents. . . . Instead, U.S. and Iraqi

forces should adopt an “oil-spot” strategy in Iraq, which is essentially the op-
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posite approach. Rather than focusing on killing insurgents, they should con-

centrate on providing security and opportunity to the Iraqi people.

Some 37 years earlier, Henry Kissinger, just before becoming President Nix-
on’s national security adviser, had written in the same magazine a critique of the
conduct of the Vietnam War: “To be effective, the so-called pacification program
had to meet two conditions: (a) it had to provide security for the population; (b)
it had to establish a political and institutional link between the villages and Sai-
gon. Neither condition was ever met.” In Iraq in 2005, the U.S. military faced a
remarkably similar problem, on both counts.

As Kissinger noted, to carry out such a mission, it was necessary to put more
U.S. troops into the fight. This was a point that some retired generals had been
making about the Iraq war for some time. Retired Marine Lt. Gen. Gregory
Newbold, who had left the military in 2002 over his concerns about the looming
war, had told the Senate Armed Services Committee early in 2005 that he sup-
ported sending “additional forces . .. rather than sustain this level of effort for
five more years of bleeding.”

The hard part for Petraeus would be to impose his vision on the U.S. Army,
one of the largest and most tradition-bound organizations in the country. Casey
had tried and largely failed—but he at least had recognized that it needed a new
direction. It appears that as long as Donald Rumsfeld was defense secretary, it
would have been difficult to reorient the U.S. effort in Iraq. For all his talk of
transforming the military, Rumsfeld appeared chary of making changes where
they were most needed, in the war that was under way. Rather, his main interest
in Iraq appeared to be in fending off critics. Everyone makes mistakes; Rums-
feld’s tragic flaw was his inability to change course after making them.

For example, soon after Krepinevich’s article appeared in Foreign Affairs,
Rumsfeld sent a memo to subordinates saying he was hearing a lot about it and
asking someone to see the author. Krepinevich, summoned to a breakfast meet-
ing at the Pentagon, thought he was going there to provide some advice. Instead,
he recalled, he was berated by Lawrence Di Rita, a Rumsfeld aide and at one point
the Pentagon spokesman, who told him that he didn’t understand the war. “Andy,
you're misguided,” Di Rita said to him. “That’s what we’re already doing over
there.”

While on active duty in the Army, Krepinevich, had earned a Ph.D. at Har-

vard for a courageous dissertation arguing that the Army, rather than the politi-
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cians or the media, had lost the Vietnam War. Some of his peers thought that the
thesis had curtailed his Army career. He held his ground with Rumsfeld’s aides.
“I disagree,” he responded. “When I ask for the campaign plan, the guys in J-5
[the planning office for the Joint Chiefs of Staff] give me a book of metrics”—
that is, how the effort was being measured, such as the amount of money spent
or the electricity produced. “If you can’t explain your campaign plan, you prob-
ably don’t have one.”

Vice Adm. James Stavridis, a military assistant to Rumsfeld who also was at
the meeting, said that Krepinevich should get out to Iraq to see for himself how
well things were going. Krepinevich said he’d like to do so. At that point, Di Rita
crudely joked that, yes, Krepinevich should be flown there and abandoned on
the road into Baghdad from its airport, perhaps the most dangerous six miles
then in the world. Hearing that unfunny threat, Krepinevich lost interest in the
conversation. “After that, in terms of my active involvement—well, I gave it my
best shot in the article,” he recalled, turning his hands upward. (Throughout this
book, accounts of conversations are based on the recollection of at least one
participant, and often more than one. In this case, all three who were present
contributed. Di Rita, for his part, said his recollection of the meeting was “admit-
tedly hazy” but insisted that it was “bullshit” that he had made the joke about
sending Krepinevich to the airport road. He said that he likely was referring to
the fact that the road had become safer during that period. Krepinevich re-

sponded, “He does not remember such a conversation. I do, vividly.”)

ForT LEAVENWORTH, KANSAs, is more than 7,000 miles from Haditha, Iraq,
but like that Iraqi village, it overlooks a major river that has helped define its
nation. The installation sits atop a high bluff where the Missouri, having driven
nearly straight west from St. Louis to Kansas City, begins its giant swing to the
northwest that carries it across the Great Plains and into the Rockies. In the
nineteenth century, the wide Missouri was the river of the frontier, the pathway
first for the expedition led by two Army officers, Capt. Meriwether Lewis and Lt.
William Clark, and later for steamboats supplying Army units almost all the way
up to Custer’s last battlefield at Little Big Horn, Montana. Leavenworth also
became a jumping-off point for the dragoons of the Army of the West, sending
expeditions across the plains against the Apache, the Modoc, the Cheyenne, the
Ute, the Nez Perce, the Comanche, the Kiowa, and the Kickapoo.
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Under Petraeus’s command, Leavenworth would become the starting point
for a new approach in the war that would involve making peace with the tribes
of Iraq. In October 2005, a month after finishing his second tour of duty in Iraq,
Petraeus drove halfway across the United States to his new post at Leavenworth,
where he would oversee much of the Army’s training and educational establish-
ment. He knew he would be focusing on counterinsurgency issues and would
need to produce a new Army manual on the subject. Driving alone in his 2001
BMW 325i, he listened repeatedly to a series of compact discs of an exit interview
done by Army historians with his predecessor, Gen. William Wallace. In mid-
October, Petraeus parked at the commanding general’s house at Fort Leaven-
worth, at the top of a grassy slope that still bears ruts carved by the wagon wheels
of the Santa Fe Trail as it emerges from the river crossing.

At the time, some insiders thought that sending Petraeus to the plains of
Kansas was the wrong move for a nation fighting two wars in the Middle East.
“I was opposed to the assignment,” said his old mentor from the 101st Airborne,
retired Gen. Jack Keane. “I thought, bring him to Washington, get him close to
the policy makers.” Keane thought the ideal slot would be the J-3—that is, the
director of operations for the Joint Staff, where his protégé could oversee and
coordinate the global activities of the U.S. military, and, he said, “inform a reluc-
tant senior leadership.” Petraeus did not particularly want the Leavenworth job.
He would later tell two Army historians in his own exit interview, “I have to tell
you candidly, when I was told I was going to be the CAC [Combined Arms Cen-
ter] commander, I thought, “What do you do out there? Harass the students in
CGSC [Leavenworth’s Command and General Staff College] that day? What is
this all about?’”

Petraeus found plenty to do. The first thing he did was convene a group of
Army officers to consider whether the Army training establishment was doing all
it could to prepare leaders and units for the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Then,
on November 16, three days before the Haditha incident, Petraeus called Conrad
Crane, an Army historian, and asked him to lead a team that would write a new
manual on counterinsurgency for the Army and the Marine Corps. Eliot Cohen,
a professor of strategy at Johns Hopkins University, had suggested Crane to Pe-
traeus as a smart military expert who understood the subject and could lead a
team. The perpetually bow-tied Cohen is an unusual figure in Washington, in-
fluential in several circles, with an extraordinary range of contacts inside the

government, from the White House to the Congress to the military and intelli-
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gence establishments, a network created mainly because those institutions send
many of the best young people to him to study strategy. He makes that study both
intense and concrete, suggesting thousands of pages in readings, from Sun Tzu
to Winston Churchill, but also leading his students on walks of battlefields, from
Gettysburg to Italy to the Middle East, to mull campaign strategies. Cohen also
was comfortable talking to journalists covering national security and foreign
policy, especially if they were willing to follow up on his patient efforts to educate
them. If being a Harvard-trained Jewish academic didn’t make him an outsider
in military eyes, his resolute dislike of spectator sports would have—despite being
from the Boston area, he followed neither baseball nor football. This actually may
have aided his strategic analyses, as the sports metaphors that tend to pass for
strategic discourse in the American military—“we’re five yards from the end
zone,” or “it’s the fourth quarter and we’re down fifty”—sailed by him. He also
was the author of Supreme Command, an influential study of how civilian leaders
have intervened in wartime to oversee strategy and steer their wars toward suc-
cess. Before the invasion of Iraq, the White House made it known that President
Bush had studied the book. But for all that, Cohen didn’t know that David Pe-
traeus and Conrad Crane had been friends for decades, since they sat next to each
other in a West Point military history class.

Crane had gone on to a career in the Army during which he earned a doctor-
ate in history at Stanford. After retiring he became a professor at the Army War
College, where he was coauthor of a study that before the American invasion of
Iraq highlighted the difficulties of occupying that country. “The possibility of the
United States winning the war and losing the peace is real and serious,” the study
warned. “Thinking about the war now and the occupation later is not an accept-
able solution.” That is, of course, exactly what top Bush administration officials
did, in part because many believed U.S. forces would leave Iraq quickly and so

there would be no occupation.

Davip LLoyb GroRrGe, the British prime minister for much of World War I,
observed after that conflict that for officers in the British army, “to be a good
average is safer than to be gifted above your fellows.” This also tends to be true
in the U.S. Army. Given that conformist inclination, the most surprising fact
about Gen. Petraeus may be that he is a general at all.

In an Army of generals who tend to be competent company men, Petraeus
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is “an outlier,” said Col. Peter Mansoor, who came to know him well, first in
working with him on counterinsurgency doctrine at Fort Leavenworth in 2006
and then the following year as his executive officer in Iraq. “General Petraeus
doesn’t seem to fit the mold, because he is extremely bright, and intellectual,
said Mansoor, who, like Petraeus, holds a doctorate—in his case, in military his-
tory from Ohio State University, home of a top department in the United States
for that subject. “But he is a PT [physical training, or exercise] stud, and tactically
and technically competent, and that matters to Army [promotion] boards.”

Petraeus was an unusual figure in the Army. He was indeed a physical fitness
freak, whose inclination was to run five to eight miles a day and then work out
for another 45 minutes—despite having a pelvis that was smashed parachuting
and a damaged lung from being shot through the chest. His physical drive was
hugely in his favor, in terms of Army culture, and may have been the thing that
redeemed him with his peers. He is thought to be the only officer ever to come
in first in both his class at Army Ranger School and at the Army’s Command and
General Staff College.

Such stellar performances in mental and physical stamina were necessary
because he had three strikes against him. First, he was an intellectual, holding an
Ivy League doctorate in international relations. “General Petraeus was successful
not because of, but almost despite, his Ph.D. from Princeton,” commented Lt.
Col. Suzanne Nielsen, an aide of his who herself earned a Harvard doctorate in
political science. Second, Petraeus was friendly with journalists and politicians,
two groups that Army generals are taught to treat with contemptuous distance.
The Army ideal is the hero of the novel Once an Eagle, Gen. Sam Damon, a
muddy-boots type who loves being in the field and grows increasingly inarticu-
late the closer he gets to Washington. To most Army generals, enjoying conversa-
tions with the type of people who dominate the business of the nation’s capital
borders on eccentricity at best and immorality at worst. In any event, it is suspi-
cious behavior. The derogatory term for it is “standing close to the flagpole.”

Most telling was the third strike: Alone among Army generals, Petraeus had
posted an unquestionably successful tour as a division commander in Iraq dur-
ing the invasion and the first year of the war, a conclusion confirmed in an of-
ficial study by the Army War College. Commanding the 101st Airborne Division,
he conducted what was generally seen as a thorough and effective campaign that
balanced war fighting and nation building in Mosul, the biggest city in northern

Iraq. Petraeus had laid down three rules for his subordinate commanders: We
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are in a race against time, give the locals you deal with a stake in the new Iraq,
and don’t do anything that creates more enemies than it removes.

By contrast, during that first year of the war, most U.S. commanders did
what they knew how to do, not what they needed to do, noted Keane, who knew
most of them well. “Our guys, . . . with the exception of Petraeus, were executing
what they know, and what they knew is conventional operations—you saw that
in spades.”

A major difference in background between Petraeus and most of his peers
in that first year in Iraq was that he came out of the “light infantry” Army. Iraq
was seen at the outset by some as the star turn of the “heavy Army”—that is,
units built around tanks and other armored vehicles. The invasion of Afghani-
stan 18 months earlier had been a “light force” war, featuring Special Forces and,
a bit later, the 10th Mountain Division and some Marine units. Iraq was to be
the heavy Army’s turn. The early top commanders in Irag—Tommy R. Franks
and Ricardo Sanchez—were products of that mechanized force. Petraeus, by
contrast, was a light infantryman, having spent much of his field time with the
paratroopers of the 82nd Airborne and the helicopter-borne soldiers of the 101st
Airborne. The term “light” is a bit of misnomer, because these troops carry ev-
erything they can on their backs, from ammunition to medicine, often staggering
under the loads. But “light” means that such units rely very little on tanks, artil-
lery, and other heavy weaponry. “That’s significant,” noted Tom Donnelly, a long-
time student of the Army and its cultures. “For one thing, it makes you less
obsessed with technology. The airborne community always knew that there was
more to worry about than tank warfare in Europe’s central front,” the main focus
of most of the late twentieth-century Army. While the tankers stayed in Germany,
he said, “the light infantry did the Caribbean, Panama, peacekeeping in the
Sinai”

That background may also illuminate the different approach Petraeus would
take to the roadside bomb, the key enemy weapon in the war. The U.S. military
ultimately would spend well over $10 billion on technology to counter the threat
posed by IEDs, or “improvised explosive devices.” While some of the new devices
stymied explosions, they tended just to push the enemy to devise a more sophis-
ticated trigger mechanism and more devastating bombs. The number of attacks
would not begin to decline until 2007, when Petraeus was in command. The
answer then turned out to be not technological but physical and cultural—get

the troops out among the people, protect them, stay with them, and they will
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begin to talk to you. And even those who won’t talk might help in other ways,
such as anonymously spray-painting orange arrows on the asphalt to indicate
where a bomb had been planted the previous night.

But even more significant than Petraeus’s military background is his deter-
mination. It is the cornerstone of his personality and a characteristic that seems
to strike everyone he meets. One of his favorite words is “relentless.” Donnelly
first encountered Petraeus in the late 1980s, when Petraeus was a young major.
“He was almost identical to the guy you find today—very bright, very ambi-
tious,” Donnelly recalled. “Always ready to go for a run. Every day was a good day
for him.

Some of his peers saw him as ferociously ambitious, all too willing to court
congressmen and journalists. Those critics felt their suspicions were confirmed
when Petraeus told a Washington Post reporter that his role in Mosul in 20034
was “a combination of being the president and the pope.” Even among his admir-
ers there churns an ambivalence about him, often provoked by his overwhelming
drive. In a memoir of invading Iraq in 2003 with Petraeus, Rick Atkinson, the
journalist who knows Petraeus best and has remained friendly with him, wrote,
“If others found him hard to love—his intensity, his competitiveness, and ser-
rated intellect made adoration difficult—he was nevertheless broadly respected
and instantly obeyed.” That is an especially striking assessment because Atkinson,
according to then—Brig. Gen. Benjamin Freakley, the assistant commander to
Petraeus, was “probably closer to him than anyone in the division.”

Trying to explain his unease about Petraeus, an officer who has known him
for years said, “I really respect his intelligence. He is very disciplined. But I'm not
comfortable with his competitiveness.” He said he found it difficult to get Pe-
traeus to engage in a normal conversation. “It is all a race. Everything is a race.
It’s a narcissistic, exploitative way of dealing with people.” This approach also has
a long-term cost, he said: “Dave tends not to build teams, or think about what
happens afterwards. It’s the Dave Petraeus Show.”

Such criticisms aren’t entirely justified, because Petraeus, more than most
generals, keeps an eye out for smart younger officers and helps them along in
their careers. But even one of those protégés was mixed in his evaluation. “David
Petraeus is the best general in the U.S. Army, bar none,” said this officer, who has
known him for more than a decade. But, he added, “He also isn’t half as good as
he thinks he is.”

Another admirer, Capt. Erica Watson Borggren, graduated from West Point
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in 2002 and went on to become a Rhodes Scholar. When she first met Petraeus,
she recalled, he asked, “What was your class ranking?” He was referring to the
academy’s class position, which is based on a mix of academic records, military
leadership skills, and physical fitness tests. It is a key number because standing
determines the order by which cadets pick their branch of the Army—infantry,
armor, artillery, aviation, military intelligence, and so on.

“First academically, seventh overall,” she responded.

“What dragged you down?” Petraeus asked.

She was amazed. First in academics and seventh overall was an extraordinary
performance in a class of 989. She had played varsity tennis, had tutored other
cadets, had become a youth minister and a parachutist. She thought to herself,
“What do you mean, ‘dragged down’?” But she was restrained in what she actu-
ally said to the hypercompetitive general: “Well, if you look it at that way.” (Pe-
traeus, who finished fortieth in his 1974 graduating class of 833 cadets, said he
had been joking.)

“I worked with him,” said David Kilcullen, the Australian counterinsurgency
theorist who Petraeus would bring to Iraq as his adviser. “But I am not sure I
know him.”

Donnelly, a defense expert with a gimlet eye for the Army, said he felt that
he has never been able to get below the surface of Petraeus. “The distinction
between the mask and the man is impossible for me to distinguish. He has always
been that way. I think he is doing what he always wanted to do, and it is deeply
fulfilling.” Indeed, under that mask may be simply many more hard laminations
of talent and drive. Donnelly added that he doesn’t think Petraeus’s dreams ex-
tend to political office. Rather, he said, “He has an ambition to make his mark
on the Army, on history. He wants to make his name as a great captain.” Asked
in a 2008 interview if he had ever considered being national security adviser,
Petraeus appeared mildly intrigued. But when asked if he would like to be a
professor of international relations at Princeton, he responded with excitement
and a grin and said it would be a “thrill.”

It was his extraordinary force of will that persuaded Gen. Peter Schoomaker,
the chief of staff of the Army, to send Petraeus to Fort Leavenworth. “Shake it
up,” Schoomaker told Petraeus, who would need every ounce of his strength to

change the way the Army thought about the war in Iraq.



2.

HOW TO FIGHT THIS WAR

(Fall 2005—Fall 2006)

' n February 2006, Petraeus convened a meeting at Fort Leavenworth of about
135 experts on irregular warfare to discuss a new manual for the Army and
Marine Corps about how to conduct counterinsurgency operations. When he
called the session to order, he looked out across a tiered classroom in Tice Hall,
a squat, one-story brick building in a corner of the base, not far from Leaven-
worth’s forbidding old gray federal penitentiary. Usually used to train National
Guard commanders, on this day the classroom held not just military officers
but also representatives from the CIA and the State Department, academics,
human rights advocates, even a select group of high-profile journalists. It was
instantly clear that this wasn’t going to be the standard Army manual written by
two tired majors laboring in a basement somewhere in Fort Leavenworth. “I
thought the most interesting thing was the range of attendees, which spoke vol-
umes about Petraeus,” said Eliot Cohen. The two had known each other since
the mid-1980s, when Petraeus, then a major, was teaching at West Point, and
Cohen at Harvard.

What wasn’t clear was whether the manual would be produced in time to
make a difference in the Iraq war, which the attendees knew was heading south
fast. One of those present, Kalev Sepp, was fresh from doing his study in Iraq for
Gen. Casey of how well U.S. commanders in Iraq had absorbed counterinsur-

gency theory. His worrisome conclusion had been that 20 percent of them got
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it, 60 percent were struggling, and 20 percent were trying to fight a conventional
war, “oblivious to the inefficacy and counterproductivity of their operations.” In
other words, more than half of the U.S. war effort was wasted, and a good part
of it was actually hurting the cause.

Petraeus, aware of that troubling finding, began the conference by noting a
fundamental difference. In the past, he said, the Army had taught officers what
to think. Now, he said, it needed to teach them how to think. Then he sat down
next to Sarah Sewall, director of Harvard University’s Carr Center for Human
Rights Policy. Just that act in itself made it clear that this effort wasn’t going to
follow the usual way the Army devised doctrine.

Conrad Crane, the Army historian, kicked off the discussions by hand-
ing out more than a hundred small, hard pieces of green stones with red
veins in them. It was coprolite. “They’re pretty, polished, like gem stones,” he
told the audience. But, he explained, coprolite is actually fossilized dinosaur
excrement. This, Crane warned, was what he didn’t want the new counter-
insurgency manual to be: a new polishing of old crap. “There has never been an
Army manual created the way this one was,” he said later. “It was truly a unique
process.”

Until Petraeus arrived at Leavenworth, its magazine, Military Review, had
been a backwater even in the sleepy world of official military publications. Under
his command, Col. Bill Darley, its editor, quickly turned it into a must-read bi-
monthly dispatch from the front lines. It opened its pages to the views of young
officers angry over how generals were fighting the Iraq war. The magazine some-
times made news itself. One of its most controversial articles had been by a Brit-
ish officer, Brig. Nigel Aylwin-Foster, who accused the American military in Iraq
of cultural ignorance, moralistic self-righteousness, unproductive micromanage-
ment, and unwarranted optimism. He specifically charged that the Americans
displayed such “cultural insensitivity” in the war that it “arguably amounted to
institutional racism” and may have spurred the growth of the insurgency. Most
relevant to Petraeus’s purposes, he contended that the U.S. military’s handling
of Iraqis “exacerbated the task it now faces by alienating significant sections of
the population.” The meeting kicked off with Aylwin-Foster standing up to re-
view and expand on his explosive charges.

The human rights specialists present were upset by a passage in an early
draft of the counterinsurgency manual that was ambiguous about the use of

torture in interrogations. It seemed to say that sometimes extreme measures
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might be deemed necessary, but they were still immoral, so any commander al-
lowing such practices should then confess to a superior officer. Crane and his
confreres already harbored doubts about that section and immediately agreed to
strike it.

One purpose of the meeting was to ensure that the manual would stand up
to such criticism; another was to build support for it. “I think that is always the
way to go—inclusion is generally the appropriate course of action,” Petraeus said
later. “Frankly, if you can’t convince 95 percent of the rational thinkers, perhaps
the concept needs to be reexamined.” He also saw it as a team-building exercise,
he added, for the people who would be writing sections for Conrad Crane to get
to know one another and how they thought.

Petraeus watched and listened while Crane “played ringmaster,” running the
discussions. “I was both physically and mentally exhausted by the end” of the
two-day session, Crane said.

The manual that would be produced in the following months adhered to the
classic tenets of counterinsurgency—rvet in doing so it was prescribing a radical
shift for the U.S. military. Historically, Americans have liked to use “overwhelm-
ing force,” which under Gen. Colin Powell’s influence was elevated to a first
principle. But counterinsurgency, according to David Galula, the French officer
who while at Harvard in 1963 wrote what is probably the best book on the sub-
ject, requires that the minimum of firepower and force be used. Galula also ad-
monished that the people are the prize. “The population . . . becomes the
objective for the counterinsurgent as it was for his enemy,” he wrote, drawing on
his experiences in World War II, the French war in Indochina, and the Algerian
war, as well as his firsthand observations of the Greek civil war and Mao Zedong’s
Communist campaign in China.

If the manual were to have the desired effect, it needed to offer a sharp cri-
tique of how the U.S. Army had operated in Iraq for the previous several years.
But pointing out the flaws in the American approach was delicate, because this
could complicate the task of getting the Army to follow the manual. Many of the
generals implicitly skewered in its analysis were still in the Army, and some were
running it.

Just a month after the conference, four experts—Crane, Cohen, Lt. Col. Jan
Horvath, and Lt. Col. John Nagl, who had studied under Petraeus at West
Point—sent up the first flare to the Army and those watching it, signaling that

the new counterinsurgency manual would be very different from the usual,
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small-bore stuff of Army doctrine. The heart of their article in Military Review
was a list of the “paradoxes of counterinsurgency.” (This emphasis certainly was
influenced by five years of American experience in Irag—and it is interesting to
note that playing with paradox is one of the hallmarks of the classical Arab lit-
erature produced in Baghdad at its zenith under the Abbasid caliphs.)

Among the conundrums the article explored:

+ “The more you protect your force, the less secure you are.” In other
words, it said, you need to get out among the population, because in
the long run, that is the way to improve security. “If military forces
stay locked up in compounds, they lose touch with the people who
are the ultimate arbiters of victory.”

+ “The more force you use, the less effective you are.” That is, you are
trying to establish the rule of law, and the way to get there is through
restraint, whenever possible. Aim for normalcy.

+ “Sometimes doing nothing is the best reaction.” This was perhaps the
hardest lesson for the can-do, gung-ho U.S. military to take on board.
Don’t let yourself be provoked into action, because it may be coun-

terproductive.

The article made clear that Petraeus and the people around him were seek-
ing not only to change the way the Army was fighting in Iraq but also to change
the Army itself., Its last paragraph began, “We are at a turning point in the Army’s
institutional history.” Petraeus was out to alter how the Army thought about
war—a major intellectual, cultural, and emotional shift for a huge and tradition-
minded organization.

In June, Crane circulated a new draft of the manual around the Army and
Marine Corps. “This was the six-hundred-thousand-editor stage,” he said, refer-
ring to the combined active-duty size of the two services. There clearly was a
thirst out there for a new approach, reflected in the “thousands” of comments he
received.

The manual also would borrow liberally from the work being done that
summer by Australian army Lt. Col. David Kilcullen, a quirky infantryman with
a Ph.D. in the anthropology of Islamic extremism, a wicked wit, and experi-
ence fighting in Timor. Kilcullen came to Petraeus’s attention when he wrote an

essay breezily titled “Twenty-Eight Articles: Fundamentals of Company-Level



28 THE GAMBLE

Counterinsurgency”—that is, going one better than Lawrence of Arabia’s famous
“Twenty-Seven Articles” on how to fight in the Middle East in 1917.

At the time, Kilcullen’s principles seemed astonishing, and not just because
they were articulated with a directness not often seen in public in the U.S.
military. His third principle set the tone of the essay: “In counterinsurgency,
killing the enemy is easy. Finding him is often nearly impossible.” He also
was quite willing to disregard military hierarchy if that was what was required to
prevail. “Rank is nothing; talent is everything,” he advised in his eighth principle.
“Not everyone is good at counterinsurgency. Many people don’t understand the
concept, and some can’t execute it. It is difficult, and in a conventional force only
a few people will master it. Anyone can learn the basics, but a few naturals do exist.
Learn how to spot these people, and put them into positions where they can make
a difference. Rank matters far less than talent—a few good men led by a smart
junior noncommissioned officer can succeed in counterinsurgency, where hun-
dreds of well-armed soldiers under a mediocre senior officer will fail.”

His tenth principle poked another stick at top U.S. commanders in Iraq.
“The most fundamental rule of counterinsurgency is to be there. ... This de-
mands a residential approach: living in your sector, in close proximity to the
population rather than raiding into the area from remote, secure bases. Move-
ment on foot, sleeping in local villages, night patrolling—all these seem more
dangerous than they are. They establish links with the locals, who see you as real
people they can trust and do business with, not as aliens who descend from an
armored box. Driving around in an armored convoy, day-tripping like a tourist
in hell, degrades situational awareness, makes you a target, and is ultimately
more dangerous.”

Also, he counseled in rule 26, don’t obsess on fighting your foe. “Only attack
the enemy when he gets in the way. Try not to be distracted or forced into a series
of reactive moves by a desire to kill or capture the insurgents.”

Petraeus read the cheeky essay and sent it rocketing around the Army via
e-mail. Even before the manual appeared, it would begin to affect how some of-
ficers thought, perhaps reflecting the pent-up eagerness for change among
younger soldiers. One young officer with the 1st Cavalry Division, Lt. Rory Mc-
Govern, later recalled that while he was preparing in the fall of 2006 to deploy to
Iraq, he was told to read Kilcullen’s “Twenty-Eight Articles.” It changed the way
he thought about intelligence operations, he said.

A vyear later, Petraeus would bring Kilcullen to Baghdad as his adviser on
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counterinsurgency. There the Australian would explain his role with the memo-
rable comment, “Just because you invade a country stupidly doesn’t mean you
have to leave it stupidly,” a comment that Barack Obama adopted in somewhat
modified form for his stump speech during the 2008 primaries.

As the writing of the counterinsurgency manual neared completion, Pe-
traeus began editing key portions word by word—and not just once. He made,
he remembered, some “twenty or thirty edits.”

Again, this was not the way that the Army usually worked. “I can’t think of
a precedent for a commanding general to be so involved in writing doctrine,”
said Keane. “It is usually driven by bright young majors.” The hands-on approach
helped Petraeus move the product along quickly, and also would make it far
more readable—and influential—than most Army manuals.

Published at the end of 2006, just 11 months after the meeting at Leaven-
worth, the new manual had two striking aspects: It was both a devastating cri-
tique of the conduct of the Iraq war and an outline of the approach Petraeus
might take there if ever given the chance. In political terms, it amounted to a
party platform, the party in this case being the dissidents who thought the Army
was on the path to defeat in Iraq if it didn’t change its approach.

+ Think twice before launching a raid, it reccommended, and consider
its consequences. “An operation that kills five insurgents is counter-
productive if collateral damage leads to the recruitment of fifty more
insurgents.” This was a calculation that had eluded many command-
ers in Iraq.

+ Don’t hole up in big bases, as the U.S. military increasingly was doing
in Iraq. “If military forces remain in their compounds, they lose touch
with the people, appear to be running scared, and cede the initiative
to the insurgents.”

+ Don’t let yourself be provoked, as President Bush and other U.S. of-
ficials were by the killing of four Blackwater contractors in Fallujah
in March 2004. “Often insurgents carry out a terrorist act or guerrilla
raid with the primary purpose of enticing counterinsurgents to over-
react.”

+ Don’t abuse your prisoners, as had happened with the 2004 Abu
Ghraib detainee scandal and in many other instances in the war.

“Treat detainees professionally and publicize their treatment.”
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+ Don’t take relatives of suspected insurgents hostage, because it is both
illegal and unethical. “At no time can Soldiers and Marines detain
family members or close associates to compel suspected insurgents
to surrender or provide information.”

+ Don’t waste time and money attempting to build a local replica of the
U.S. military. “Have local forces mirror the enemy, not U.S. forces.”

+ And don’t concentrate on big, capital-intensive reconstruction proj-

ects. “Remember, small is beautiful”

Even discussions that didn’t appear to be about the Iraq war carried clear
messages about it. The first “vignette” in the manual—a box inserted in the text
that tells an instructive story—is about Marine Gen. Anthony Zinni, who had
been a fierce critic of the war and by 2006 was seen by the Bush administration
as a political foe. Even more remote, but at the same time even more pointed,
is a discussion of Napoleon’s mishandling of his campaign in Spain in 1808.
“Little thought was given to the potential challenges of subduing the Spanish
populace. . . . Napoleon believed the conquest of Spain would be little more than
a ‘military promenade.. . . The French failed to analyze the Spanish people, their
history, culture, motivations. . . . Napoleon’s cultural miscalculation resulted in
a protracted occupation struggle that lasted nearly six years.” All these missteps,
of course, were also ones the U.S. military had been committing in Iraq.

The manual also pointed toward the very different approach Petraeus
might take:

+ “Remain alert for signs of divisions within an insurgent movement.”

By the time Petraeus arrived to take command in Iraq, Sunni insur-
gents were willing to talk to Americans about cease-fires, and he
would seek ways to expand on that trend. “Encourage insurgents to
change sides.” Sitting down to talk with the evil-doers, as President
Bush tended to portray them, would be a radical departure for the
American effort in Iraq.

+ “At the strategic level, gaining and maintaining U.S. public support
for a protracted deployment is critical.” Petraeus would devote much
of his time and energy in the coming years to what he called “putting
more time on the clock,” especially in his 2007 and 2008 appearances
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before Congress, which would be the highest-profile occasions of
military testimony in decades.

+ Most important, “The cornerstone of any COIN [counterinsurgency]
effort is establishing security for the civilian populace.” In 2007 this
insight would become the starting point for U.S. strategy in Iraq.

Ambassador Ryan Crocker, a veteran diplomat, would read the manual early
in 2007 as he prepared to go to Iraq as Petraeus’s civilian counterpart. “If only
that had been published in 2002,” he thought to himself.

“A C-130 INTO HELL”

While the counterinsurgency manual was coming together, Iraq was falling
apart. When Iraq’s parliamentary elections were held at the end of 2005, they
seemed to many to mark a major turning point. Bush administration officials,
buoyed by the photographs of smiling Iraqis holding up fingers inked with the
purple of the ballot booth, eagerly greeted the election as a major victory. Vice
President Cheney, who 10 months earlier had declared the insurgency to be in
its “last throes,” used the occasion to make his first postinvasion visit to Iraq. “I
think we’ve turned the corner, if you will,” he told a group of Marines. “I think
when we look back ten years hence, we’ll see that the year ’05 was in fact a wa-
tershed year here in Iraq.” Gen. Casey, the top U.S. commander in Iragq, said it
looked to him as though American troop levels could begin coming down in the
following months.

In hindsight, the December 2005 elections were part of the problem, not the
solution. “We needed elections in the worst kind of way in 2005—and we got
them,” Maj. Gen. David Fastabend, who would become Petraeus’s chief of strat-
egy in Iraq, wrote in a memo to his boss. Most notably, because Sunnis largely
boycotted the vote, they planted Shiite-dominated governments in majority
Sunni areas—and it would be those areas that would become most resistant to
the Baghdad government. Also, less noticed, the elections encouraged U.S. com-
manders and planners to become overly optimistic. They began formulating
plans for major drawdowns in 2006. Most significantly, by holding national elec-
tions without any other political structures in place, the U.S. government inad-
vertently herded Iraqis toward sectarian identification. In the 9 primarily Shiite

provinces, the leading Shiite party, the United Iraqi Alliance, won 70 of 81 seats.
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The Kurds swept the 35 seats in their region, and Sunni parties won 15 of 17 seats
in al Anbar and Salahuddin provinces. The election results in Baghdad, Nineveh,
Diyala, and Kirkuk also resembled the sectarian makeup of each province. This
may have helped light the fuse of the small civil war that exploded in Baghdad
months after. As Petraeus himself would put it much later, “The elections hard-
ened sectarian positions as Iraqis voted largely based on ethnic and sectarian
group identity.”

Neither Cheney nor anyone else knew it, but 2006 would, in fact, prove to
be the crucial year for the war—but not in the way that American officials had
hoped or wanted. Rather, 2006 would be the year that American policy ground
to a halt, the Bush administration finally conceded that it was on a path to defeat,
the American civilian and military leadership in the war was jettisoned, and a
new set of commanders—~Petraeus and Odierno—installed to execute a radically
different strategy. “Iraq came pretty close, I think, to just unraveling in the course
of that year,” Ambassador Crocker said.

It would take agonizing months—indeed, the whole of 2006—for that pro-
cess of assessment and adjustment to occur. Many observers, both Iraqi and
American, think the key event was the bombing on February 22, 2006, of the
Golden Dome Mosque in Samarra, one of the most important Shia shrines in
Iraq, and, indeed, in the world. Maj. Jeremy Lewis happened to be in Samarra,
65 miles north of Baghdad, at 6:44 that morning. He was preparing to go on

patrol with some Iragi National Police when

... we heard an explosion. All eyes turn toward the explosion. You see this
plume of smoke going up, and the plume of smoke was right next to the
mosque. I guess that was an initial charge, one of the minarets they had blown
up or something like that. ... Then all of a sudden, the mosque just explodes.
You blink and shudder and hunch down. You’re thinking, “What the heck hap-
pened there?” ... It was kind of a cloudy day, overcast. Now there’s this huge
plume of smoke, a monstrous cloud, and it’s kind of yellowish and black. My
gunner says, “Sir, it’s fucking gone! It’s gone!” I'm like, “No, it’s not gone, it’s not
gone.” But then the wind carried the plume of smoke away and you just saw the

rebar and everything from the mosque.

Lewis and his comrades battened the hatches. “Every last one of us said this

was the beginning of the civil war in Iraq,” he recounted.
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Hundreds of Iraqis would die in sectarian fighting in the following weeks,
and many American commanders came to see the mosque bombing as a major
turning point. But some officers and many observers argue that the incident
simply was the culmination of a worsening trend that top officials weren’t grasp-
ing, in part because of their focus on developing Iragi security forces rather than
on the situation of Iraqi civilians, and also because they didn’t have troops living
among the people. As James Miller, a former Pentagon war planner, put it, “The
mosque bombing was just gasoline on a fire that already was burning pretty
well” Indeed, according to the U.S. military’s database of “significant acts,” vio-
lence had increased at a steady pace since March 2005 and would continue to
increase at about the same pace after the mosque bombing until peaking in June
2007. In 2005 and the following year, hundreds of thousands of Iraqis had fled
the country. Many of them were doctors, lawyers, teachers, and journalists, the
professionals who are part of the glue of a modern civil society. Because they had
both money and education, they were targeted for kidnappings and murders by
criminal gangs and political extremists alike. “The situation in the last six months
has gotten so bad, we couldn’t continue,” Dr. Omar Kubasi told the Washington
Post’s Doug Struck as the flow of refugees increased.

The mosque bombing “wasn’t a trigger, it was an indicator,” concluded Col.
Christopher Holshek, a civil affairs veteran of Iraq. “All that did was expose some
of the weaknesses in our approach.”

The real effect of the bombing, added Jeffrey White, a former analyst of
Middle Eastern affairs, was that it compelled U.S. commanders to deal with real-
ity. After that day, it would become harder for them to argue that there were
enough troops, because they had been given the additional mission of containing
Shiite militias, on top of the existing tasks of countering the Sunni insurgency
and training Iraqi security forces.

One Army officer who recalled buying into the optimism of late 2005
and early 2006, when he was a commander in Iraq, reluctantly agreed. In retro-
spect, he said, the situation had been far worse than he and his peers had under-
stood it to be. It was the Samarra bombing that led him to believe that Iraq was
indeed caught in a civil war: “What Samarra came to mean for me was a defining
point in time, almost like a teaching point, where the real face of the Iraq war
became clear”

Kilcullen, the Australian counterinsurgency theorist, was at Petraeus’s con-

ference at Fort Leavenworth when the Samarra bomb exploded. He immediately
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left for Baghdad, catching an Air Force cargo plane for the last leg. As he landed
two days later, he said, “I felt like I was riding a C-130 into Hell. I mean, every-

thing was burning.”

OUT OF SIGHT, OUT OF MIND

One of the questions raised by the bloodshed of 2006 was whether it was a
revealing preview of what would happen if the U.S. military withdrew altogether.
Gen. John Abizaid, at the time the chief of the U.S. Central Command, had ar-
gued for years that the U.S. military presence was an irritant to the Iragi popula-
tion. Yet as U.S. forces had pulled back from Baghdad in 2005, as part of a
consolidation effort, violence actually had increased. There were 130,000 U.S.
troops in Irag, but they were becoming increasingly irrelevant as fighting swirled
around the tall walls of their bases. To a surprising degree, they were offstage and
ill informed. U.S. military intelligence gathering tended to focus on two sorts of
events: anything that affected American troops and the killing of Iraqis. Other
actions affecting Iraqi civilians—kidnappings, rape, robberies, acts of extortion,
and other forms of intimidation—didn’t appear to be on the U.S. military’s
radar. As one soldier in the 4th Infantry Division dismissively put it, all that was
“background noise.”

As 2006 opened, there were almost no U.S. troops present on the streets of
Baghdad, which U.S. commanders were trying to turn over to Iraqi forces. “We
have become reactive,” warned Capt. Zachary Martin. “With our fortified bases
and our few secured major supply routes linking them, we have immobilized
ourselves and cut ourselves off from the battlefield—the populace of Iraq” Many
commanders, he charged, seemed more concerned with “force protection” than
with winning.

American officials believed they were turning security over to Iraqi forces.
But those Iraqi troops and police weren’t able to control the streets, which meant
that the American commanders really were abdicating responsibility and letting
the streets become a battleground for sectarian groups. The Americans wouldn’t
enforce order and the Iraqis couldn’t—even if they wanted to. As one Army
major put it early in 2006, the capital resembled the pure Hobbesian state where
all are at war against all others and any security is self-provided. Iraq appeared
to be slipping steadily toward chaos. On one day, 22 civilians would die in a car

bombing in Baghdad. On another, 17 policemen would be slain. By the third
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anniversary of the war, on March 19, it was clear that Irag—or at least greater
Baghdad, home to about a quarter of the nation’s population—was on the edge
of a civil war.

Enemy attacks were growing in both number and sophistication. In March,
17 policemen and security guards were killed in a dawn raid on a police station
in Muqdadiyah that also released 33 prisoners. The attackers, numbering about
100, also set fire to a courthouse, destroyed 12 police cars, and held off an out-
numbered U.S.-led counterattack. A month later, the enemy double-bombed an
American outpost in the same province. The attack began with a truck exploding
against a wall, clearing an opening for a second truck to barrel into the base and
detonate against a security wall, which, improperly placed, fell over onto a build-
ing, killing 9 American troops inside.

In some U.S. Army units, commanders seemed simply to be keeping their
heads down and plodding forward. “It is like we are on a combat patrol and what
we see are all the indicators of an ambush—and yet we continue forward as if
we had not been trained to detect, avoid, or take preemptive measures,” said one
Army colonel in Iraq who was versed in counterinsurgency theory.

Despite Gen. Casey’s efforts with his new Counterinsurgency Academy,
abuses by American soldiers, while less common than in 20034, still occurred.
Even Petraeus’s old division, the 101st Airborne, which had posted a nearly spot-
less record while under his command in northern Iraq in 20034, ran into ugly
trouble in 2006. In March, two of the division’s soldiers raped and murdered a
fourteen-year-old Iraqi girl and killed her parents and sister to cover their crimes.
In May, other 101st soldiers killed three detainees they had captured and hand-
cuffed. Ultimately, four of them would be charged. One of their comrades, Pfc.
Bradley Mason, would later testify that they had threatened to kill him if he re-
ported their action.

The court-martial took an illuminating turn: The accused cited the aggres-
sive tone set by their brigade commander, Col. Michael Steele, whose ham-fisted
approach long had raised eyebrows in the Army. Retired Army Col. James Hal-
lums, one of his predecessors in commanding the same unit, and himself a vet-
eran of much combat, commented, “The supermacho image that Steele projected
permeated his unit, and in my opinion, led directly to atrocities.” When the bri-
gade deployed, Steele, whose role in the fighting in Somalia in 1993 was captured
in the book and film Black Hawk Down, had given a speech that was captured

on videotape by documentarians following the unit. “Anytime you fight, you
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always kill the other sonofabitch,” he had told his soldiers. “Do not let him live
today so he will fight you tomorrow. Kill him today” When you go to Iraq, he
added, “You're the predator.”

The fight would be won, Steele told his men, by those who “get violent the
fastest.” The counterinsurgency manual then being written advised almost the
opposite: “Sometimes, the more force is used, the less effective it is.” The manual
also would recommend that prisoners be treated kindly, the better to obtain
information from them and perhaps even get them to change sides. Steele was
from the old school, telling his soldiers that ensuring that prisoners were shaded
from the sun and given water was “bullshit.”

The documentary, made by John Laurence, a veteran war correspondent,
captured how one of Steele’s sergeants interpreted that approach. Speaking to his
soldiers before a raid, the sergeant instructed them, “We are not bringing anyone

back alive.”

By MID-2006 insurgents were detonating about 1,000 roadside bombs every
week, according to the U.S. Central Command. Much of the U.S. effort was fo-
cused on countering those attacks. Meanwhile, large numbers of Iraqis were
being slaughtered almost daily. Insurgents who later changed sides would report
that during 2006, primacy in their movement shifted from former members of
Saddam Hussein’s regime, some of whom were running low on cash, to al Qaeda,
which “came in with a lot of money and bought away the young men,” reported
Maj. Joel Rayburn, an intelligence officer who would later work for Petraeus.

On May 7, car bombs killed about 30 people in the Shiite Muslim holy city of
Karbala, 60 miles southwest of Baghdad. One of the car bombs was heading to a
major mosque when it exploded in traffic—an echo of the Samarra attack 10 weeks
earlier. On the same day, 51 bodies were found in Baghdad, handcuffed, blind-
folded, and shot. A week later, 9 bombs detonated in the capital, killing 37. Six days
later, a pickup truck loaded with explosives blew up in a crowd of day laborers in
Sadr City, the huge slum on the eastern side of Baghdad. Called “Saddam City”
until the American invasion, it was almost immediately renamed for the father of
Mogtada al-Sadr, the radical Shiite cleric. It became the heart of the son’s growing
power. The bomb that day killed or wounded 99 people. Also, 6 policemen were
killed by a bomb in the town of Qaim, and police found 40 bodies.

The slide into anarchy accelerated at the end of May after Nouri al-Maliki,
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a second-tier Shiite politician who was the grandson of a pre-Saddam minister
of education, became the compromise pick for prime minister, ending months
of stalemate between Shiite leaders. Gen. Chiarelli, the number two 2 U.S. com-
mander in Iraq at the time, argued later that the U.S. effort went off track not
because of February’s Golden Dome Mosque bombing but because of the six
months of drift that occurred when the elections didn’t quickly lead to the selec-
tion of a prime minister. During that time, he said, Americans kept saying that
the government, when it formed, would be a force for reconciliation. “We had
said it so long, we believed it,” he said, the regret evident in his voice. Instead, he
explained, the selection of Maliki may have been the starting gun for a small civil
war because the Shiites no longer felt they needed to be on their best behavior
with the Americans. They finally held power, and also had the Americans back-
ing them up. So why hold back?

“All hell broke loose,” Chiarelli recalled. On May 30, another 51 people were
killed in bombings. Inexplicably, American officials blithely continued to talk
about drawing down the U.S. troop presence and turning over control of security
to Iraqi forces. Such talk begged the question: If well-equipped and well-trained
American troops couldn’t control the situation, why would a new, divided, and
distrusted Iraqi police and army be able to do any better?

In the following 12 months, the Army’s 24th Transportation Battalion sent
over 400 convoys north from Kuwait and across Iraq, and was hit 170 times. “Every
time you left the gate, it was a greater than one-in-three chance that you were
going to get hit,” said Maj. Dan Williamson, the battalion’s executive officer.

The U.S. intelligence community warned at this time that a cycle of “self-
sustaining violence” had begun in Iraq, recalled Feaver, the NSC aide. As criti-
cism of the U.S. strategy mounted, he added, “I was finding it harder to answer
these critiques.”

What was happening was that the “strategic edifice” of the American effort
in Iraq was collapsing, Col. Peter Mansoor, Petraeus’s executive officer, later ob-
served. But, soft-spoken in his steel-rimmed glasses and short graying hair, he

added with dry underestimation, “It took a few months longer to realize it.”

RETIRED GENERALS VS. “THE DECIDER”

Back in Washington, the feeling of deterioration in the war was intensifying.
One Pentagon official recalled the dysfunctional dynamic of the Bush adminis-
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tration that spring. “The president would say, ‘Get this done, and leave the room,”
he recalled. “And then Rumsfeld would start squabbling with Condi—‘We’re not
gonna secure your PRTs!”’—a reference to the State Department-led Provincial
Reconstruction Teams that were at the heart of the strategy of rebuilding the
economy of Iraq from the bottom up in order to improve security and so even-
tually reduce the American military presence. His thought on Rumsfeld at that
point, he said, was, “Well, you fucking idiot, that’s your ticket out of Iraq.”

Officially, all was going well. “Iraq is making steady progress in meeting the
president’s short-term and medium-term security goals,” said a bizarrely cheer-
ful assessment of Iraq released by the Bush administration in April. The elections
and subsequent security operations had led to “a political process that now in-
cludes all of Iraq’s major communities for the first time.”

But behind the scenes, a rift was developing between senior commanders in
Baghdad and their bosses back in Washington about how to see the war. “It was
clear to me that it had shifted from an insurgency against us to a struggle for
power, that it wasn’t any longer totally about us, it was about them,” Gen. Casey
said in 2008 as he looked back at that time. He was sitting in his Pentagon office
under a portrait of Gen. Ulysses S. Grant, the Old Testament patriarch of today’s
Army. When he sought to convey that sense of an altered war to officials at
the Pentagon and White House, he got blank stares. “We tried until we were blue
in the face to get folks [in Washington] to understand that the struggle had fun-
damentally changed. . . . I always felt I wasn’t conveying it in a way that people
could grasp it.”

Officials at the White House were likewise beginning to lose faith in their
military interlocutors. “We could just see the Samarra thing spiraling, and no
progress on getting a government,” recalled Feaver, who had become one of the
key NSC staffers working on Iraq issues. “As we see the situation eroding, there’s
a growing question: Do we have the right strategy, is it going to work? And is it
time for Rumsfeld to go? This is at the White House staff level—this is people
talking at the water cooler. The nub of this is, who can replace him?”

The continuing lack of realism in official statements was one of the factors
that precipitated the “revolt of the generals,” which really was just a few retired
officers going public with concerns, albeit ones that had grown fairly widespread
in their peer group. The wave of criticism began on March 19, when retired Maj.
Gen. Paul Eaton, who had been the first overseer of the Iraqi military training

effort, wrote an opinion piece for the New York Times that essentially made the
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Army’s case against Rumsfeld. More troops were needed in Iraq, the senior mil-
itary officers around Rumsfeld were too pliant, and the defense secretary was
“incompetent strategically, operationally and tactically,” he wrote. There wasn’t
much new in these assertions. Their significance was that they were made by a
general who had been on active duty in Iraq. If Bush was simply heeding the
advice of his generals, as he had so often asserted, then why was this one calling
for his defense secretary to be fired?

The next officer to jump Rumsfeld’s ship was retired Lt. Gen. Gregory New-
bold, who went public with a similar critique in Time magazine. Like Eaton, he
had been on active duty during the run-up to the war, serving in the key position
of operations director for the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Arguing that the Iraq war was
a mistake, he took aim at the entire Bush administration, which he blamed for a
series of failures. Among them were distorting intelligence, micromanaging the
war, alienating allies, failing to retain the Iraqi army, and denying that an insur-
gency existed. Again, this came not from any one of a thousand retired officers,
but from someone who had seen Rumsfeld up close.

Other retired generals decided it was time to speak out. The third blow came
from another officer with credibility gained from firsthand experience, both in
the Pentagon and in Iraq. Retired Maj. Gen. John Batiste had been the senior
military assistant to Paul Wolfowitz, who as deputy secretary of defense had been
one of the leaders of the drive to war. Batiste then had become commander of
the 1st Infantry Division, leading it to fight in Iraq in 2004-5. It also was widely
known that he had been offered a promotion to lieutenant general to return to
Iraq as the number two officer there but had declined because he no longer
wished to serve under Rumsfeld. “I think we need a fresh start” at the top of the
Pentagon, Batiste said. “We need leadership up there that respects the military as
they expect the military to respect them. And that leadership needs to under-
stand teamwork.”

Reporters soon found more generals willing to criticize the administration.
Retired Maj. Gen. Charles Swannack, who had commanded the 82nd Airborne
Division in Iraq, laid responsibility for the Abu Ghraib scandal at Rumsfeld’s feet,
saying it was the result of top-level pressure to step up interrogations. Retired
Gen. Anthony Zinni and retired Maj. Gen. John Riggs, who previously had ques-
tioned the handling of the war, now were recast as members of a growing group
of dissident officers. Riggs made the point that three years into a war that was

intended to end in weeks or months, it was growing increasingly difficult to
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believe the Bush administration’s explanations of events. “I think they’ve made
fools of themselves, and totally underestimated what would be needed for a
sustained conflict,” he said.

Rumsfeld’s response was to sidestep the substance of the criticism and in-
stead belittle the critics. Rather than respond to the fact that people who had
seen him operate firsthand were offering heartfelt—if angry and tardy—com-
mentary, he acted as if they were a few inevitable if inexplicable malcontents. “I
don’t know how many generals there have been in the last five years that have
served on the United States armed services—hundreds and hundreds and hun-
dreds. And there are several who have opinions. And there’s nothing wrong with
people having opinions. And I think one ought to expect that. When you're
involved in something that’s controversial, as certainly this war is, one ought to
expect that” That anodyne comment was fundamentally dishonest because it
didn’t answer the nagging question. Nor did Rumsfeld’s dismissiveness serve his
president well. Bush had been saying since the start of the war that he relied on
the judgment of his generals, and these were generals whose opinions mattered
because of their personal experience in Iraq or with Rumsfeld. To swipe aside
their collective judgment could only deepen the public’s lack of faith in Bush
and those around him.

The generals’ revolt may have been most significant for the irritated re-
sponse it provoked from a peeved President Bush a few days later. At the end of
a press conference to announce the appointment of a new director of the Office
of Management and Budget, Bush was asked about talk that Rumsfeld might be
forced out by the officers’ criticism. “I don’t appreciate the speculation about
Don Rumsfeld,” Bush said. “He’s doing a fine job.” As for the generals, he said, “I
listen to all voices, but mine’s the final decision. ... I hear the voices, and I read
the front page, and I know the speculation. But 'm the decider, and I decide what
is best. And what’s best is for Don Rumsfeld to remain as the secretary of de-
fense.” With that awkwardly put comment, Bush gave Rumsfeld another seven
months in office.

Just as the generals’ revolt was simmering down, the killings at Haditha the
previous November erupted into a major news story. Investigations had been
under way since February and had intensified after Time magazine ran a thor-
ough article in March that cast doubt on official accounts. But the incident
jumped onto page one because of comments made during a press conference by

Representative John Murtha, a Pennsylvania Democrat and a Marine veteran of
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Vietnam who had turned strongly against the Iraq war. Midway through the
conference, he blurted out that the incident was “much worse” than was under-
stood. “Our troops overreacted because of pressure on them, and they killed
innocent civilians in cold blood,” he said. In the following days, amid talk of
" another Abu Ghraib scandal that would inflict a strategic wound on the war ef-
fort, other members of Congress used less inflammatory language but expressed
grave concern. The commandant of the Marine Corps, Gen. Michael Hagee, flew
to Iraq to address his troops.

Andrew Krepinevich, who had written the Foreign Affairs article that laid
out much of the strategy that the United States eventually would adopt, but
much later, observed that the center of gravity in Iraq was the Iraqi population.
The task is to convince the population that you will protect them, and also that
you will win. So, he concluded, allowing an incident such as Haditha to occur,
and then dismissing it as routine, as the Marine chain of command had done,
was tantamount to “losing a major battle.”

Oddly, the revelations and allegations about the killings provoked less reac-
tion in Iraq—but not for reasons that were good for the American cause. Some
Iraqis said they hadn’t heard the news because they lacked electricity. “We live in
darkness,” said Muhanned Jasim, an antiques seller in Baghdad. At any rate, he
added, “What’s the big news about Iraqis getting killed? We’re powerless to
change the situation.”

As Ghasan Jayih, a pharmacist, ruefully and correctly observed, “It’s normal
now to hear twenty-five Iraqis are killed in one day.”

Feaver, whose official title on the staff of the National Security Council was
Special Advisor for Strategic Planning and Institutional Reform, thought it was
time to confront the president with the bad news. The cheerful son of a Lehigh
University classics professor, Feaver himself was a political scientist with a full
professorship waiting for him back at Duke University, which gave him a bit of
freedom. He was in no position to oust Rumsfeld, but he could and did write
memos to the national security adviser, Stephen Hadley, urging that the president
hear from some sympathetic but worried outsiders. Feaver and a fellow staffer
put that meeting together for a day in June at Camp David, the presidential re-
treat in the hills of Maryland. One of those on his list was his old friend Eliot
Cohen, whom he had known since both were at Harvard in the early 1980s.

But then Feaver’s plan was undercut by an unexpected stream of good news

arriving from Iraq. It all had started weeks earlier with the arrest in Jordan of



42 THE GAMBLE

Ziad Khalaf al-Kerbouly, a Jordanian customs worker, who confessed that he had
helped smuggle cash and supplies to Abel Rahman, who was believed to be the
spiritual adviser to Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the head of al Qaeda in Iraq. Rahman
also was thought to be the liaison between the Iraqi Sunni religious leadership
and Zargawi. U.S. Special Operations teams then began using his contact infor-
mation to find Rahman and monitor his movements. After three weeks of watch-
ing, in the late afternoon of June 7, the spiritual adviser was tracked to a
farmhouse in a palm grove in the village of Hibhib, about 35 miles north of
Baghdad. U.S. forces went on high alert because Rahman had performed certain
tasks—the specifics were never disclosed by the U.S. government—that he usu-
ally did before meeting with the terrorist leader. An F-16 jet that had been refu-
eling was dispatched to the area. At 6:12 p.M., its pilot released two 500-pound
laser-guided bombs that obliterated the hideout. American troops came upon
Zarqawi as he lay near the rubble. He was suffocating as his lungs, torn and
bruised by the bombs’ blast waves, ceased to function. He died at 7:04. It was a
surprisingly swift and merciful end for the man who was believed to have been
behind much of the car bombing of Iraqi civilians in the preceding weeks and
months, attacks that had killed and maimed hundreds of innocent men, women,
and children. Soldiers from a military intelligence unit found not only Islamic
religious material, as they had expected, but also a copy of the May 2nd issue of

the Arabic edition of Newsweek.

A MISSED CHANCE AT CAMP DAVID

In June 2006, the presidential meeting with those sympathetic war critics
came together at Camp David, atop a ridge in the Maryland foothills just south-
west of the Gettysburg battlefield. Eliot Cohen, Michael Vickers, Fred Kagan, and
Robert Kaplan—the first three men, smart national security experts; the last, an
influential journalist—were generally supportive of the war but critical of its
conduct. They were invited to tell the president how it might be better run.

Kagan went to the meeting hoping that it would be “a major turning point.”
He had believed for years that the war was being mishandled. “Doing the right
thing the wrong way” was the phrase that came to characterize the views of his
faction of hawks who thought that the decision to invade Iraq had been correct
but who were troubled by the U.S. performance since the fall of Baghdad. “Do

we have enough troops?” he asked at the meeting.
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Cohen, who on the advice of Feaver had given up his customary bow tie
for the meeting, agreed that this wasn’t the time to discuss troop cuts, as the
generals were doing, but thought Kagan was fiddling too much with the tactical
level of operations and wanted the president instead to focus on strategy. “You
probably need more people, but the real question is what you do with them,”
he said. He also urged the president to get the rest of the U.S. government be-
yond the military more seriously engaged in the effort in Iraq. Cohen knew that
Bush had read his Supreme Command. He wanted to make Bush think about
how to deal with his generals—and consider replacing some. For him, the heart
of the matter was “different commanders and a different approach.” After the
meeting, he would lash himself for not hitting this point as hard as he should
have. Also, he said, “You know, the Army is in worse shape than you think.” Bush
didn’t respond. Defense Secretary Rumsfeld and Gen. Pace, the chairman of the
Joint Chiefs, also listening, squirmed a bit. Pace had proven a weak chairman,
seemingly unwilling to stand up to Rumsfeld when other generals thought he
should and instead trying to simply ease the discord at the Pentagon between
uniformed military and its civilian overseers. He had a reputation for being a
good and decent man, but too pliant. His accomplishment may have been of
another sort—keeping the Joint Chiefs from going off the reservation when
they split with the president later in the year over whether to change the strat-
egy in the war.

Nor had Pace been much of a presence in discussions of that strategy. It was
the major war on his watch, but he tended to defer to Casey and Abizaid, the two
four-star officers directly involved in its prosecution. The irony of all this was that
policy formulation was following the prescribed method, with the hierarchy being
observed and all the correct bureaucratic players involved, but the system wasn’t
really working. That is, it looked good, but it wasn’t leading to a robust discussion
by top officials of the necessary strategic questions. Nor were leaders held ac-
countable and quizzed on their failures. It was only months later, when the pre-
scribed system was subverted and the chain of command bypassed, that a rigorous
examination of American strategy in the Iraq war would get under way.

Kaplan used his time to talk about counterinsurgency practices. “Get rid of
periodic presence patrols and provide twenty-four/seven security, get out of big
bases and deploy smaller units in neighborhoods,” he said. He was ambivalent
about increasing the number of troops because he believed that those already in

Iraq were being used incorrectly.
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Vickers, a former CIA officer, had played a key role in outfitting the Afghan
mujahadeen in the 1980s in their struggle against the Soviet occupation, a role
later immortalized in the book and movie Charlie Wilson’s War. Reaching back
to his time then, he emphasized what strategists call the indirect approach—that
is, helping a local ally fight rather than having Americans carry the combat load.
Draw down your conventional forces and rely more on elite Special Operators,
he said. “You're on borrowed time with the direct approach,” said Vickers, ac-
cording to people who attended the meeting.

The conversation flowed freely, and the president enjoyed the brisk dialogue,
said Feaver, the NSC aide who helped conceive and arrange the meeting. But it
didn’t work as he had intended, which was to confront the president and his key
advisers with the worried critiques of loyalists. Bush was riding on good news.
Not only had a new government been seated, but just a few days earlier, Zarqawi
had been found and killed. And as Bush was listening, he knew something his
four visitors didn’t—that he would be slipping away from Camp David just min-
utes later to make a secret trip to Baghdad, his first since Thanksgiving 2003.
(“He was almost a little bouncy,” Kagan said. “I now recognize that he was very
excited about the trip he was about to pull.”) So rather than lead to a much-
needed review of strategy, the three events effectively combined to reenergize the
president’s commitment to the existing one, Feaver said.

Kagan agreed with that assessment. “I think it [the meeting] had no effect.
It certainly didn’t change the minds of the principals. It didn’t generate any
follow-up.” Rather than a radical change in strategy, he said, “we continued to
drift.”

Returning from Baghdad, Bush gave a tempered but upbeat assessment. “I
sense something different happening in Iraq,” he said in a Rose Garden press
conference. “The progress will be steady toward a goal that has clearly been de-
fined. In other words, I hope there’s not an expectation from people that, all of
a sudden, there’s going to be zero violence—in other words, it’s just not going to
be the case. On the other hand, I do think we’ll be able to measure progress.”

In fact, the Camp David meeting would have a far greater long-term effect
than anyone could know at the time. In the following months, three of the four
worried loyalists who had trekked to the presidential retreat would become
deeply involved in revamping Iraq strategy. Cohen took the position of counselor
at the State Department, where he became a major strategic voice in the govern-

ment, not just advising the secretary of state but also officials at the Pentagon
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and at the White House. Vickers, another of Cohen’s former students, became
chief of overseeing Special Operations and strategy at the Pentagon. Bush, still
taken with Vickers’s role in arming the Afghan rebels, pinged the Pentagon twice
to hurry the clearance process for him. Kagan wouldn’t go into the government
but would help redesign U.S. strategy in Iraq, both figuring out what to do and
then helping sell the new approach to top White House officials.

THE BATTLE OF BAGHDAD BEGINS

After the Camp David meeting the situation in Iraq turned sharply worse.
The period from mid-2006 to mid-2007 would prove to be the bloodiest 12
months that American troops had seen thus far in the war, with 1,105 killed. Iraqi
civilian deaths are harder to determine but were clearly a multiple of that figure.
In the summer and fall of 2006, Shiite militias carried out a concerted campaign
that pushed Sunnis out of much of Baghdad, which until then had been a mixed
city, with Sunnis predominating west of the Tigris River and Shiites to its east.

The battle of Baghdad effectively began at sunrise on Sunday, July 9, when
Shiite militiamen, some of them masked, appeared in the Sunni neighborhood
of Jihad, near the Baghdad airport. They set up checkpoints on main streets and
killed those passersby whose identity cards indicated they probably were Sunni.
They shot up a vegetable market. They also went into homes they believed were
occupied by Sunnis. All told, about 50 people were slaughtered. “This is a new
step. A red line has been crossed,” said Alaa Makky, a Sunni member of parlia-
ment. “People have been killed in the streets; now they are killed inside their
homes.”

The next day, Monday, Saleh Muhammed, a resident of the Sunni neighbor-
hood of Amiriyah in far western Baghdad, called the police emergency line to
report that the leading Shiite militia, the Mahdi Army, was attacking the quarter’s
Malouki mosque. He was surprised by the dispatcher’s response: “The Mahdi
Army are not terrorists like you. They are people doing their duty. And how
could you know that they are the Mahdi Army—is it written on their fore-
heads?”

A wave of Sunni retaliation followed. Two car bombs exploded in Sadr City,
the city’s biggest Shiite neighborhood, home to about 2 million people, killing
or wounding nearly 30. On Wednesday, gunmen kidnapped a group of people,
apparently Shiites, at a bus station in Muqdadiyah, and murdered 22 of them.
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The following Sunday, a café filled with Shiites was blown up north of Baghdad,
killing 26. On Monday morning, death squads assaulted the marketplace in the
mostly Shiite southern Baghdad suburb of Mahmudiyah. They fired heavy ma-
chine guns, burned cars, threw grenades, and entered a café to shoot 7 elderly
men in the head. At least 40 people were killed. On Tuesday, a minibus loaded
with explosives blew up near a Shiite mosque in Kufa, killing 53 day laborers and
wounding at least 130 more. Hundreds more Iraqis were dying in smaller inci-
dents. Police in the tough southern Baghdad neighborhood of Doura said 425
people were killed in that area alone during the week after the Jihad marketplace
massacre. Altogether, more than 3,000 Iraqis were slain during July, the United
Nations estimated. It was the deadliest month in three years.

Army Capt. Don Makay, who fought in southwest Baghdad, recalled that
during his tour, every Sunni mosque in his area was attacked, in one case, he
thought, with the involvement of the local commander of the National Police.
From July through October, the number of murdered bodies dumped near Sunni
districts “rose considerably,” wrote another Army captain, Michael Comstock, in
his study of the ethnic-cleansing operation. Other Iraqis were luckier, receiving
“night letters” that contained a bullet and an order to vacate their homes within
a day or two.

The core of the Iraqi state was rotten. The Iraqi army was heavily Shiite, and
even worse, the National Police were thoroughly infiltrated by Shiite militias.
These forces didn’t have to carry out the cleansing themselves. All they had to do
was go into a Sunni neighborhood and demand in the name of pacification that
all heavy weapons be relinquished. After that was accomplished, they could tip
off the Shiite militias, who might arrive that night or the next morning, ready to
take on the newly defenseless population. As one foreign diplomat in Baghdad
summarized the legitimate complaint of Sunnis, “You come and denude us of
weapons, and the next day the militias visit.”

Nor did the gunmen need to kill everyone—just enough to intimidate the
rest. This is how Capt. Eric Haas summarized the tactics of Jaysh al-Mahdi, Moq-
tada al-Sadr’s radical Shiite militia: “JAM/Shia militia group kidnaps a Sunni
male from a mixed-sect market; takes Sunni male to the edge of Sunni-dominated
neighborhood; takes Sunni male from the vehicle shot in the back of a head with
a pistol; Shia militia drives off.”

Crueler tactics, such as using power tools to drill holes in the kneecaps or

heads of victims, also became common. “People are killed here every day, and
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you don’t hear about it,” Capt. Lee Showman told the Washington Post’s Josh
Partlow. “People are kidnapped here every day, and you don’t hear about it.” As
the ethnic-cleansing campaign intensified, the number of Iraqis seeking refuge
in neighboring nations spiraled, with an estimated 2 million leaving the country.
An equal number were classified as internally displaced, with much of that move-
ment occurring in 2006.

But the militias’ work was hardly done once the Sunnis had been driven out.
The next step was to turn the neighborhood into a paying concern. First the
vacated houses would be rented to Shias. Then kidnapping and extortion rings
would raise money from shop owners and other holders of wealth. Shiite party
banners would festoon the altered area. Local police would be intimidated, co-
opted, or replaced with Shiite militia members who would cooperate. The ex-
plicit support and assistance of all civilians in the area was demanded. “Leave,
join or die” was the summary offered by Army Capt. Josh Francis. At this point
the area might become less violent, but that wasi’t necessarily a positive sign.
Instead, it might just mean that the job was done and that the newly quiet neigh-
borhood then could be used as a base from which to begin launching attacks on
adjacent Sunni areas.

Sgt. Victor Alarcon watched as his battalion in the 1st Infantry Division lost
20 troops in an unsuccessful effort in 2006 to prevent the destruction of what
had been a bustling middle-class Sunni neighborhood. “I don’t think this place
is worth another soldier’s life,” he said near the end of his tour.

Maj. Mark Gilmore gave this dismal summary of his time in one Baghdad
neighborhood: “When we got there, it was mixed Sunni and Shia. When we left,
it was Shia. ... When we left, it wasn’t even worth counting the Sunnis because

there weren’t that many left.”

THE FIGHTING in Iraq wasn’t just sectarian. Two other major players in the
tragedy of Iraq were also escalating their activities at this time: al Qaeda in Iraq,
and Iran.

In August, Col. Peter Devlin, the senior Marine intelligence officer in Iraq,
filed a secret report concluding that the U.S. military had lost al Anbar, in west-
ern Irag, and that al Qaeda was now the dominant factor in the province. “The
social and political situation has deteriorated to a point that MNF [Multi-

National Forces] and ISF [Iraqi Security Forces] are no longer capable of militar-
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ily defeating the insurgency in al Anbar. . .. Underlying this decline in stability
is the near complete collapse of social order in al Anbar.” What’s more, al Qaeda
in Iraq, which was mainly made up of nihilistic Iraqi religious extremists but also
included some foreign fighters, who frequently were used in car bombings, had
elbowed aside other centers of power in the province and made itself Anbar’s
“dominant organization of influence.” (Devlin’s assessment is reprinted in full as
the first document in the appendix.)

To the north of Baghdad, al Qaeda in Iraq, sometimes referred to by the U.S.
military as “AQIZ,” launched a swift and viciously effective campaign. “Using a
small, localized cell of hardcore believers, AQIZ successfully coerced and in-
timidated the local populace over time through a four phased plan: clandestine
organization, psychological preparation of the people, expansion of control, and
consolidation of power,” Army Capt. James Few wrote in a study of the terrorist
takeover of the town of Zaganiyah.

A mukthar, or town elder, sought an audience with al Qaeda leaders in the
town of Nukisa to complain about the behavior of the organization’s recruits.
He was beaten in public, the humiliation intended to demonstrate that there was
a new sheriff in town. In November 2006, while American forces were focused
on the deterioration of security in Baghdad, al Qaeda members in the town made
their move, launching a complex attack on the local Iraqi police station, with a
car bomb followed by an assault by fighters. “Over the next two weeks, ISF
stopped patrolling the area, and CF [coalition forces] designated Zaganiyah as
‘No-Go’ terrain,” Few wrote. The al Qaeda cell then consolidated its hold, de-
stroying the home of an Iraqi working as an interpreter for the Americans and
beheading a captured Iraqi soldier and a local Shiite. They also dug fighting
positions around the town and deeply buried more than 160 bombs, establishing
a defensive belt.

Meanwhile, Iran, capitalizing on the cover provided by violence and count-
ing on the Americans to be distracted, quietly launched its own offensive in Iraq.
Devastating “explosively formed projectiles,” the most lethal type of roadside
bomb, began appearing in great numbers in late 2006. These high-tech bombs
operate by melting a disk of metal into a spray of high-velocity drops that cut
through armored vehicles, frequently killing three or four soldiers in one blast.
U.S. intelligence officials said all the devices were imported from Iran. During
2007 they would become the greatest threat to U.S. troops, inflicting 73 percent

of all American casualties.
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Asked what he would do differently in 2006 if he could, Abizaid, the top
American commander for the Middle East, said, “We didn’t react quickly enough
to Shia and Sunni violence,” or, he said, to the misdeeds of the Iraqi police.

“FORWARD” INTO FAILURE

Finally, in the summer of 2006, the U.S. military and its Iraqi allies launched
a major counteroffensive aimed at improving security in the capital. Dubbed
“Together Forward,” the operation involved some 42,500 Iraqi police and army
personnel backed up by 7,200 U.S. troops. The Iraqi forces were instructed to
erect new checkpoints, enforce extended dusk-to-dawn curfews and new restric-
tions on carrying weapons, and step up the frequency of their foot patrols. Post-
ers were distributed showing an Iraqi soldier in tan battle fatigues holding the
hand of a smiling Iraqi boy. But the Americans were operating more and more
from big bases, removing themselves from the population and from the civil war
being waged beyond the tall cement walls of their isolated bastions. They also
continued to judge their actions all too often by input, such as the number of
patrols conducted, rather than by output, such as the reduction in violence.

The offensive never really got off the ground. “They were dead in the water
by midsummer,” said Krepinevich, the counterinsurgency expert.

For Brett McGurk, a staffer on the National Security Council who was in
Baghdad that summer, the failure was a turning point in his view of the approach
the U.S. military was taking. “Gaziliyah was probably the best example of a clearly
failing strategy,” he recalled. “We go in, MNF-I reports its metrics (buildings
cleared, violence reduced), we leave, and violence in Gaziliyah hits all-time
highs.” His conclusion was that “it was clearly a failed recipe—the question was
whether we could do anything about it

Fred Kagan, the defense analyst who had been at Camp David as the summer
began, later said the offensive was doomed from the start, because it relied exces-
sively on Iraqi police forces, which he said were part of the problem, not the
solution. “They were not and could not be effective bulwarks on their own
against sectarian violence of which they were a part,” he wrote.

American commanders would, in fact, blame Iraqi units for the failure. “The
loyalty of the Iraqi security forces, particularly the police, was the overriding
issue that kept this from being a success,” Gen. Casey said in an interview. A

secondary flaw, he said was the slowness with which the Iragi government moved
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to conduct follow-on economic aid projects. “It was never clear whether it was
incompetence or sectarian bias.”

Chiarelli, the number two U.S. commander in Iraq, added,“ I was under the
impression that we would get two additional Iraqi brigades, and they didn’t show
up.” In addition, Abizaid said, the American liaison connection to Iragi forces
needed to be strengthened.

Some in Iraq said that Chiarelli and Casey should have known that the
Americans couldn’t rely on Iraqi forces to carry a large part of the burden. “They
ordered these Kurdish units to come down,” recalled Maj. Matt Whitney, who at
the time was an adviser to the Iragi Ground Forces Command, a top headquar-
ters. “One of them mutinied. They look for troops in the south and they wouldn’t
come either. They looked for two more units from the north and they didn’t
come.” He wasn’t surprised by this, because many Iraqi units thought they were
supposed to defend the area where they were based. They had neither the train-
ing nor the equipment to pack up and move around the country. “General Casey
was frustrated because he couldn’t get Iraqi units to deploy, although we never
built that army to deploy. Somehow he was surprised by this.”

Together Forward not only didn’t work, it backfired on Gen. Casey, because
it undercut the confidence of Bush administration officials in his ability to de-
liver. “In July, when Baghdad Security Plan One tanked, they said, ‘We didn’t have
enough reliable Iraqgi units, they didn’t show up,” recalled Feaver, one of the
National Security Council staffers working on Irag. “Over the summer, doubts
began to grow among White House officials working on Iraq. By September the
NSC staff initiated a quiet but thorough review of strategy with an eye to devel-
oping a new way forward.”

McGurk, the NSC staffer, returned to the White House with doubts not just
about the approach but about the people implementing it. He “had lost all faith
in our security strategy. MNF-I and the embassy were locked in a corrosive cycle
of finger-pointing . .. with nobody asking serious questions about what to do
differently.”

A new iteration, Together Forward II, was launched on August 8. It did
nothing to stop the big bombings. Casey called in additional troops from his
theater reserve and sent those reinforcements to help clear the city, block by
block. The notion was that Iraqi forces then would hold those areas. “Clear, hold,
and build” was a phrase that grew out of Col. H. R. McMaster’s successful cam-
paign in the northern Iraqi city of Tall Afar, one of the few bright spots in the
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war that year. A visiting State Department official picked up the phrase and
passed it along to Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, who used it in congres-
sional testimony. Rumsfeld resisted the phrase, even after the White House ad-
opted it. He argued that it was the job of the Iraqis or the State Department to
oversee holding and building, but grudgingly seemed to accept the idea as at least
a rhetorical necessity.

There was little reason to believe that the plan to clear, hold, and build in
Baghdad would work any better the second time around. Brig. Gen. John Camp-
bell started in Baghdad as the assistant commander of the 1st Cavalry Division
on the day Operation Together Forward II began. He watched as attacks rose
steadily despite U.S. efforts. “They went through and cleared, and tried to hold
that with Iraqi forces,” Campbell said. “The issue was, we didn’t have enough ISF,
both in quantity and quality”

The failure to hold meant that the U.S. military was simply repeating the
pattern of 2003-5 that Kilcullen, the Australian counterinsurgency analyst, had
labeled “kiss of death” operations, in which American forces moved into an area,
found cooperative locals, and then, after some improvement of security, pulled
out of the area. “Then,” Kilcullen grimly concluded, “insurgents kill those who
cooperated with us.”

White House officials were also concluding that the government of Prime
Minister Nouri al-Maliki was impeding success, especially because it wouldn’t
allow actions to be taken against Shiite militias, Feaver said. Indeed, after U.S.
Army units launched a raid into Sadr City in early August, resulting in a two-
hour-long firefight, Maliki angrily appeared on television to apologize for the
operation. “This won’t happen again,” he promised. Chiarelli said that Maliki
constantly impeded U.S. operations during the summer and fall of 2006. Near
the end of the year, for example, U.S. Special Operators would pick up in Bagh-
dad one of the most senior leaders of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard’s Quds
Force, the guard’s wing for foreign Islamic revolutionary operations. He was
believed to be involved in planning attacks on U.S. forces and was found at the
compound of Abdul Aziz al-Hakim, head of an influential Shiite political party
that was a big part of Maliki’s ruling coalition and one of the most prominent
politicians in Iraq. U.S. officials were furious when a few days later, Maliki’s
government sent the Quds man back to Iran.

August ended with two days of ferocious bombings, with 27 people killed in
the Shorja market, Baghdad’s largest bazaar, on the thirtieth, and then 66 killed
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the next day as a huge explosion flattened an apartment building in a Shiite
neighborhood. Meanwhile, Shiite militiamen battled U.S. troops both in Sadr
City and in the southern city of Diwaniyah. The same month saw a 33-day Israeli
war with Hezbollah in southern Lebanon end in what was widely seen as a mil-
itary and political setback for Israel, an outcome that only further worried ana-
lysts assessing the American position in Iraq.

Despite the growing violence, Casey continued to insist on a policy that
emphasized transition to Iraqi forces. Late in August, he predicted that Iraqi
forces would be able to provide security in the country pretty much on their
own by late 2007 or early 2008. “I can see—over the next twelve to eighteen
months—I can see the Iraqi security forces progressing to a point where they can
take on the security responsibilities for the country with very little coalition sup-
port,” he said.

Chiarelli, the number two officer in Iraq, and so commander of day-to-day
operations, occupies an ambiguous position in this tale. As the commander of
the 1st Cavalry Division in Baghdad during his previous tour, he had done a far
better job than most in understanding the principles of counterinsurgency. There
were rumors of disagreement between Casey and him over the way forward.
Publicly he was entirely supportive of Casey, reiterating in mid-September the
view that sending additional U.S. troops was not the answer. “I feel that given the
conditions we’ve got in Baghdad, we’ve got the force posture exactly where it
needs to be,” he said. On the face of it, there would appear to be little else that he
could do, given his subordinate position. Yet just a few months later, Lt. Gen.
Odierno would arrive to take over from Chiarelli in that number two slot and
effectively challenge Casey as Chiarelli had never done, conducting his own stra-
tegic review that ultimately would reverse almost every tenet of American strat-
egy in Iraq. Chiarelli struggled with the number two position; Odierno would
redefine it.

Sadi Othman, who would become one of Petraeus’s closest advisers in Iraq,
said that in retrospect, neither American officials nor Iraqi leaders understood
just how dangerous the situation was in 2006. “I think people knew the situation
was bad, but they didn’t know it was very, very bad,” he said in 2008. “The Amer-
icans didn’t get out of the Green Zone. The government of Iraq didn’t get out.
And we didn’t have troops on the streets. So when people said things were okay,
they weren’t lying. They were innocent.”

Chiarelli, in a 2008 interview, disputed Othman’s assertion. In fact, he said,
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he had gone to Maliki in July “to tell him how bad it was.” The prime minister’s
chilling response, he recalled, had been “It was a lot worse in Saddam’s time.”
American officers interpreted this to mean that Maliki didn’t intend to do any-
thing to curtail the violence, which was Shiite payback against Sunnis for what
had happened before.

Meanwhile, political pressure was building for a radical shift away from
Casey’s approach. In September the Iraq Study Group, which had been appointed
by Congress to review policy in the war and to make recommendations to im-
prove it, arrived in Baghdad to check its views against the thinking in the Green
Zone, the heavily guarded enclave in the center of Baghdad that housed the
headquarters of the American effort in Iraq. Many of the study group’s members,
such as former congressman Lee Hamilton and former secretary of state James
Baker—its two chairs—were more familiar with politics and diplomacy than
warfare. Another member, Robert Gates, was destined to become defense secre-
tary just four months later, but nobody knew that then. At the time, there were
just two members of the group who knew the military establishment well: for-
mer defense secretary William Perry and former senator Charles Robb, a Marine
veteran of the Vietnam War and a longtime member of the Senate Armed Serv-
ices Commiittee. Both Perry and Robb had come to think that current U.S. strat-
egy couldn’t continue and were mulling advocating a troop escalation.

Before heading to Baghdad, Perry had distributed a memorandum to the
group making an argument for such a “surge” in troops in Iraq. “We thought we
couldn’t get enough troops to surge the whole country, but we could maybe have
an effect in Baghdad,” he recalled. (President Bush said in 2008 that when he
interviewed Robert Gates in November 2006 about becoming defense secretary,
Gates told him that he also had favored such an increase.)

When the group met with Casey and Chiarelli, the generals threw cold water
on the idea of a troop increase. “They were very explicit,” Perry said. “Both Casey
and Chiarelli said this would not be useful, as they saw the problems in Iraq”
The officers offered three arguments: First, it would give the Iraqi government
the impression that the Americans would solve their problems. Second, it would
decrease the leverage the Americans had. Third, whatever improvement it pro-
vided wouldn’t last. “They made the point that wherever you put American
troops, it would stabilize the situation—but when they left, it would destabilize
the situation.”

Perry worried that the group was being given what he called a “party line,”
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so he asked for separate one-on-one meetings to get the generals’ personal views.
In those private sessions, he said, “Both stuck to their guns.”

Faced with the opposition of the top U.S. military leadership on the ground,
Perry withdrew the idea. When he wrote the first draft of the military section of
the group’s report, he left out the idea of a surge. “It would have been in there if
they had responded differently,” he said. Ultimately, the group’s report straddled
the idea, rejecting a major increase but conditionally supporting “a short-term
redeployment or surge of American combat forces to stabilize Baghdad . . . if the
U.S. commander in Iraq determines that such steps would be effective.”

Chiarelli said later that he wasn’t against getting additional forces. “In fact,
I already knew where I would put a brigade,” he said in an interview at the Pen-
tagon in 2008 shortly before he pinned on a fourth star and became the vice chief
of staff of the Army. But, he added, he knew that it would take time to bring in
additional troops. “I thought we could push violence down a lot faster if we went
to Maliki” and delivered a strong message: Your policies, such as not delivering
services to Sunnis, are exacerbating sectarian tensions. “We need to use our lever-
age with Maliki,” was his recommendation. At any rate, he remembered, when
he arrived in Iraq at the beginning of 2006, he had been told that during that
year, the U.S. combat presence would be nearly halved, from 108 bases to 50, and
from 15 brigades to as few as 8.

In sum, Casey and Chiarelli were sticking to their approach, even though
there was little evidence of it working. The U.S. strategy, concluded Anthony
Cordesman, a defense analyst at the Center for Strategic and International Stud-
ies, was “deeply flawed in timing and resources. It was based on a grossly exag-
gerated estimate of political success, an almost deliberately false exaggeration of
the success of the economic aid effort and progress in developing the ISE”

Francis “Bing” West, a former Marine and Pentagon official who had a
son fighting in Iraq, put it even more bluntly: “The strategy was a hope posing
as a plan.”

By late 2006, agreed Philip Zelikow, who at the time was counselor at the
State Department, there was essentially “a strategic void” in Iraq.

Oddly, the White House also decided that this was a good time to attack
critics of the war as appeasers and worse. Rumsfeld said they were morally and
intellectually confused, not unlike those who had opposed confronting Hitler in
the late 1930s. Cheney said those who disagreed with his administration’s ap-

proach were abetting terrorists. Bush, a mite more generously, conceded that the
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detractors were “sincere” and “patriotic,” but said “they could . .. not be more
wrong.”

That White House move was an inept political tactic, because it made it ap-
pear that the president was divorced from the realities of Iraq and dismissing the
legitimate worries of those who believed—with ample evidence—that the war
was being mishandled and that it, in fact, was rapidly spinning out of control.
During the winter of 2005~6, there had been about 500 attacks a week on U.S.
and allied forces. By late in the summer of 2006, there were almost 800. Some
1,200 roadside bombs were detonated in August. The number of roadside bombs
was at an “all time high,” conceded Maj. Gen. William Caldwell IV, the U.S. mil-
itary spokesman in Iraq. The bombings continued like a daily drumbeat, con-
tributing to the capital’s monthly civilian death toll of about 1,000.

In one of the most horrific incidents, on September 23, a bomb exploded as
people waited in line to buy gasoline, sending women engulfed in flames running
through the streets. Witnesses reported that two young girls embraced each other
as they stood in the inferno burning to death. “This deployment, every patrol
you're finding dead people,” Staff Sgt. Ian Newland told Army Times. “It’s like one
to 12 a patrol. Their eyes are gouged out. Their arms are broken. We saw a kid who
had been shot 10 to 15 times.” Newland’s company arrived in Baghdad in August,
and over the next 15 months it would lose 14 men, the most of any Army company
to fight in Iraq. In the first week of October 2006, some 24 soldiers and Marines
were killed, most of them in Baghdad, and nearly 300 more were wounded. The
violence was also spreading, with Shiite militias fighting Iragi police to the south
of the capital and confronting Sunni militias to the north.

Internal Army surveys of the morale of soldiers underscored the feeling of
loss. In both 2004 and 2005, studies by an official Mental Health Advisory Team
had reported that morale was improving among troops involved in combat. But
a September 2006 assessment found a sharp decline.

On October 19, Gen. Caldwell, the U.S. military spokesman, acknowledged
that the renewed security effort in the capital was failing. “Operation Together
Forward has made a difference in the focus areas, but has not met our overall
expectations of sustaining a reduction in the levels of violence,” Caldwell said.
“We find the insurgent elements, the extremists, are in fact punching back hard.
They're trying to get back into those areas. We’re constantly going back in and
doing clearing operations again.”

Caldwell’s admission might have been the worst point of the entire war, at -
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least so far. The U.S. military had played its ace in the hole—"the sole superpower”
had asserted itself in Iraq’s most important city—yet had not been able to reverse
the deteriorating security of the capital. What’s more, not only had U.S. com-
manders taken their best shot and failed, they apparently were going to continue
on the same unpromising course of handing off control to Iragis who didn’t seem
competent or much interested in the stability the Americans wanted.

In the midst of all this, in the fall of 2006, Iraqi army and police forces finally
hit their targeted size of about 325,000 total—but the U.S. wasn’t able to stand
down as they stood up, as the president for years had said would happen, repeat-
ing the phrase as late as June of the year. Paradoxically, as the number of Iragi
soldiers and police grew, so did the violence in the streets of the capital. From
August through October 2006, the number of attacks in Iraq grew by 22 percent,
according to the U.S. military database, which almost certainly undercounted the
total but probably was accurate in tracking the direction of the trend.

The Americans seemed to have run out of both troops and ideas. The one
possible bright spot in that bankrupt approach was that it created the conditions
for the strategic surprise that Petraeus and Odierno would launch a few months
later, as they showed both new flexibility and determination. Given the track
record of the previous four years, no one in Iraq saw that one coming.

The downward trend continued. In October 2006 an American soldier was
kidnapped. American intelligence officials suspected he was being held in Sadr
City, the stronghold of Moqtada al-Sadr’s militia, the Jaysh al-Mahdi, or JAM.
The U.S. Army, searching desperately for the missing soldier, erected a series of
checkpoints along the Canal Road, the broad boulevard that parallels the south
side of a densely packed neighborhood slum. Maliki told Casey to lift the check-
points. “If that’s your order, we’ll do it,” Casey responded. “But people will say
you don’t care about American soldiers, and that you kowtowed to Sadr. Third,
the Sunnis will read this as a pro-JAM action. Can you accept that?” Maliki said
he could.

Casey was reading a history of the Vietnam War at the time and thought of
the weak and chaotic governments that American officials had dealt with in
Saigon back then. “How do you save a head of state when he is diametrically
opposed to the policy you are trying to save him with?” he thought to himself.

Then he called his deputy, Chiarelli, and told him to lift the checkpoints.
“This was going on all the time with Maliki,” Chiarelli recalled. “We had certain
things we could do in Sadr City, but not what we needed to do.”
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Maj. Gen. David Fastabend, hearing about the order to remove the check-
points, called another general and said, “This is the singular moment of defeat.
If you want to know when we lost, this was it.” The ethnic cleansing continued
as Shiite militias pushed Sunnis westward. “You'd find dumped bodies every day,”
recalled Maj. David Voorhies, who was advising an Iraqi army unit that he be-
lieved was infiltrated by Shiite militias. “You'd see murders, a lot of extra-judicial
killings, a lot of kidnappings, a lot of demonstrations would arise. Eventually
those areas would collapse . . . on Amiriyah and Gaziliyah, which were really the
last two big Sunni neighborhoods in west Baghdad.”

The failures of the summer and fall of 2006 may have given the U.S. military
establishment the push it needed to realize that everything it had tried over
several years wasn’t working, and that—despite the assurances of commanders
in Irag—a very different approach was needed. A major split was developing
inside the military about what the next step in Iraq should be. Some called for
an accelerated transition to Iragi control, but others said that would just lead to
an intensified civil war. Others called for backing out of Iraq and letting the
Iraqis sort it out, and others responded that that move could lead to regional war.
And a few, here and there, were thinking about increasing the number of troops
and using them differently. One of the significant consequences of this split was
that, really for the first time in the war, the Bush administration could no longer
blandly state that it was following the advice of the military. By late 2006, there
simply no longer was a consensus view to follow. “We may need more resources,
but first we need a strategy,” Eliot Cohen and Francis “Bing” West would write a
few months later.

Even more significantly, the doubts White House staffers had held about
the top American general in Iraq had reached the president. Bush usually was
affable in his conversations, but in mid-November, “the president was noticeably
cold,” Casey recalled. So, after three years of war, Bush and his aides would be
forced into a serious review of their strategy in Iraq. Finally, they would begin to
ask some of the basic questions that they had neglected to address before the

invasion.

WASHINGTON WINCES

Back in Washington, Jack Keane, the old general who was more influential

in retirement than most officers are while on active duty, was growing increas-
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ingly concerned as he watched the two Baghdad security operations sputter to a
halt. “We had two bites of this apple in Baghdad, and we failed both times,” he
said. “I knew that our chances to succeed in Iraq were just slipping by us.” He
decided it was time to share his worries with the Bush administration.

The White House was ready to listen to him. Gen. Casey may not have known
it, but the failures of the Together Forward operations were the beginning of the
end for his command in Iraq. Behind closed doors, the outlook appeared even
worse. “Even in the military, there’s a concern right now that wasn’t previously,”
said one worried Marine colonel. “Folks that took things at face value in the past
are asking more questions.”

Pressure was clearly building for an overhaul of American strategy in Iraq,
but a major obstacle stood in the way at the top of the Pentagon. Not long before
he was fired, Defense Secretary Rumsfeld insisted that the strategy of passing
responsibility to the Iraqi forces was working and needed no change. “The big-
gest mistake would be to not pass things over to the Iraqis, create a dependency
on their part, and instead of developing strength and capacity and competence,”
he said at a press conference the day after Caldwell spoke in Baghdad. “It’s their
country. They’re going to have to govern it, they’re going to have to provide se-
curity for it, and they’re going to have to do it sooner rather than later. And that
means they’ve got to take pieces of it as we go along, even though someone may
inaccurately characterize it as a strategic mistake, which it wouldn’t be at all.”

Bush would back up Rumsfeld, saying he was flexible about tactics but
wasn’t contemplating a change in strategy or goals. “Are we winning?” asked a
reporter at an East Room news conference a few days later.

“Absolutely, we’re winning,” Bush insisted. At the same time, he said, “I know
many Americans are not satisfied with the situation in Iraq. I'm not satisfied
either. And that is why we’re taking new steps to help secure Baghdad and con-
stantly adjusting our tactics across the country to meet the changing threat.”

Feaver, the White House aide, cringed at Bush’s “winning” comment. “That
wasn’t the way it felt from where I sat.” He recalled that at this time, Karl Rove,
the president’s political adviser, was also speaking up, telling others, “We need a
new face on Iraq”—by which he apparently meant that Rumsfeld should leave.

Support for the war was eroding rapidly among the Republican Party faith-
ful. Back in February, John Warner, the courtly Virginia Republican who was
chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, had expressed “a high degree

of confidence” that a new government would take charge and that by the end of
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the year the conflict “won’t be the same.” But as October opened, Warner re-
turned from Iraq with a far grimmer assessment: “The situation is simply drift-
ing sideways.”

Something had to give, said Senator Olympia Snowe, a centrist Maine Re-
publican. “I don’t believe we can continue based on an open-ended, uncondi-
tional presence.”

Senator Lindsey Graham, a conservative South Carolina Republican and a
close friend of John McCain’s, was mulling a different strategy. “The American
people are beginning to wonder if the Iraqi people can get this right,” he said.
“People have begun to wonder about the basic premise, that the Iraqi people are
capable of solving their problems politically. We’re at a real crossroads. The level
of violence in October just shows you we don’t have enough security to ensure
long-term success.”

Others argued that the situation was even more dire than that. “Basically, the
bottom has fallen out of support with the general public,” former Republican
congressman Vin Weber said later that October, just before the election. “The
public is on the verge of throwing up its hands over Iraq. They are right on the

edge of believing that success isn’t possible.”

A LIGHT IN RAMADI

Near the end of Gen. Caldwell’s press conference on October 19, a few min-
utes after the spokesman had announced the failure of the Baghdad security
plan, one reporter had inquired about some odd reports coming out of Ramadi,
60 miles to the west of Baghdad. Specifically, inquired the man from Reuters
news agency, why were armed civilians marching in the streets? What was going
on out there? Caldwell responded that he hadn’t heard about that and would
look into it.

It was a good question, because Ramadi had been one of Iraq’s most danger-
ous cities for years. This time, to the astonishment of anyone focused on Bagh-
dad, the armed men were not members of al Qaeda in Iraq but allies of the
Americans, albeit tentative ones. Ramadi, the capital of turbulent al Anbar Prov-
ince, had begun to provide a counterexample to Baghdad. That turnaround, led
by Col. Sean MacFarland, would take place even as the senior Marine intelligence
officer in the country pronounced the province lost. Ramadi in 2006 would

become the link between the first successful large-scale U.S. counterinsurgency
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campaign in Iraq, in Tall Afar in 2005, and the “surge” counteroffensive in Bagh-
dad in 2007.

By chance, MacFarland’s unit first had been assigned to replace the 3rd Ar-
mored Cavalry Regiment in Tall Afar, in the far northwest of Iraq, and had spent
several months there before moving south to Ramadi. What MacFarland and his
subordinates had seen there was very different from how the U.S. military had
operated in Iraq for several years. The new approach made sense to him. Under
Col. H. R. McMaster, an innovative officer unafraid to chart a different course,
the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment had slowly and patiently approached Tall
Afar, a medieval feeling town of about 250,000. After the U.S. military reduced
its presence in northern Iraq in 2004, Islamic extremists had begun to seep in
from Syria and make contact with local allies. By mid-2005 they had intimidated
the locals with terror tactics and made the town a base from which to send sui-
cide bombers and other attackers 40 miles easy to Mosul, the most important
city in northern Iraq. “Give the enemy credit,” said Maj. Chris Kennedy. “As soon
as we started pulling back, the enemy identified that as a weak point.”

McMaster, who is both a rugby player and a Ph.D. in history, began by telling
his soldiers to treat Iraqis with dignity and respect. “Every time you treat an Iraqi
disrespectfully, you are working for the enemy,” he instructed them—neatly sum-
marizing counterinsurgency theory in a way that any nineteen-year-old infantry-
man could grasp. In a marked contrast to the attitude found in some other units,
his standing orders required his soldiers to “Treat detainees professionally; do
not tolerate abusive behavior.” He met with sheikhs and clerics who had ties to
the insurgency and apologized for past American mistakes: “When the Ameri-
cans first came to Iraq, we were in a dark room, stumbling around, breaking
china. But now Iraqi leaders are turning on the lights.” And, he added, the time
for honorable resistance had ended.

Then, after months of preparatory moves in the desert around the city, cutting
off lines of retreat and safe havens, McMaster attacked Tall Afar. Rather than just
stage patrols from his big base outside the city, he moved his people into it, estab-
lishing 29 outposts in its neighborhoods. In sum, it was a model of a counterin-
surgency campaign, the first large-scale one conducted in the war. It was an
example the U.S. military needed badly. In far northwest Iraq, a Marine battalion
commanded by Lt. Col. Dale Alford carried out a similar campaign, establishing
outposts in the area of al Qaim and cutting deals with local sheikhs. However, these

examples weren’t imitated by other commanders, probably because they were at
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odds with the strategy set by Gen. Casey and his boss at Central Command, Gen.
John Abizaid. Working on the theory that the U.S. military presence was an irritant
to Iraqi society, the generals were trying to oversee a transition to Iraqi forces and
so wanted an ever-shrinking American “footprint.” By contrast, McMaster injected
thousands of U.S. troops into the middle of a city, implicitly saying that they were
not the problem but part of the solution, that American troops weren’t the sand
irritating Iraqi society, but could be the glue that held it together.

McMaster’s organization also began to grasp the significance of Iraqi tribal
power. One of MacFarland’s officers, Capt. Travis Patriquin, a bright, bushy-
haired, Special Forces veteran who spoke Arabic, Spanish, and Portuguese, was
particularly intrigued by this. Lt. Col. Paul Yingling, his counterpart in the 3rd
Armored Cavalry Regiment, told him about an officer’s encounter with a sheikh
of the Shammar tribe. “Sheikh, why do you smuggle sheep and benzine in from
Syria?” the officer asked.

The sheikh had responded, “Why did you put the Syrian border in the mid-
dle of my sheep? We were here first.”

Yingling told Patriquin about the Shammar tribe’s view of the world. “He
understood it very well, and got a good laugh out of the story,” he recalled.

A few months later MacFarland was ordered to move his unit, the 1st bri-
gade of the Army’s 1st Armored Division, to Ramadi. A soft-spoken officer
from an Irish Catholic neighborhood in Albany, New York, MacFarland knew
that every brigade assigned to that violent provincial capital had lost about 100
soldiers during its tour of duty, even as the city steadily declined into chaos.
“I'll be goddamned if I lose one hundred soldiers here and have nothing to show
for it,” the brown-haired cavalryman, a 1981 graduate of West Point, vowed to
himself.

His orders were to “fix Ramadi but don’t do a Fallujah”—a reference to the
intense battles for that city just to the southeast in 2004. “But I really wasn’t sure
how I was going to ‘fix Ramadi’”

All the conventional responses had been tried and none had worked, so
three years into the war, MacFarland was willing to take a gamble on something
different. Anbar Province had at first been all but ignored in the planning for the
2003 invasion, then treated as an “economy of force” operation, and then saw
two bruising battles for control of Fallujah in 2004. In a low point just before
MacFarland’s brigade arrived, a protest broke out at a graduation ceremony for

978 Iraqi soldiers, most of them Sunnis, at nearby Camp Habbaniyah. Provoked



62 THE GAMBLE

by word that they would be ordered to deploy outside their home province of al
Anbar, some soldiers began tearing off their uniforms before the astonished eyes
of the Iraqi and American officials in attendance for the event, which they had
hailed in speeches as a major step in the formation of the Iraqi army. At the time,
U.S. military spokesmen attempted to minimize the significance of the event. “It
was actually a very small number of graduates,” claimed one, Army Lt. Col. Mi-
chael Negard. But Carter Malkasian, a counterinsurgency adviser to the Marine
Corps in Anbar, later disclosed that a full two-thirds of the soldiers refused to
deploy, and more than that ultimately deserted.

On top of that, the Iraqi battalion that MacFarland was counting on for help
had mutinied upon being informed that it would be deployed to Ramadi. Of
several hundred men in the Iraqi unit, only about 140 showed up, he recalled—
and most of them refused to leave the base to go on patrol. “We basically just sent
them home,” he said.

MacFarland’s audaciously different approach to Ramadi ultimately would
become an out-of-town tryout for the surge that came eight months later in
Baghdad, not so much in troop numbers, but—far more important—in the
strategy of moving into the population and the tactics of how to do that success-
fully. The two major differences are that Ramadi is overwhelmingly Sunni, and
so didn’t have sectarian fighting, and also is a fraction of the size of the capital.

In 2005 al Qaeda in Iraq had mounted a ferocious campaign against about
12 tribal leaders who competed with the terrorist group for the loyalty of al
Anbar’s population by forming the Anbar People’s Council. “This was the first
broadly based opposition to al Qaeda,” recalled Marine Brig. Gen. John Allen. “Al
Qaeda recognized the threat and attacked almost immediately,” conducting a
focused and efficient assassination campaign. In one month, half the sheikhs in
the council were dead, with the remainder fleeing the country. The Americans
really hadn’t come to the aid of the sheikhs, who had multiple ties to the Sunni
insurgency.

“There was a large safe haven there. ... Al Qaeda was calling the shots,”
MacFarland said. “Zarqawi was known to go out there, for instance. I mean, this
was where al Qaeda went when they got pushed out of Fallujah.” In retrospect,
he estimated that he faced perhaps 5,000 fighters in the city.

When MacFarland’s unit arrived in Ramadi, it was hit by bombs, grenades,
mortars, and rifle fire an average of 25 times a day. It was replacing a unit from

the Pennsylvania National Guard that had retreated from parts of the city. “My
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predecessor was just trading artillery fire with the rocket and mortar fire,” he
remembered. “Al Qaeda had the run of the town. . .. The enemy basically con-
trolled the center part of the city.” Every night, insurgents were planting an aver-
age of eight roadside bombs in and around the town. The National Guardsmen
had stopped patrolling in areas where they had been hit hard, he said, leaving
parts of the city map that, he joked, were labeled, HERE BE MONSTERS.

The city wasn’t even on life support. “There was no mayor, there was no city
council, and there were no communications like we had in Tall Afar,” he said.
“Basically, all services had stopped.”

Sheikhs were telling reporters that they no longer felt safe being around
Americans. “Today, there is no tribal sheikh or a citizen who dares to go to the
city hall or the U.S. base, because Zarqawi issued a statement ordering his men
to kill anyone seen leaving the base or city hall,” said the head of one tribe, Bashir
Abdul Qadir al-Kubaisat. The U.S. military assessed that of the 21 tribes in the
area, only 6 would cooperate with it.

Desperation may be one of the stepmothers of invention. “There was really
no place to go but up,” MacFarland recalled. “I was willing to try whatever made
sense.” Other units were moving away from the cities, concentrating their forces
on big bases. He decided to go in the opposite direction. His commanders, who
were Marines, were skeptical, having seen dialogues with tribal leaders start up
and then peter out before, but they let him take a flyer. “I had the backing of my
bosses, but not a lot of guidance. I felt like if it failed, it would be my failure.”

Sterling Jensen, who was working as an interpreter for MacFarland’s brigade
and had become deeply involved in tribal issues, recalled the Marines’ being even
more negative. “They’d say, you guys don’t know what you're doing. You're way
too arrogant. You're going to get yourselves killed.” The Marines had tried several
times to reach out to tribes, only to see al Qaeda assassinate sheikhs who turned.
Senior Marines also thought that MacFarland was dealing with third-rate sheikhs
who didn’t hold real power. What MacFarland wasn’t seeing was that some Ma-
rine generals had noticed that there was a quiet, almost secret war under way in
Anbar between some tribes and al Qaeda. The Marines were reaching out to
some of the harder hit sheikhs, offering them help.

On the upside, MacFarland’s superiors were willing to give him what he
needed—a Marine infantry battalion, snipers from two Navy SEAL platoons
(dubbed “Task Force Bruiser”), and even four 40-foot-long armored Marine riv-

erine boats to cut off the enemy crossing points on the Euphrates River and



64 THE GAMBLE

stealthily insert patrols. “They were fast, they were quiet, they were heavily armed,
and they could carry a squad and put them ashore,” he said. “They could kind of
run up on the beach, dump them off, back off, and then provide fire support.”

Interestingly, among the Marines deployed to Ramadi was Cpl. Jimmy Webb,
son of James Webb, the novelist (Fields of Fire) and former Navy secretary who
in 2006 was running a long-shot campaign to become a U.S. senator from Vir-
ginia. While home on leave, the corporal asked his father why his opponent,
Senator George Allen, made cowboy boots the symbol of his campaign “when
Virginia doesn’t have any cowboys.” Webb was intrigued. His son also pointed
out that he and his father both had worn combat boots in wartime. He gave his
father his own boots, which he had worn in the streets of Ramadi. Webb would
wear them throughout his campaign.

MacFarland and his staff began by thinking about the “metrics” they should
use. If the goal was to protect the population, as they had seen in Tall Afar, then
that is what should be tracked somehow. They also knew they would have to
confront the skepticism of local leaders, who had seen Americans come and go
for more than three years, making promises that often weren’t met or were for-
gotten by successor units. MacFarland began to spread the word that the Amer-
icans weren’t leaving anytime soon.

Knowing that Americans had put in office a generation of leaders, and
then seemed unable to keep alive those police chiefs, mayors, and governors,
MacFarland made protection of local leaders a top priority. He stationed tanks
at key intersections near their houses and put drone aircraft circling over their
homes to keep an eye out for attacks. He also asked sheikhs for advice on where
to place new police stations and outposts, calculating that they would put them
near their homes.

He named the Arabic-speaking Capt. Patriquin as his liaison to the sheikhs.
Together they tried to sort out who was a real sheikh, with big wasta, or influence,
and who was a lightweight. They also realized that years of fighting had created
an opening: Not only had some sheikhs been killed, many others had moved to
Jordan—and so a new generation of tribal leaders was emerging. “It was like
going into Don Corleone’s house—you can tell who has wasta,” especially by
following who moderated the discussion, he observed. The first sheikh with
whom he began to work closely was Abu Ali Jassim, whose tribe was based out
in the desert.

Following the example of the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment in Tall Afar,
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MacFarland began to establish small bases in the city. In the past, U.S. units had
operated from a large FOB, or forward operating base, outside it. “They exited
the FOB, drove to an objective or patrolled, were attacked, exchanged fire, and
returned to base,” he wrote later.

The first step under the new approach was to send Special Operations sniper
teams to sneak into the building he wanted to occupy. Then he would have a
“route clearance” team work its way through the roadside bombs to the building,
followed immediately by a company of Army troops or Marines to occupy the
building. Upon arrival they would begin building a new combat outpost. The
snipers would move out to the surrounding area to disrupt counterattacks. Over-
night, the outpost would appear, with living spaces and walls and barriers to limit
the damage from car bombs. They even figured out how to use a crane to im-
mediately deposit a steel “crow’s nest” on top of a building, so they could begin
with a well-protected observation post without having to divert troops into fill-
ing and carrying sandbags to the roof. (Learning that filling sandbags between
patrols was wearing out the troops in the outposts, MacFarland instituted a new
policy on his base. Everyone had to fill two sandbags before every meal. “No
work, no food,” he said. “We could generate ten thousand to twelve thousand
sandbags a day on Camp Ramadi and push them out to the combat outposts.”)
Quick steps to establish combat readiness in the outposts were necessary because
new outposts were almost always assaulted within two or three days.

Four benefits, much of them unexpected, flowed from the redisposition of
troops into the small new bases, which eventually would total 18. In the most
successful ones, Americans and Iraqi soldiers lived and ate side by side. This
meant Iragis and Americans could learn from each other—about Iraqi culture,
about weapons maintenance, about leadership. Also, Iraqi soldiers living on
American rations began to show more energy. “You'd be surprised at how much
work you can get out of an Iraqi if he has had enough calories to eat,” he said.
Another immediate benefit of this redeployment, he found, was that his soldiers
became less predictable. No longer could Iraqi fighters simply watch the front
gates of an American base to know when a patrol was coming. “Because we now
maintained a constant presence in disputed neighborhoods, the insurgents could
no longer accurately trace and predict our actions.”

Most important was the political effect of the new outposts. MacFarland laid
down a rule that once one was established, they wouldn’t let themselves be driven
from it. “You never give it up,” he said. “More than anything else, that was what
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persuaded the sheikhs we were there to stay.” In the past, he said, American com-
manders had said, “Don’t worry, we’re leaving.” He decided to say the opposite:
“We’re staying until we win this fight.” It helped that once he had an outlying
base, he would begin spending reconstruction funds in the surrounding neigh-
borhood. All told, he estimated, he would dispense more than $2 million in 2006
and early 2007.

He sought to keep up the pressure, so that the enemy, once knocked off bal-
ance, couldn’t regain the initiative. “What can I do to make life miserable for al
Qaeda today?” he would ask himself. “We tried to have an operation every few
days. Can I put up another combat outpost? Should I start an adult literacy class?
Can I throw in the kitchen sink?” Figuring that the local al Qaeda fighters might
move to the outskirts, he set up Iraqi police stations in the rural tribal areas.
Police were always recruited locally, which gave them extra incentive to stand up
to the terrorists, he noted. “The IPs [Iraqi police] refused to be intimidated be-
cause they were defending their own homes,” he said.

By the end of July 2006, he was beginning to sense that the new approach
was working, even though it brought new risks. The commander of the Marine
battalion attached to MacFarland’s Army brigade told him that west Ramadi was
quieting down. Top Marine commanders began to be convinced that what was
happening in Ramadi was different from previous sheikh-led pushes against al
Qaeda. Even so, there were days when MacFarland had his doubts, especially as
the enemy launched a counteroffensive. At the end of the first week of August, he
thought to himself, “My God, I've lost ten guys.” Two weeks later, on August 21,
Sheikh Jassim, his first ally in the tribes, was assassinated. “I couldn’t have pro-
tected him if I wanted to,” MacFarland said. The sheikh’s killers hid his body for
four days, a pointed violation of the Muslim custom of quick burial. On the same
day, a new Iraqi police station, in the Jazeera neighborhood, and manned mainly
by members of Sheikh Jassim’s tribe, was bombed. All told, MacFarland lost two
dozen vehicles—a few tanks, but mainly trucks—as he moved into the city.

But, he said, the local reaction to the August attacks indicated that al Qaeda
might have overplayed its hand: They drove some fence-sitters into the American
camp. One sheikh, Sittar albu-Risha, was particularly angry. “Sittar has lost
enough family members that he was ready to throw away caution.” This sheikh,
a minor tribal leader who had a reputation for running a thriving cross-border
smuggling business, called a meeting for September 9. More than 50 sheikhs and

other notables showed up. They created what they proposed calling “The Awak-
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ening Council.” They had a platform with 11 planks. “Ten of them I would have
written for them almost exactly the same way they wrote them,” MacFarland
recalled. The last one was problematic, in that it implied they might have to kill
the governor of al Anbar Province. He suggested they modify it.

As MacFarland parleyed with sheikhs, the energetic Capt. Patriquin worked
the other people in the room. “He was very extroverted and friendly and was very
popular among the tribes because he was the officer who identified little things
we could do for them, like attention for a sick child.” Sheikh Sittar eventually gave
the captain the honorary tribal name Neshan Abu Risha, which some Iraqis say
means “a warrior of the Albu Risha,” the sheikh’s tribe.

That day was a turning point for MacFarland—and as it would develop, for
al Anbar Province and Iraq. “To me, it was the first real clear vindication of the
strategy we were pursuing, that we were beginning to turn the tide.” The meeting
encouraged more sheikhs to come in and work with the Americans, and with
them came a “snowball effect” on recruiting of local police and other tasks, Mac-
Farland said. “Whenever a tribe flipped and joined the Awakening, all the attacks
on coalition forces in that area would stop, and all the caches of ammunition
would come up out of the ground. If there was ever an attack on us, the sheikh
would basically take responsibility for it and find whoever was responsible, and
this happened time and again. So it was incredibly effective and they were as
good as their word.”

MacFarland had come to terms with the fact that some of those newly forth-
coming sheikhs had participated in attacks on Americans. “I'm a product of
Catholic schools,” he said, “and I was taught that every saint has a past and every
sinner can have a future.” Sittar reported that he had several thousand volunteers
who didn’t qualify for the police, because they were illiterate, underage, or over-
weight, so he was allowed to create three “emergency battalions” to employ them.
MacFarland armed them with captured weapons and had his SEAL teams give
them a one-week training course. The prevailing American theory for years had
been that improvements in security would lead to progress in politics. This was
the opposite—political change leading to improvements in security.

That decision also took the United States into the dangerous and complex
new territory of supporting an armed group that was opposed to the government
in Baghdad that the United States also supported. As Carter Malkasian, the coun-
terinsurgency adviser to the Marine Corps in al Anbar, put it, “For all intents and

purposes, the government was permitting Sittar and his movement to have their
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own militia.” But, as Petraeus and Odierno would do the following year, Mac-
Farland had decided it was time to take some risks, especially given that the al-
ternative appeared to be failure.

The Shiite-dominated Iraqi government, in the midst of a small civil war in
Baghdad between Shiites and Sunnis, wasn’t happy with what it was hearing out
of Ramadi about the Americans cutting local cease-fire deals with Sunni sheikhs.
Here again, MacFarland found that American experience on the ground in Iraq
helped. His deputy commander, Lt. Col. James Lechner, had spent time as an
adviser to the Iraqi military and “knew how to work the system to get guys paid.”
Among other things, MacFarland noted, “That built up my wasta with the
sheikhs.”

Faced with skepticism from his superiors, and from journalists who were
being told by Iragi officials in Baghdad that he was arming Iraqis to fight
the Iraqi army and police, MacFarland had Patriquin create a briefing to ex-
plain what he was trying to do. Far from the usual razzle-dazzle of U.S. military
PowerPoints, the briefing was written breezily, almost in the style of a children’s
book, with stick figures. It was titled “How to Win the War in Al Anbar, By
CPT Trav”

Capt. Travis Patriquin’s briefing was both perhaps the most informal one
given by the U.S. military in Iraq and the most important one. “This is an Amer-
ican Soldier,” it began. “We’ll call him Joe. Joe wants to win in Al Anbar. But
sometimes it seems like other people don’t share that idea.” This made Joe sad.
Then the briefing posed the key question: “How can Joe win in Al Anbar? By
fighting the insurgents?” The briefing didn’t say so, but the answer the U.S. mil-
itary had given for three years had been: Well, of course, yes.

A subsequent slide identified the problem with that approach: “Poor Joe
can’t tell the terrorist from the good Iraqis.” The smiling stick figures look all the
same to him. The solution, the brief said, was to talk to the sheikhs about making
local militiamen members of the police force. “The Iraqi Policeman can tell the
difference. And the insurgent knows that. See, that’s why he’s sad.” This makes
everyone else happy. “The sheikh brings more sheikhs, more sheikhs bring more
men. Joe realizes that if he’d done this three years ago, maybe his wife would be
happier.”

The theory was working, but the fighting continued. On September 29, Mi-
chael Monsoor of Garden Grove, California, a twenty-five-year-old member of

a Navy SEAL team, threw himself on a hand grenade while his team was being
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attacked, an act of valor for which he was posthumously recognized with the
Medal of Honor. He already had received a Silver Star for rescuing a wounded
comrade under fire four months earlier.

On November 25, about three dozen al Qaeda men with weapons drove into
Sufia, home of the Albu Soda tribe, just east of Ramadi. The small tribe, which
had only about thirty men of military age in that area, had rebuffed MacFarland’s
recruiting efforts, he said, because it wanted to be neutral. But as part of that
effort, it had established checkpoints to keep out al Qaeda, which antagonized
the terrorist group, because the tribe lived along the main corridor from Fallujah
to Ramadi. After the gunmen opened fire, some tribal members escaped in boats
across the Euphrates and ran to an Iraqi army base. Soldiers there called an Iraqi
interpreter for an American officer, who called MacFarland’s headquarters. Capt.
Patriquin and Sterling Jensen, the interpreter, began gathering information.
“We’re being wiped out,” the tribe’s beleaguered sheikh told Jensen. “People are
killing us.” The sheikh’s sister had been killed, and al Qaeda men were dragging
the body by ropes behind a pickup truck. MacFarland postponed another op-
eration and sent the units involved in that to the aid of the tribe, even though it
had held him at arm’s length. A drone reconnaissance aircraft was sent to circle
over the fight. Patriquin called the sheikh of the tribe. “Hey, look,” he said. “We
can’t tell who is who. Could you have your guys wave towels over their heads so
we can identify friend from foe?” That done, Marine F-18 warplanes rolled into
bomb those without towels, and then arriving U.S. Army tanks began to fire on
fleeing al Qaeda automobiles.

After the fight, MacFarland went to talk to Albu Soda’s bloodied, combat-
shocked leaders. “They were kind of battle-fatigued, had lost a lot of family
members. At the same time, it was like a switch had been flipped. Guys who had
been reluctant to talk to us were saying, ‘Would you please build a combat out-
post near our home?’ and telling us where al Qaeda was in their area.” That day
was the tipping point, he said. After that, he was flooded with tips and recruits.
“After that tribe flipped, the kids were running around, it was like liberated
France, it was like Rumsfeld imagined it would be in 2003.” Also, a major insur-
gent route into the city had been cut.

One of MacFarland’s enlisted men studied street life and concluded that
people in Ramadi didn’t read newspapers or even listen to the radio much, but
that they did pay attention to the messages from loudspeakers on the minarets

of mosques. So, beginning at one platoon-sized base, Combat Qutpost Fire-
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cracker, MacFarland’s soldiers put up loudspeakers to broadcast, every day but
Friday, the Muslim sabbath, sports news and weather reports—and occasionally
slip in information about al Qaeda attacks. “The news was pulled from places
like Al Jazeera and Al Iraqia and news sources that people would know were not
ours,” he said. Some of it was just helpful tips: “The UN warehouse has a new
shipment of rice” Occasionally another message would slip in: “Last night al
Qaeda killed a family of five in their home.”

But even as late as December 6, 2006, MacFarland would be thrown for a
loss. On that day, Spec. Nicholas Gibbs, a twenty-five-year-old from Stokesdale,
North Carolina, was killed by small-arms fire. “Part of me died along with him,”
his mother told a reporter. “I will never be the same.”

The same day, Sgt. Yevgeniy Ryndych, a 1998 émigré from Ukraine to Brook-
lyn, was killed by a roadside bomb. His fiancée received her engagement ring in
the mail from him the same day. “He was one of those people who not a lot of
people liked because he sat home the whole day and read books,” said his brother
Ivan. “He was like a genius kid.”

And Marine Cpl. Dustin Libby, from Presque Isle, Maine, was manning a
machine gun on a roof in Ramadi when he was shot.

Three other soldiers died that day when their Humvee was hit by a bomb.
The first, Spec. Vincent Pomante, was from Westerville, Ohio. The second,
Marine Maj. Megan McClung, became the highest-ranking female to die in
combat in Iraq. A triathelete, McClung had organized a marathon for troops in
Iraq. A journalist in North Carolina remembered that when a police officer
pulled over McClung, she proved she was sober by doing a backflip on the side
of the road. A graduate of the Naval Academy, McClung had left the Marine
Corps but went back on active duty in order to serve in Iraq. Her name would
become the first woman’s to be added to the marble tablet at the academy that
memorializes graduates killed in action. “Please don’t portray this as a tragedy,”
her mother requested of a reporter. “It is for us, but Megan died doing what she
believed in”

The sixth loss that day perhaps hit MacFarland hardest: Capt. Patriquin, the
soldier who had reached out to the tribes, had been sitting next to McClung.

The next morning MacFarland found his staff and commanders downcast.
“Everybody was kind of looking at their feet.” He told them about how Gen.
Ulysses S. Grant handled that first terrible day at Shiloh in April 1862. The Con-
federates had pushed the Union troops back to the Tennessee River, where thou-
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sands huddled terrified below the bank. Thousands more lay dead and wounded
on the battlefield above them. That night Grant met with his commanders next
to a log house being used as a hospital, reviewing the day’s losses as men under
the surgeon’s knife screamed and died nearby—probably not the best place to
locate a command post. At midnight, Grant went out to smoke a cigar, taking
refuge from the driving rain under a tree. There, MacFarland told his soldiers,
Gen. William T. Sherman found him. “Well, Grant, we’ve had the devil’s own day,
haven’t we?” Sherman said to his dripping friend.

MacFarland reminded them of Grant’s laconic response: “Yes. Lick ’em to-
morrow, though.”

The stoic, taciturn Grant was an inspiration to MacFarland throughout the
year. “I felt I was fighting my way through the Wilderness Campaign,” he said,
referring to Grant’s running battle through rough ground in northern Virginia
against Robert E. Lee in May 1864. “I was taking a lot of casualties.” MacFarland
was hardly alone. In recent years, as the Army has come to grips with Irag, Grant
seems to be enjoying a resurgence in popularity with today’s officers, probably
because he is its patron saint of the long, hard slog.

By the onset of winter it was becoming clear that something fundamental had
changed in Ramadi. “In the latter half of December, it was like the fever broke,”
MacFarland said. “Up until then, when we threw a punch, they threw a punch.”
The death rate for U.S. forces began to decline after that incident. By the end of
that month, 12 of the tribes in the area were deemed cooperative, and 6 neutral,
leaving just 3 classified as “uncooperative.” By mid-2007 it wasn’t uncommon for
amonth to go by with no U.S. losses. Al Qaeda, meanwhile, was reeling. As David
Kilcullen, Petraeus’s counterinsurgency adviser, later put it, “In Anbar, we’ve got
the tribal vengeance structure working in our favor.” That is, where Armericans
once had been the target of Iraqis seeking revenge, now they were helping direct
that impulse against al Qaeda and its allies in the insurgency.

Not only were the roadside bombs less numerous, they were becoming less
sophisticated. “They went away from the remote-controlled IEDs to subsurface
command wires to just hastily throwing out IEDs with pressure plates because
that was all they could do,” MacFarland said. “Because we were keeping such
pressure on them, they just weren’t able to get the big IEDs and get them all set
up. So, we knew we had them on the run when we started to see those kinds of
things evolve and their attacks became smaller and smaller and less and less ef-

fective.”
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The attacks would continue, though. All told, MacFarland lost 83 soldiers in
Irag—but he had something to show for it. In February 2007, Gen. Petraeus,
newly arrived in Iraq, would come to see him and ask some questions about his
methods and metrics. “Sean had obviously done something extraordinarily im-
portant,” Petraeus said later. “What you had there was the first really significant
example of the concept of reconcilables and irreconcilables.” Petraeus already
knew that he wanted his troops to go out and protect the population. In Ramadi,
he learned that “a key way of implementing that is not just living with them, it
is also . .. literally separating them, protecting the population from the irrecon-
cilables. That means you have to know who the reconcilables are and who the
bad guys are, and then of course try to achieve some separation and protect the
one from the other.”

Chiarelli, the number two U.S. commander in Iraq in 2006, said that Mac-
Farland’s operation marked the first time in the Iraq war that a counterinsur-
gency campaign had been conducted and then had been sustained by the
succeeding unit. “Sean was the first guy who did it and it stuck for the guy who
followed,” he said.

Upon arriving in Iraq, Odierno would seek to build on what MacFarland
had started. “He’s the guy who put this together”—that is, how to operate differ-
ently and more effectively in Iraq, Odierno said later. “Once they cleared Ramadi,
and they stayed in Ramadi with a significant amount of force, that was the tip-
ping point. The whole province seemed to turn over.”

But Baghdad would be more complicated. Not only was it at least 10 times
larger, it also had both the Shiite militias that weren’t active in Ramadi, which
was homogeneously Sunni. Tribes were less significant in the cities and among
Shiites. Securing Baghdad in 2007 would make MacFarland’s experience in Ra-
madi in 2006 look relatively simple.

A RUN IN OCTOBER

In October 2006, Petraeus was in Washington, partly to lay the groundwork
for rolling out his counterinsurgency manual a few months later, but also be-
cause Gen. Pace, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had sent word that
Defense Secretary Rumsfeld wanted to see him.

Petraeus didn’t know what the meeting would be about. But he could see his

time at Leavenworth coming to an end, and he was eager to get back into the
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fight in Iraq. Every indication was that a radical change in the handling of the
war there was urgently required. He felt ready to lead that charge.

As he prepared, he contacted Lt. Col. Charlie Miller, whom he had known
since he himself was a lieutenant colonel and Miller was a green officer in his
battalion in the 101st Airborne, to ask him to go for a morning run. In 2006
Miller was a strategic planner on the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and like many of his
peers, was anxious about the state of the war. The next day the two met at Pe-
traeus’s hotel. It quickly became clear that Petraeus wanted to talk about Iraq.
“He was very spun up on the war, knew what was happening,” Miller recalled.

As they ran along the sandy paths of Washington’s mall toward the Capitol,
Petraeus posed a series of questions. “The nation has to decide what it is going
to do—is it going to do what it takes, or is it going to get out?” he began.

After the run, Petraeus said to Miller, “What are we trying to accomplish
there? And what resources do we need to do it?”

This was magic to Miller, a native of Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley who was
trained in strategic thinking and who had believed for years that more troops
needed to be sent to Iraq. “This had been a major frustration for me,” he said.
“We have undertaken a major national project and put it on the backs of a small
group of volunteers.”

These also were the basic questions any strategist would ask about a war—
especially if he suspected he might about to be put in charge of that war.

When Petraeus went to see Defense Secretary Rumsfeld, he thought that
perhaps he would be offered command in Iraq. But as he was walking up the
Pentagon stairs with Pace to Rumsfeld’s office, the Joint Chiefs chairman turned
to him and said, “Don’t be surprised if this is about the Afghanistan job.” That
was not a bad command, but it was still a relative backwater compared to Iraq.
As it happened, Rumsfeld, who could be extremely noncommittal, didn’t offer

Petraeus anything.



3.
KEANE TAKES COMMAND

(Fall 2006)

T he turning point in the war was the American midterm elections of Novem-
ber 2006, which transferred control of both houses of Congress to the Dem-
ocrats. Without that “thumping,” as President Bush termed it, the administration
might never have contemplated the major revisions in strategy and leadership
that it would make in the following two months. Until the election, Bush seemed
satisfied with blather. After it, he began to speak about the war seriously. The
sweeping changes that followed ultimately would reverse the steady downward
course of the war—and perversely for Democrats, thus likely extend the conflict
for many more years. “I think that without the 06 elections, there might not have
been a change” in U.S. strategy, said Tom Donnelly, one of the original Iraq
hawks who in the wake of the November elections would help plan the escalation
that would become known as “the surge.”

The precise moment of the shift in both congressional majorities came two
days after the election, when Senator George Allen of Virginia conceded to James
Webb, a pugnacious Marine veteran and former Republican who had trailed
him by a wide margin during most of the race. Webb’s win tipped the Senate
into Democratic hands, giving the party control of the entire new Congress.
Webb, celebrating his extraordinarily narrow victory, stood outside the Arlington

County Courthouse, just outside Washington, D.C., and held in the air the Ma-
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rine combat boots that his son had first worn in Iraq and that the senator then
had worn while campaigning.

Webb said in an interview that he displayed the boots at the rally not as a
reference to the war, but as a symbol that the campaign was over. Yet those boots
that had trod the bloody streets of Ramadi gave Webb’s opinions on the war an
added gravitas: Not only had he served in Vietnam, his son was in the fight now.
He knew what it was like to stand in combat boots. After he waved those boots,
he delivered a speech unusual for any politician, but especially for a Democrat.
He began not by thanking the people of Virginia or his family or his campaign
staff, but instead by saluting the Marines. “The first thing I’d like to say is tomor-
row is the most special day for the United States Marine Corps—they celebrate
their birthday. You almost have to be a Marine to understand that, but I want to
say ‘Happy Birthday’ to all our Marines. There are a lot of them in harm’s way
today. We are going to remember them tomorrow.” Next he cited those who had
served in the military in earlier days. “The day after that is Veterans Day, and we
remember all of those who have served our country and who are serving it,
wherever they are, we all have them in our hearts and prayers.” Then he turned
to the politics of the situation and, among things, predicted that the shift in
congressional power meant that there would “result soon . . . a diplomatic solu-
tion in Iraq.”

His main emotion at the time, he said later, was one of relief. Webb had
proven an energetic but awkward candidate, at first walking down the center of
the street in parades, rather than shaking the hands of spectators. He seemed
most at ease among the coal miners of southwest Virginia, home of his Scots-
Irish ancestors. The Virginia Senate campaign had been contentious but not
exceptionally so. Yet Webb emerged from it furious, later declaring it “one of the
nastiest campaigns in American history.” He said that at the time of his victory
speech, “I literally felt like I was stepping out of a sewer.”

Webb had been molded by his experience as a young Marine officer in the
Vietnam War. Back then, his Appalachian tenacity and populist distrust of cen-
tralized power made him a fierce critic of anti-war activists. He ended Fields of
Fire with a scene in which a Vietnam vet challenges a crowd of Harvard protes-
tors: “How many of you are going to get hurt in Vietnam? I didn’t see any of you
in Vietnam.” Yet those same deep-running character traits had made Webb an
opponent of the Iraq war, where he thinks elites once again are recklessly sending

someone else’s children to die while their own stay home and tend their careers.
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For decades Webb had nursed a cold contempt for such people who took from
their country more than they gave.

One of those who had evaded service in Vietnam was George W. Bush. In
mid-November, Webb went to a postelection function at the White House for
newly elected members of Congress. He avoided the reception line, but Bush
sought him out. “How’s your boy?” the president asked.

“I'd like to get them out of Iraq, Mr. President,” Webb responded.

“That’s not what I asked you,” Bush persisted. “How’s your boy?”

“That’s between me and my boy,” Webb said. It was an abrupt, ungracious
response that proved to be controversial. Seven months later, in a gesture of
reconciliation, Webb would bring his Marine son, wearing his dress blues, to a
White House meeting and introduce him to the president.

Even as the ghosts of Vietnam flitted over Washington, there was a growing
sense among defense experts that the strategic consequences of the Iraq war
could be far worse than that earlier war. The United States could walk away from
Vietnam, a relatively isolated country with few resources, and six years later, with
the election of Ronald Reagan, declare it “morning in America.” (Of course, it
didn’t feel like that in Cambodia, or in the reeducation camps of Vietnam where
former allies of the United States were held.) It was unlikely to be morning in
Iraq anytime soon. The Iraq war “makes Vietnam look like a cakewalk,” said
retired Air Force Gen. Charles Wald, a Vietnam veteran. The domino theory
that nations across Southeast Asia would go Communist was not fulfilled, he
noted, but with Iraq, he said, the “worst-case scenarios are the most likely thing
to happen,” such as a spreading war in the Middle East, which likely would cause
a spike in oil prices that would shock the global company.

THE TRIUMPH OF THE DEMOCRATS

The day after the election, the president announced that he was removing
Defense Secretary Rumsfeld. Uncharacteristically, Rumsfeld was subdued, brief,
and inarticulate. His verdict on Iraq that day was that it was “a little understood,
unfamiliar war, the first war of the twenty-first century—it is not well known, it
was not well understood, it is complex for people to comprehend.” He seemed
to be saying that the American people just didn’t get it and had demonstrated
their lack of understanding in the previous day’s vote.

There was little unhappiness in the U.S. government about his departure.
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“Rumsfeld appeared to draw from the commissar school of management, lead-
ing with a pistol from the back, because he would tell folks to advance, not of-
fering his own vision of where to go, instead waiting to watch their choices and
then questioning or potentially penalizing them,” said Philip Zelikow, who was
then counselor at the State Department. “The style can be praised as one of
delegation and prodding, but it is also designed to allow the chief to keep his own
preferences obscure as long as possible.”

There was abundant evidence that Rumsfeld was an inept leader. For all his
willingness to chew out subordinates, he consistently seemed unable to address
major problems and make adjustments in personnel, policy, or command struc-
tures. On top of that, his leadership of the U.S. military establishment was eroded
by the Abu Ghraib prisoner abuse scandal, which became public in the spring of
2004. It was a major setback for the U.S. war effort, and indeed a strategic loss
for the United States globally. But only underlings took the hit for it. “From May
of 2004 onward, he was damaged goods,” military commentator Francis “Bing”
West later observed. “He had lost the moral authority to lead”

After his last day in office, Rumsfeld took his family to Buck’s Fishing &
Camping, which, despite its rustic name, is an upscale Washington restaurant.
Underscoring the loathing Rumsfeld had generated in many Americans, the
chef-owner there, Carole Greenwood, told her coowner, James Alefantis, to
kick him out. “I'm not serving a war criminal in my restaurant,” she declared.
Alefantis pointed out that her business was to serve people and that Rumsfeld
was with his family. Greenwood eventually relented but only on the condition
that someone else cook Rumsfeld’s meal. To Alefantis’s chagrin, he heard that
Rumsfeld soon was telling people that Buck’s was his favorite restaurant in the
area. Greenwood likely would go ballistic if Rumsfeld returned with his buddy
Dick Cheney.

IN BOTH ART and strategy, personality plays a large but murky role. The person-
ality of Robert Gates was the strongest asset he would bring to the Pentagon
as Rumsfeld’s successor. Where Rumsfeld was blustery, Gates was quiet, even
stealthy. He was a career intelligence officer, spending most of his life serving his
country in the federal government, an organization that people like Rumsfeld
and Bush tended to denigrate. Gates did share with them a strong sense of

loyalty—but in his case, to his longtime best friend, Brent Scowcroft, who had
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been close to the first President Bush but had become persona non grata with
the second because of his public opposition to the invasion of Iraq. Gates also
had been a member of the Iraq Study Group, which had introduced him to the
principal players in policy and steeped him in the current debate.

“Bob Gates will bring a fresh perspective,” President Bush said with unusual
understatement. And while a few weeks earlier Bush had said that tactics might
change but that the strategy would remain the same, he now pronounced himself
open to change in both. “Stay the course means let’s get the job done, but it
doesn’t mean, you know, staying stuck on a strategy or tactics that may not be
working,” he said.

Despite the change at the Pentagon, everything seemed to be going the way
of the anti-war Democrats. In early December, Senator Gordon Smith, a low-key
Republican from Oregon, made his way to the Senate floor to break dramatically
with the president on Iraq. He had been reading John Keegan’s somber history
of World War I, which had led him to meditate on the sins of the British gener-
als who sent a generation head-on into the slaughter of German machine guns,
despite growing evidence that their frontal approach wasn’t working. It had
made him think, he said, about “how we kept doing the same thing over and over
again at the cost of our soldiers’ lives with no improvement in the political en-
vironment in Iraq.” He also had been reading books critical of the Iraq war. One
Thursday in December, he awoke to news on his clock radio that another ten
soldiers had been killed in Iraq. (Six of the ten were those Col. MacFarland lost
in Ramadi, including Maj. McClung and Capt. Patriquin.) He decided that he
had heard and seen enough. “I went from steamed to boiled,” he recalled.

“I have tried to be a good soldier,” Smith began in his very personal state-
ment to the Senate that evening. “I have tried to support our president.” But he
said he could no longer. He remembered back to 2003, when it seemed as though
the fall of Baghdad had brought a swift victory. “Now all of those memories seem
much like ashes to me,” he said. He no longer would be able to stand with the
president, he continued. “He is not guilty of perfidy, but I do believe he is guilty
of believing bad intelligence and giving us the same.” So, he said, the time had
come to speak out. “I, for one, am at the end of my rope when it comes to sup-
porting a policy that has our soldiers patrolling the same streets in the same way,
being blown up by the same bombs day after day,” he said. “That is absurd. It may
even be criminal. I cannot support that anymore.” It was a stunning statement.

It began to look like 15 or more similarly upset Republicans might during
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the course of 2007 go into opposition on the war—a shift that promised to give
the Democrats a veto-proof majority. The Democrats also knew that soon they
would take over the committees where much of the substantial business of Con-
gress is done. No longer would the panels on Appropriations, Armed Services,
Foreign Affairs, and Intelligence be chaired by diehard supporters of the admin-
istration. Instead, starting in January 2007, skeptics of the Iraq war would be
setting the agendas, directing the committee staffs, initiating investigations, and
calling the hearings.

In their moment of triumph, some Democrats began to sense the dilemma
that was about to ensnare them: How to bring an end to the war without being
blamed for how it ended? Their evasive answer, unfortunately, would be to
appear to do something without really doing anything. They liked having the
Iraq conflict be “Bush’s war” and most certainly didn’t intend to take possession.
“Like it or not, George Bush is still the commander in chief, and this is his war,”
Harry Reid of Nevada would say in 2007, months after becoming Senate major-
ity leader.

This result would be a prolonging of the war, because it meant that the
Democrats ultimately would shy away from any confrontation with the Bush
administration—and the White House knew it. So, for example, by the end of
December, Senator Joseph Biden, the incoming chairman of the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee, and two years later Barack Obama’s running mate, would
empbhatically oppose an increase in troop levels. “I totally oppose the surging of
additional troops into Baghdad, and I think it is contrary to the overwhelming
body of informed opinion, both people inside the administration and outside
the administration,” he said. Neither he nor other Democrats, despite controlling

both houses of Congress, would take any serious steps to block it.

BIG JACK KEANE INTERVENES

In the fall of 2006, Jack Keane effectively became chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, stepping in to redirect U.S. strategy in a war, to coordinate the
thinking of the White House and the Pentagon, and even to pick the command-
ers who would lead the change in the fight. It was an unprecedented and aston-
ishing development for a retired general to drive policy making and indeed
bypass the entire chain of command in remaking war strategy. “Retired four-

stars can be very influential, but this was really an order of magnitude beyond
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that,” commented Tom Donnelly, who worked with Keane on developing the
idea of “the surge.” “He is almost the keystone in the whole thing. The window
was almost closed. He kept it open.”

Keane was given his opening by the failure of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs,
Gen. Peter Pace, who was proving unable to deal with the Iraq war. With no of-
ficial backing, and nothing but his credibility and persuasive abilities to go on,
Keane helped one general in Iraq and some civilians in a think tank formulate “the
surge” as a new strategy for Iraq, pitched it to the president, and then, with a green
light from Bush, told top officials at the Pentagon about how to proceed. He con-
tinued to work with that general in Iraq, Raymond Odierno, behind the back of
Gen. Casey, the senior commander there, who told Keane not to visit Iraq.

Maj. Gen. Michael Barbero, who at the time was the J-33, the director of
current operations for the staff of the Joint Chiefs, recalled that during the fall
of 2006, Keane “was the one driving the planning.” Asked if Keane effectively was
acting as director of the Joint Staff—that is, a crucial but low-profile slot—Bar-
bero responded quickly that Keane was playing a far more elevated role. “No, like
the chairman” of the Joint Chiefs, he said—meaning the highest military officer
of the land. “He was a key player, and he was saying, ‘We’ve got to win this
thing.”

Keane’s unusual journey to the center of American military policy making
commenced on August 3, 2006, a hot, sticky day typical of the Washington sum-
mer. Keane was at home in McLean, a pleasant Virginia suburb. That evening,
while the temperature was still in the nineties, he went downstairs to his easy
chair in his basement den, put his feet up on the ottoman in front of his big-
screen television, and keyed in C-SPAN, which was carrying a hearing on the Iraq
war that been held earlier in the day by the Senate Armed Services Committee.
Keane had come to believe that “it was obvious that we had serious problems,
that the strategy wasn’t working.” He wanted to see if Rumsfeld, Pace, and Abi-
zaid, the three witnesses at the hearing, had anything new or different to offer.

Keane had been worrying about Iraq since his first visit there, in the summer
of 2003. Then the vice chief of staff of the Army, he had left the country feeling
deeply concerned and a bit guilty. “When I flew out, I was really troubled,” he
recalled. “I knew the Army collectively was not prepared to deal with irregular
warfare. I said to my guys, we simply are not prepared to do this.” He began to

think about how to make amends.
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Of the hundreds of thousands of soldiers then on active duty, he was one of
the handful with firsthand knowledge of what the Army had done wrong in
Vietnam, where he had been a platoon leader and a company commander in the
101st Airborne. When he left Vietnam and got back to Fort Benning, Georgia,
he began reading history to figure out what he should have been doing. “I and
others came to the conclusion that we had been conducting a conventional war
against an irregular enemy.”

By the end of that war, he said, the Army had learned how to conduct a
counterinsurgency campaign. “We’d studied the history, we’d learned the doc-
trine, and some of us had the experience,” he remembered. After the war, the
Army “purged” that knowledge, he said. But “I kept the memory, especially the
idea that you must protect the population.” That idea would become the core of
Keane’s 2006 campaign to change the American approach to the war in Iraq.

Big Jack Keane talks like the native New Yorker he is, with a working-class
tone that he brought with him from the Lower East Side and Washington Heights,
the two neighborhoods where he was raised. “I think New York is such a magical
city because it is a place where, truly, immigrants get started, and then immi-
grants come and go, and different cultures are there, so it all transitions,” he said
in an interview. With his accent, big hands, square face, and hair combed straight
back, Keane could easily be mistaken for an old-style member of the New York
City Police Department. Indeed, he bears a passing resemblance to the corrupt
police captain shot by Michael Corleone in an Italian restaurant in The God-
father. Underneath that old-school appearance, Keane is crackerjack smart,
and extremely articulate, often in a concise, blunt way. Most importantly, and
unusually, he is an independent and clear thinker.

He didn’t go public with his concerns in 2003, but after he retired he began
to share them privately with others. He had gotten to know Henry Kissinger, an
adopted son of Washington Heights, when both served on the Defense Policy
Board, and in 2005, he began a series of conversations with the former secretary
of state. One day that year, Kissinger, preparing to visit President Bush, asked
Keane, “What is the military strategy to defeat the insurgency?”

Keane paused, then said, “We don’t have a military strategy to defeat the
insurgency.”

“Jack, we will lose,” Kissinger replied. As Keane remembered it, Kissinger

meant that there would have to be a political solution, but it would come about
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only if enabled by an effective military strategy. So, Keane said, “if we don’t have
a military strategy to defeat them—and by defeat we meant change the behavior
and attitude of the insurgent—then we would lose.”

As Iraq grew bloodier, Keane watched and worried more. “I knew that the
violence was worse in *04 than it was in 03, worse in ’05 than it was in *04. And
now the wheels were coming off and it was going off the charts.” Yet American
strategy, inexplicably, wasn’t changing—*“I also knew at the time that we are still
on a mission to transition to the Iraqis despite this.” His worry was that the
American strategy didn’t protect the people and instead remained focused on
transitioning to Iraqi forces, who could not protect the population either, so
staying the course really meant riding a losing strategy into defeat.

Other insiders were also becoming persuaded that the course in Iraq was
a loser. In May 2006, after five months of wrangling, a new Iraqi government
was finally assembled, to be led by a compromise candidate, Maliki, to the re-
lief of American officials in Baghdad and Washington. But in the following
weeks, it became clear that this political movement wasn’t leading to a lessening
of violence—which was the keystone of the Bush administration’s strategy in
Irag—but rather increasing it. “At this point, the strategy couldn’t explain what
was happening,” said Fred Kagan, the American Enterprise Institute analyst who
was a member of the group that met with the president at Camp David in June.
“I think it [the strategy] became visibly bankrupt” at that point.

One day in the summer, Keane got a phone call from Adm. William “Fox”
Fallon, the U.S. commander for the Pacific. As Keane remembers it, Fallon began
by saying, “Jack, I just came out of Iraq. Could you help me to understand what
the fuck is going on? . . . Casey is up to his ears in quicksand and he doesn’t even
know it. This thing is going down around him.”

For Keane, the final straw came on that August night as he settled before the
television and watched that tape of Rumsfeld, Pace, and Abizaid appearing before
the Senate Armed Services panel earlier that day.

“Despite the many challenges, progress does continue to be made in Iraq,”
Abizaid had reassured the senators. That could be understood as code for: Get
off my back, we are going to stay on the same path of passing the mission of
providing security to Iraqi forces. Indeed, he said he could “imagine” additional
U.S. troop reductions later in the year.

Abizaid, a bright, witty officer who spoke Arabic, had been the great hope
of the Army when he replaced Tommy R. Franks as chief of Central Command
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in 2003. Not only did he understand the region, he also had shown a willingness
to stand up to Rumsfeld. But by 2006 he appeared burned out, as did many who
worked closely with the defense secretary. In 2003—4, Abizaid had left in place as
his top general in Iraq Lt. Gen. Ricardo Sanchez, seen by many inside the Army,
especially those in Iraq, as an overwhelmed and perhaps incompetent general.
Abizaid had failed to get the Army to send out enough specialists to staff San-
chez’s headquarters. He had stood by as persistent differences poisoned the re-
lationship between the U.S. military and U.S. civilian officials in Iraq, with
Sanchez and L. Paul Bremer III, the civilian occupation chief, barely civil to each
other by the end of their 12 months together. He had not been able to get other
parts of the federal government to engage enthusiastically in Iraq. Most of all,
he had failed to stand up to the Bush administration’s blandishments of “steady
progress” in Iraq, and instead, over time, seemed to join in them.

Rumsfeld said at the hearing that ending the sectarian violence was a job for
Iraqis, not American troops. As Keane watched, he knew that wasn’t happening,
and he worried that such false hopes would lead to defeat. “I liked these guys,”
he said. “What was bothering me most, it seemed blatantly obvious that our
strategy had failed. It had blown up in our face. We were on the precipice of
the new Iraqi government fracturing. That’s where we’re heading, a humiliating
defeat for the United States, and all the security problems that would ensue
from that.”

The hearing climaxed with Senator Hillary Clinton’s rebuke of the defense
secretary. “We hear a lot of happy talk and rosy scenarios, but because of the
administration’s strategic blunders and, frankly, the record of incompetence in
executing, you are presiding over a failed policy,” the New York Democrat as-
serted. “Given your track record, Secretary Rumsfeld, why should we believe your
assurances now?”

Rumsfeld’s response made it even clearer to Keane that the administration
was digging in its heels. “My goodness,” Rumsfeld began in his anachronistic
fashion as he launched into a passionate defense of his past deeds and of current
policy. “History will make a judgment” on past decisions about troop numbers,
he announced, as if to tell her that coming to such conclusions was above her
pay grade.

As for an increase in troop levels, the prospect that Keane was mulling,
Rumsfeld rejected the idea. “The balance between having too many and contrib-

uting to an insurgency by the feeling of occupation, and the risk of having too
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few and having the security situation not be sufficient for the political progress
to go forward, is a complicated set of decisions. And I don’t know there’s any
guide book that tells you how to do it. There’s no rule book, there’s no history
for this.” In fact, as Keane knew, there was ample history on just that point. The
experiences of the British in Malaya, the French in Algeria, the Americans in
Vietnam, and in a dozen other smaller counterinsurgency campaigns all taught
the same lesson: You must protect the people and separate them from the insur-
gents, and to do so you had to live among the population. And doing all that
required a lot of troops. Indeed, the manual on counterinsurgency that Gen.
Petraeus was drafting out at Leavenworth as Rumsfeld spoke would make just
that point.

But Rumsfeld was sticking to the existing plan, despite the multiple setbacks
it had encountered. “The goal is to not have U.S. forces do the heavy lifting in
Baghdad. There are many, many more Iraqi forces in Baghdad. The role of the
U.S. forces is to help them.” As Keane knew, there was growing evidence by this
point that this transitional approach wasn’t working.

The defense secretary concluded by lapsing into his trademark rhetorical
device of posing a question and then answering it himself. He didn’t seem to
grasp how condescending this could be, especially with people like United States
senators who tend to have a strong sense of the importance of their positions.
He did so some ten times. Three of them were, “Are there setbacks? Yes. Are there
things that people can’t anticipate? Yes. Does the enemy have a brain and con-
tinue to make adjustments on the ground requiring our forces to continue to
make adjustments? You bet.”

Abizaid supported Rumsfeld. Going above the current level of 140,000
troops in Iraq, he said, would place “a tremendous strain” on the Army.

Gen. Pace, never particularly impressive as the chairman of the Joint Chiefs,
had even less to offer that day. “Shia and Sunni are going to have to love their
children more than they hate each other,” he said. It was an almost despairing
phrase, pointing toward no discernible strategy for the U.S. government. He ap-
parently so liked the thought that he repeated it later in the hearing.

As Keane watched, the doubts he had been gathering for months coalesced
and solidified. “My God, if we don’t do something different, we’re going over a
cliff)” he thought that night. He was not a man who came to a conclusion like
that idly.

The next afternoon he sat in his living room, meditating on what to do and
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how to do it. He was there for so long that evening fell. Lost in thought, he didn’t
turn on any lights, and his wife came into the room to find him sitting in dark-
ness. She asked what he was doing. “Iraq,” he responded. “Our strategy there is
failing. We need a new strategy, and new people, ’cause the guys doing it don’t
think it’s failed.”

“What are you going to do about it?” she asked. It was an unusual question
to pose. She knew that many Americans had similar concerns, but that her hus-
band was uniquely positioned to do something about it. After decades of service,
he was an Army insider. In particular, he had been a mentor to two rising Army
generals, David Petraeus and Raymond Odierno, and he thought they could be
key to making the changes, even though neither was in Iraq at the time.

“I think I am going to try to change it,” he told her. It wasn’t an idle response.
He began to write some notes, outlining the problem.

Since retiring from the Army, he also had come to know influential strategic
experts such as Kissinger and Eliot Cohen, other members of the Defense Policy
Board who were growing increasingly worried about the direction of the war. In
May 2004, Cohen had gone to Iraq for the board and come back to deliver a grim
assessment. “There is no sense of a common vision or direction, a real opera-
tional or strategic level plan,” he reported. A senior officer had told him that
mid-2003 to mid-2004 was “a lost year.” In addition, Cohen had concluded that
Army and Marine doctrine for conducting a counterinsurgency campaign was
badly outdated—an observation that may have encouraged the Army to send
Petraeus to Leavenworth.

Keane agreed with many of Cohen’s worries. And while many active-duty
officers shared his deepening concerns, he possessed an option they didn’t: If he
felt he didn’t get a thorough and serious hearing, he could take his concerns
public. He knew how to do it—he was a retired four-star general who maintained

cordial relations with several defense reporters.

“DAVE, YOU’RE SHOT”

Perhaps most important, Keane had known Petraeus for years. An advocate
of realistic training, Keane loathed seeing soldiers toss grenades as if they were
outfielders hurling metal baseballs, instead of in the context of how they would
be used in combat, where people who want to survive don’t stand up in view of

the enemy. So he had pushed for “live-fire” exercises, in which soldiers used real
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bullets while training and moved as if they were on a battlefield. One day in 1991
at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, Keane and Petraeus were observing just such an
exercise, in which a squad was practicing taking down a machine gun bunker.
Some soldiers provided suppressive fire while one of their comrades crawled
forward from one side and, leaning to one side while still prone, lobbed a hand
grenade into the bunker.

Under the cover of the explosion, the grenade thrower turned and ran as fast
as he could back to his fellow squad members. He hit the dirt using the butt of
his M-16 rifle to break his fall, as he had been taught to do in order to get down
quickly. But the soldier, probably distracted by his grenade throwing, had made
two mistakes: He had his kept his finger on the trigger of his weapon, and the
safety was off.

Petraeus, observing from 40 yards away, grunted and stepped back, but
didn’t fall. Keane, standing next to Petraeus, looked over. “Dave, you're shot,” he
said. The bullet from the soldier’s weapon had pierced Petraeus in the right side
of his chest, just above the A in PETRAEUS on his fatigues, and clipped both a lung
and an artery. Keane laid Petraeus on the ground, then reached around him and
felt for the exit wound. It was about the size of a half-dollar coin. He called for a
medic. Then he looked down at Petraeus and said, “Dave, you know what’s going
on here, we’ve got to stop the bleeding. . .. Then we have got to make sure you
don’t go into shock.”

Characteristically, while waiting for a medical evacuation helicopter, Keane
took aside the commander of the company training that day and told him to
continue the exercise. “What I was trying to teach them,” he recalled, is that “in
combat it’s going to be much worse than this, we are going to get our guys shot
and get our guys killed and, one, we go on with the mission, two, we find out
what the mistakes were after it’s over so we can fix it for the next time.”

Keane held Petraeus’s hand on the short helicopter hop to Fort Campbell’s
Blanchfield Army Community Hospital. A doctor there picked up a suction tube
to clean the entry wound of strands of Petraeus’s uniform and dirt. “Colonel
Petraeus,” he said to his new patient, who was supine but still conscious, “I've got
to clean this wound out, because when the bullet goes in there it takes all of that
with it. I've got to get as much out of there as I can so it doesn’t start to get into
your bloodstream.” Not waiting to administer an anesthetic, he worried: “This is
going to hurt like hell’—and told some orderlies to hold him down. Then he

jammed the tube into the bloody hole in Petraeus’s chest.
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Usually, the doctor later told Keane in the hallway, the procedure inflicts so
much pain that the body jumps up on the operating table and the patient
“screams like hell.”

Petraeus just grunted. “That really is one tough soldier in there,” the doc-
tor said.

“Yeah, I know that,” Keane replied. The chest operation that Petraeus would
need required a second flight, this time by an Army Black Hawk helicopter to a
hospital in Nashville, where he was met by Dr. Bill Frist, who had yet to enter
politics but who would later become Senate majority leader. Frist, still in his
golfing outfit, saw the small entry wound and wondered what all the fuss was
about. Turning Petraeus over, he saw the exit wound and understood. Keane told
him that the exit injury was typical of a high-velocity weapon, which was outside
Frist’s usual cases of wounds made by cheap pistols and knives. Frist operated
for more than five hours.

Less than a week later, Petraeus was back recuperating at the Fort Campbell
hospital and growing impatient with it. “Dave was raising all sorts of ruckus
because he wanted to get out of there and go home,” Keane recalled.

A senior doctor went to see this troublesome patient. “Hey, Dave, youre not
going home so just leave my staff alone,” he ordered. “You're just out of surgery,
you’re not going to be able to get out of here for a few more days.”

Everybody heals differently, Petraeus argued. “I believe that I'm recovered
enough to be able to go home,” he said.

“That’s impossible—you’re not going home,” the doctor said.

“Can I demonstrate to you the degree of my recovery?” asked Petraeus.

The doctor asked what he meant. “Just undo my tubes here,” Petraeus said.
“Don’t worry, I'm not going to do anything to hurt myself, just undo my tubes.”
He got down on the floor and counted out 50 push-ups for the doctor, who then
allowed him to leave the hospital.

The life of a light infantryman is tough for soldiers in their twenties, requir-
ing both strength and stamina. The weight, the rain, the stress, can combine to
break the health of soldiers in their thirties. Petraeus left the hospital worried
about regaining his strength. “What was really eating at me at the time was how
well I was going to be able to run again,” he recalled. He went to the base gym to
work out on a stationary bicycle, “gently, just to keep the legs moving.” But there
was a running track just outside the gym. And the watch on his wrist had a

stopwatch function. “One thing led to another,” he said a bit sheepishly, explain-
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ing how he happened to find himself jogging on the track, trying to see if he
could still breathe deeply. “It wasn’t the gunshot wound alone, I had thoracic
surgery where they cut you, I have a scar that goes from here all the way around
to there,” he said, tracing a line from his chest, under his arm, and to his back.
“There is a lot of scarring so the lung doesn’t glide in your chest the way it used
to, so it feels like you are permanently taped up. I just wanted to get a sense of
what it was going to feel like.” The next round of X-rays revealed that that spon-
taneous bout of exercise had begun to fill the injured lung with fluid. The doctors

told him to knock off running.

KEANE ON THE WARPATH

On September 19, 2006, Keane was ready to make his case to Defense Sec-
retary Rumsfeld. The two old bulls had had some differences in the past, but
Keane felt there was mutual respect. “We could talk to each other,” he said.

Gen. Pace showed up at the meeting, a bit to Keane’s surprise, because Pace’s
reputation was that he was taking a hands-off approach to Iraq, on the grounds
that his plate was full with the rest of the world and that two other four-star
generals, Abizaid and Casey, were on the case. Keane worried that Rumsfeld
would play to Pace, as was his wont. But the chairman remained quiet, just tak-
ing notes, and Rumsfeld stayed focused on Keane’s grim message. “We are edging
toward strategic failure,” Keane warned the defense secretary. “Despite capturing
Saddam Hussein, killing his two sons, holding three elections, writing a constitu-
tion, installing a permanent government, beginning to develop a capable ISF,
killing Zarqawi—the level of violence has increased every year in the contested
areas. Security and stability is worse today than it has been since the insurgency
started. It threatens the survival of the government and the success of our
mission.”

So, Keane asked rhetorically, what is wrong with our strategy? His answer:
“It is not designed to defeat the insurgency and therefore the insurgency thrives,
and the violence is growing. It begs the question, how can you defeat it?”

Continuing to borrow Rumsfeld’s approach, he posed another question and
then answered it: “How can we possibly obtain victory out of all that is happen-
ing?” First, Keane said, “you have to admit that you cannot defeat the insurgency
by destroying their forces or simply transitioning to Iraqi security forces. You

have to come to grips with that.” Next, he said, start employing classic counter-
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insurgency practice: “The only way to do this is the way that it’s been done in the
past, using proven COIN [counterinsurgency] practices—and that is by protect-
ing the people and permanently isolating the insurgents from the population.”
So, he told Rumsfeld, the U.S. Army needed to stop conducting mindless Hum-
vee patrols out of big bases and instead start living among the people and patrol-
ling small areas on foot. Set up traffic-control points, conduct a census, and issue
identity cards—all classic measures to channel and track the movements of a
population. His most controversial recommendation was that Rumsfeld order
everyone to stop talking about drawing down troop levels in Iraq. Get some new
generals in there, hold them accountable, and match your policies to your re-
sources. To live among the people, and dry up the sea in which the insurgents
swam, you are going to need more troops. And focus them on Baghdad. What
Keane was saying was hardly novel. He had captured the core lesson of David
Galula, the great French theorist of counterinsurgency, who argued in his influ-
ential Counterinsurgency: Theory and Practice that to defeat an insurgency, mili-
tary units must live among the population. Indeed, Keane recommended that
book to Rumsfeld. The defense secretary was “uncomfortable” during the meet-
ing and opposed increasing the troop levels without offering a reasoning, Keane

said as he read aloud from his extensive notes of the meeting.

GRADING THE CHAIRMAN

Pace followed up by asking Keane to come see him. Two days later, Pace
began that meeting by asking Keane with a smile what grade he would give him
as chairman of the Joint Chiefs.

“E” Keane replied. He wasn’t smiling.

Gen. Pace was taken aback. People didn’t usually talk to a top officer in the
U.S. military that way, not even retired four-star generals. What do you mean?
he asked.

“WEell, Pete, the number one national security priority we have is Iraq, and
it’s the number one priority in the Pentagon,” Keane told him. But, he added,
“you’re absorbed in so many other things.” And, he continued, why the hell are
you, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, asking a retired general about the
situation in Iraq? How is it possible that you, with all the far-flung resources of
the global U.S. military establishment at your fingertips, know less about the war
than one guy who goes out there and asks a few questions? “You’ve got to get into
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this full time,” Keane admonished. (One of Pace’s subordinates would later recall
that at about the same time, Adm. Mike Mullen, then the chief of the Navy, sent
a similar message, to the effect, “This is going down on your watch. You need to
do something.”)

Keane also told Pace to put new people in charge: Replace Abizaid at Central
Command with Fox Fallon, who as an experienced regional commander could
step into the job quickly, Keane said. And replace Casey with Dave Petraeus.

Pace responded with alacrity, Keane recalled, canceling a planned trip to
South America and instead starting up a group of officers to review Iraq policy.
This new panel, dubbed “the council of colonels,” was tasked first to look at the
entire war on terror, but then decided that the first question had to be whether
the strategy of the Iraq war was working. It first met on September 27, not long
after Keane rang Pace’s bell. It began asking a series of questions that in the fol-
lowing weeks would make Pace and the Joint Staff reexamine the deteriorating
situation in Iraq.

In November, Raymond Odierno, another Keane protégé, headed out to Iraq
to take over the number two position in the war from Lt. Gen. Pete Chiarelli. On
November 20, a macabre note was struck when a leading Iraqi comedian was
assassinated. It wasn’t clear what the point of the killing was, because Walid Has-
san had specialized in mocking the difficulties of life in occupied Iraq in a non-
sectarian fashion. Three days later, a barrage of car bombs, mortars, and missiles
hit Sadr City, killing more than 200 people. It was the single deadliest attack in
years. The next day, Shiite fighters retaliated with a citywide attack on Sunni
mosques crowded for Friday prayers. Bombs, rocket-propelled grenades, and
automatic-weapons fire hit crowds of worshippers.

As he did Petraeus, Keane knew Odierno well. (It is an interesting coinci-
dence that all three men are from the greater New York area, which generally isn’t
seen in American culture as a hotbed of generalship. Keane is from Manhattan;
Petraeus from Cornwall, just up the Hudson; and Odierno from just across that
river, in northern New Jersey.) In the summer of 2001, Keane, then the vice chief
of staff of the Army, had gone to a meeting with Rumsfeld at which 40 slides were
presented on various recommendations the defense secretary had planned to
make. This was before the 9/11 attacks, and long before there was any serious
thought of invading Iraq. Tucked among the slides, to Keane’s surprise, was a
plan to reduce the active-duty Army to eight divisions from ten, and on top of

that to cut four divisions from the National Guard. This represented a major
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reduction in the ground combat strength of the United States, and Keane, the
number two officer in the Army, had received no advance notice that it was com-
ing. He was stunned—that just wasn’t how a superpower was supposed to work.
“Mister Secretary, I disagree with this strongly,” Keane had said. He asked for 24
hours to develop a response. Back in his office, he summoned Odierno, then a
bright young one-star general on his staff, and told him to brief Deputy Defense
Secretary Wolfowitz on how the Army had arrived at its current force structure
and how that related to the size of the Army that actually fights. He picked Odi-
erno, he said, in part because “he had this intellect, this grasp, this power of
persuasion.” Also, he said, “a lot of guys become afraid to fail. You want them to
push the envelope, and Odierno was doing that.”

The next day, Odierno gave a presentation to Wolfowitz and others on why
the Army’s numbers shouldn’t be cut. At the end of the briefing, Wolfowitz, who
had been given the lead on the issue by Rumsfeld, said, “I'm convinced.” He said
he would take the recommendation to the secretary, who concurred.

Even so, Keane wasn’t entirely approving of Odierno. He had some issues
with how he had led the 4th Infantry Division in 2003—4, during his first tour in
Iraq. Nevertheless, Keane thought Odierno was a tough, intelligent officer who,
unlike some of his peers, was willing to take risks for what he thought

was right.

KEANE AND ODIERNO VS. THE WORLD

Between Keane and Odierno, a kind of guerrilla campaign was launched
inside the U.S. military establishment. Keane was in Washington and Odierno
was in Baghdad, but they talked by telephone almost every day.

“We don’t easily jump the chain of command,” retired Col. John Martin, a
friend and adviser to Petraeus, said in another context. Making one of the most
audacious moves of the entire war, Odierno did exactly that, bypassing two lev-
els of command above him to talk to officials at the White House and aides to
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He was about to become the sole senior official in the
active-duty military speaking out for an increase in troops, recalled a senior
U.S. intelligence officer who privately supported such a full, five-brigade counter-
offensive. “He was the only one in the chain of command—not MNF-I, not Cen-
tral Command, not the Joint Staff,” this intelligence official recalled. (Adm. Mike
Mullen, who was then the chief of the Navy and in 2007 would become chairman
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of the Joint Chiefs, would later insist that he had supported the surge, but ap-
parently meant that he had endorsed the smaller, two-brigade option that Pace
would take to President Bush just after Christmas 2006.)

“Odierno and I are having a continuous dialogue” at this time, Keane re-
called. “He knows he needs more troops, he knows the strategy has got to change.
His problem is General Casey.”

Just as Odierno was beginning his epic end run around Casey and the rest
of the senior leaders of the U.S. military establishment, the president asserted in
an interview with the Washington Post, “It’s important to trust the judgment of
the military when they’re making military plans. ... 'm a strict adherer to the
command structure.”

Ironically, it was only after Odierno stepped outside that structure, rejecting
the views of his superiors and lobbying the White House on his own, that policy
formulation began to work effectively, producing a workable strategy. Arguably,
his actions amounted to insubordination. Casey seemed puzzled when told in a
2008 inverview that Odierno had grave doubts about the direction of the war
back in December 2006. “Ray never came to me and said, ‘Look, I think you’ve
got to do something fundamentally different here,” Casey said.

“Courage takes two forms in war,” observed Hew Strachan, the British mil-
itary historian and interpreter of Clausewitz. “Courage in the face of personal
danger, whose effects are felt in the tactical sphere, and the courage to take re-
sponsibility, a requirement of strategic success.” By taking on his new boss, Odi-
erno displayed that second, more elusive form of bravery. He was laying his
career on the line. If the surge went wrong, he would be the first blamed by many
inside the military who had made clear their profound concerns and objections.

Lined up against Odierno were the collective powers at the top of the U.S.
military. Abizaid, the chief of the Central Command, told Senators John McCain
and Lindsey Graham in a Senate Armed Services Committee hearing on Novem-
ber 15 that he and every general he had asked opposed sending more troops to
Iraq. “I do not believe that more American troops right now is the solution to
the problem,” Abizaid emphasized. “I believe that troop levels need to stay where
they are now.”

Gen. Chiarelli, who was about to leave Iraq, was also questioning a troop
escalation. He said at the time, “I happen to believe we have done everything
militarily we possibly can.” Asked about that in 2008, he said his concern had
been “How are we going to source them? And I still thought, troops alone are
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not going to stop this problem, that we need to get the Iraqi government to act
differently”

In early December, Pace, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, was privately
telling his colleagues that he didn’t see that 160,000 U.S. troops in Iraq could
do anything that 140,000 weren’t doing. He agreed with the other members of
the Joint Chiefs: What was needed, he griped, wasn’t a troop surge, but a new
commitment by the rest of the U.S. government. In this view, the military was
doing its part but had been left high and dry by the civilians. Like the rest of
the Joint Chiefs, Pace believed there was no military answer to the situation
in Iraq. “In the military sense, you'd only commit the reserves if you were exploit-
ing success or salvaging failure,” said one general involved in the discussions,
explaining that he didn’t seen anything happening from a relatively small troop
increase. “It isn’t that we’re opposed to doing it, it’s just that we don’t see the
payoff.” This was a rational calculation, because at the time no one could predict
that the Sunni insurgency would largely come over to the American side, or at
least to the American payroll, or that Moqtada al-Sadr would order his Shiite
militia to stand down.

Even Colin Powell, who though retired from active duty for more than a
decade remained the best known military figure in the country, spoke out against
the notion. Gen. Casey already had tried a surge in Baghdad in the summer of
2006, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff argued in a December
appearance on CBS’s Face the Nation. So, Powell said, “I am not persuaded that
another surge of troops into Baghdad for the purpose of suppressing this com-
munitarian violence, this civil war, will work.” At any rate, he added, “There really
are no additional troops.”

By mid-December, the notion of some sort of troop escalation, or “surge,”
was a major topic of conversation in both Washington and Baghdad. Yet Maliki’s
government seemed lukewarm at best on the idea. After Gates met with Iraqi
officials in a house in the Green Zone at this time, I buttonholed Abdul Qadir
Muhammed Jassim, the Iraqi defense minister, as he was leaving and asked him
in the driveway if he had told the Americans that he supported the surge. Some-
what inscrutably, he responded, “I didn’t say no.” Maliki was said to favor a
“donut” approach—that is, put more U.S. troops outside the capital and leave
the city to him, perhaps so the ethnic cleansing of Sunnis in several Baghdad
neighborhoods could be finished. “I think they wanted to present us with a fait
accompli of a Shiia Baghdad,” Kilcullen suspected.
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One of the very few voices in American public life supporting an increase in
troops was that of Senator John McCain, who was in the difficult position of
arguing that the war had been poorly executed but that more troops would im-
prove the situation. “Without additional combat forces, we will not win this war,”
he said in mid-November.

On the morning of Thursday, December 7, President Bush sparred with
reporters over Iraq. One asked if he were in denial about the state of the war. “It’s
bad in Iraq,” he replied with a glare. “Does that help?”

Actually, it may have. Finally, and years later than he should have, the presi-
dent was beginning to grapple with the ugly facts on the ground in Iraq.

ONE WEEKEND AT AEI CHANGES THE WAR

The 2003 invasion of Iraq arguably was conceived at the American Enter-
prise Institute, the right-wing think tank that is the mecca of American neocon-
servativism. Its boxy building across from the National Geographic Society’s
headquarters in downtown Washington, D.C., was the roost of a variety of prom-
inent hawks—Fred Kagan, Richard Perle, Gary Schmitt, Tom Donnelly, William
Kristol. In the fall of 2006, they saw their war going down the tubes. The same
building also houses the Weekly Standard, the torchbearer publication of neo-
conservativism, and the Project for the New American Century, an advocacy
group for an aggressive interventionist foreign policy that was an early and per-
sistent advocate of ousting Saddam Hussein.

For years, the American right had been far more conflicted over the war than
liberals generally perceive. Kagan, who had met with Bush at Camp David in
June, long had thought that the war was mishandled. He was especially wary of
Rumsfeld, who he thought was overly absorbed with restricting troop numbers
in Iraq and insufficiently focused on providing the troops and other resources
needed to prevail. After the Abu Ghraib scandal broke in 2004, Kagan and others
called for the defense secretary to step down—an action that he believed had
made him persona non grata at the Pentagon. Like Keane, he had grown increas-
ingly concerned during the course of 2006, especially after a new Iraqi govern-
ment was seated and violence increased rather than tapered off, as the Bush
administration had predicted.

Bob Woodward’s thorough but White House-centric The War Within re-
ports that the president was settling on a surge by November 2006. There is little
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on the public record to support that assertion. On the other hand, there is strong
evidence that Bush’s meeting with outside experts early in December had a
strong effect on his thinking.

The road to that meeting began on Friday, December 8, when Kagan gath-
ered a handful of like-minded analysts and military planners on the top floor of
the American Enterprise Institute’s 12-story building. The most important per-
son invited to the conference was Gen. Keane. Kagan had heard about his dissent
on the conduct of the war, which was becoming the talk of conservative Wash-
ington, but had no inkling that Keane was talking regularly to Odierno and Pe-
traeus, who were about to take command of the war.

The three-day exercise wasn’t intended to change the course of the war, or
even to add more troops, which Kagan didn’t think was possible. Rather, it was
to see if it was possible to devise an alternative military approach for Iraq. At any
event, Kagan thought, it was quite possible that the exercise would be purely
academic, because the word from the White House was that the president would
be giving a major speech on Iraq within just a few days. “We were disappointed
with the quality of the debate over the military aspects of the war,” Kagan said.
“Baghdad is burning, Iraq is about to explode, and we are moving toward a
primitive civil war. This is about to head off the cliff. So, the mandate was: Stop
the bleeding in Baghdad.”

An untold aspect of the exercise at the think tank was the involvement of
some active-duty Army officers. These weren’t just any random military plan-
ners, Rather, the ones attending had served with the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regi-
ment in Iraq under Col. H. R. McMaster. That’s meaningful for two reasons.
First, they had participated in McMaster’s maverick 2005 campaign in Tall Afar,
the first place in the Iraq war where the U.S. military conducted a successful
large-scale counterinsurgency effort. They had shown how to use more troops
effectively. Their example had not been embraced by top commanders, probably
in part because it wasn’t consistent with stated U.S. strategy, and perhaps also
because the Army didn’t see how to replicate the effort in larger cities: The Mc-
Master approach worked in relatively small Tall Afar, but to many seemed inap-
plicable to the larger, more important ones, such as Mosul, Kirkuk, and, most of
all, Baghdad, home to around 6 million souls. At any rate, the Army seems never
to have taken a serious look at the feasibility of following the Tall Afar example
elsewhere.

On top of that, at the time the American Enterprise Institute exercise was
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being held, McMaster was playing a significant role across the river at the
Pentagon as a member of the council of colonels reviewing Iraq policy for
Gen. Pace, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. He had been suggested for service
on that panel by Gen. Petraeus. In the course of working on the study, he met
Gen. Keane, and the two hit it off. Tying all these connections in a neat package,
McMaster had shared an office with Kagan when both taught at West Point, and
the former thanks the latter in the acknowledgments to his influential book
Dereliction of Duty, about the failures of the Joint Chiefs of Staff during the
Vietnam War.

Another officer helping Kagan was Maj. Joel Rayburn, also a veteran of West
Point. His involvement wasn't official, he said, but rather grew out of months of
“writing and talking and arguing” with Kagan about the war. “It became sharper
as we went along—and became urgent in the fall of *06.”

Not all the officers attending bought into the American Enterprise Institute’s
hawks’ view of the world. “They completely blew it,” said retired Army Col. Joel
Armstrong, the former executive officer of McMaster’s regiment. “All the as-
sumptions [about Iraq] were wrong.” But when Kagan, spurred by McMaster,
asked Armstrong to fly in from Spokane, Washington, for the weekend exercise,
he agreed because he thought the United States was sputtering toward defeat in
Iraq. “We were basically heading for a loss, and I couldn’t see anything changing
without something dramatic,” Armstrong said. It felt odd, he added, to advocate
a course of action that the generals leading the war opposed. “I felt kind of
strange going against the chain of command, but I felt I had to.”

The basic concept was to figure out how to redeploy American troops in Iraq
so that they might protect the population, which had become a major theme of
Gen. Keane’s. Establishing outposts with that mission was an issue Armstrong
had thought about since early 2005, when he had suggested putting a small,
company-sized base in Salman Pak, southeast of Baghdad. “I was told by division
I was out of my mind,” he recalled. Donnelly and others from AEI sat with Arm-
strong and retired Maj. Dan Dwyer, another officer who had served in Tall Afar.
“We’d look at a neighborhood, and use the 3rd Armored Cav’s experience to say,
“Yeah, we could do that,” Donnelly said. The military officers unrolled maps and
Google images of Baghdad and began discussing what sort of troop numbers
might be needed in its neighborhoods. There were company-sized problems,
they would decide, and there were battalion-sized problems.

Armstrong’s role was to make the participants loosely adhere to the military-
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planning process, which is basically to pose a problem, figure out a solution,
decide which tasks are the logical steps toward reaching that solution, and then
calculate what troops and other resources are needed to execute those tasks.
Ultimately, they concluded that to improve security in Baghdad and neighboring
al Anbar Province, nearly seven brigades would be needed—five from the Army,
almost two from the Marine Corps. The next question was how to find those
extra troops. On midafternoon Saturday, AEl’s Donnelly and Armstrong, the
retired colonel, had a quick discussion about the actual number of troops they
thought doable. Looking at the Army’s planned rotation schedule, which he had
found posted on the Internet, Donnelly quickly figured out how many combat
brigades the Army could send. “The five-brigade answer was immediately obvi-
ous, in terms of the max that could be done in a timely fashion based upon the
current force generation model,” he said. (The calculations would prove to be so
accurate that when Keane and Kagan went to brief Gen. Richard Cody, the Ar-
my’s vice chief of staff, on their recommendations, he offered only one tweak,
which was that they were three weeks off in their estimate of the availability of
one of the surge brigades.)

The next major step was for an active-duty officer who was attending to “red
team” the planning—that is, to look at the proposed operation from the enemy’s
point of view. He discussed how al Qaeda might react, what the Shiite militias
would do, the steps other fighters might take to counter the American moves.
This was the moment “when I really came to believe this could work,” Kagan said.
“He persuaded me that we had a pretty good feel for the operational patterns of
the enemy.”

Keane mainly sat and watched, absorbing their thinking. “He was pretty
quiet,” said Armstrong.

Keane said later that he was impressed by the quality of the information and
analysis the group presented. “I was amazed by the intel they got from open
sources,” he said. “I was very current but they understand pretty clearly what was
happening among the factions; the level of detail that they understood was amaz-
ing to me.” Much of what they told him, he noted, he would use a few days later
in a meeting with President Bush. By coincidence, the White House had called
Keane on Friday and asked him to come by on Monday to talk to the president
about Iraq. He already had an appointment that day with Vice President Cheney,
who also had gotten wind of Keane’s concerns, so Cheney’s office said the two

meetings would somehow be combined.
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One major assumption of the exercise was that improved security would
lead to a political breakthrough. At first, this kind of slipped in as an after-
thought. Donnelly said he wasn’t focused so much on what the surge might
produce as he was on just getting one. “It was more a sense of, if you don’t turn
the security issue around, you're about to lose,” he said. He was just trying to
figure out a way to keep the United States in the war.

But Keane had what he needed to take to the White House the next day: an
informed look not just at why more troops were needed, but how they might be
used differently. This what was the White House had wanted to know, but the
Pentagon hadn’t bothered to look into. It wasn’t a subject that seemed to interest
the Joint Chiefs of Staff—a lapse that, to borrow McMaster’s title, amounted to

dereliction of duty.

BUSH GETS BOTH BARRELS

On Monday, December 11, President Bush hit a new low in his ratings, with
only 36 percent of respondents approving even “somewhat” of his performance
and a stunning 62 percent disapproving.

At a White House meeting that began at 3:20 that afternoon, Keane listened
as Professor Eliot Cohen began on a frank note. About a dozen high-level
note-takers—Karl Rove, National Security Adviser Stephen Hadley, and some of
his staffers—sat in the outer circle. Cohen, the sole attendee from the Camp
David meeting the previous June to be asked to this session, remembers it as
being far harder edged than the desultory discussion six months earlier. “There
was something in the air—more tension,” he recalled.

Stephen Biddle, a defense expert at the Council on Foreign Relations, later
said that going in, he had half-expected the session to be a photo opportunity,
intended to demonstrate that the president did indeed talk to smart outsiders.
Instead he found the tone of the hour-long meeting to be open, even confronta-
tional. “It was obvious that the president and Cheney were taking this seriously,”
he said. “The president had a drawn face, was very subdued, looked depressed.”

Cohen was determined to be clearer and more emphatic than he had
been the previous June at Camp David. “Mister President, I'm going to be very
blunt,” he began. “I don’t mean to cause offense, but this is wartime, and I feel I

owe it to you.” He also owed it to his own family and friends: Not only were many
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of his former students at Johns Hopkins University’s School of Advanced Inter-
national Studies military officers on duty in Iraq, so was his own son, a recent
Harvard graduate who deployed there as an Army lieutenant specializing in
military intelligence.

This time Cohen hit the issue of generalship squarely. It was high time to
get a new team and a new strategy in Iraq, he advised. “It’s not enough to say
these are good guys—of course they are good guys. The question is, are they the
right guys?” He said he didn’t think so. He urged the president to hold them
accountable.

He also talked about how presidents need to push their military advisers.
“Generals disagree, sometimes profoundly,” he said, citing a lesson he knew both
from his academic work and from his time assessing Iraq for the Defense Policy
Board. “Civilian leaders need to discover these disagreements, force them to the
surface, and probe them. This is what Lincoln and Roosevelt did. LBJ’s failure in
Vietnam was not micromanagement, but failure to force serious strategic de-
bate.” Cohen, who is steeped in military history, was on solid ground in rejecting
the conventional wisdom that President Johnson’s error had been to meddle too
much. Retired Army Brig. Gen. Douglas Kinnard, who surveyed Army generals
who served in Vietnam for his study The War Managers, wrote that it is possible
to argue that “there was not enough civilian participation in terms of asking the
big questions about what we were really doing in Vietnam.” As Cohen himself
had pointed out in Supreme Command, during World War II, Winston Churchill
also injected himself into the smallest of issues, but while doing so he never lost
hold of the big strategic picture.

Cohen, whom retired Gen. Barry McCaffrey, also at the meeting, sometimes
called “Mr. Bow Tie,” also questioned the nature of advice Casey was providing,
in which the general sought to balance his needs in Iraq with the state of the
Army. That wasn’t Casey’s job, Cohen said. There were plenty of people at the
Pentagon paid to take care of the Army. Casey’s mission was very different, he
said. His job was to win the war. “Not all generals are up to the task,” he advised,
knowing, for example, that well over a dozen division commanders had been
relieved during World War II. Yet the Bush administration handled its generals
as though they were all equally successful, interchangeable parts. “Not a single
general has been removed for ineffectiveness during the course of this war.” The

Army needed a push here, he noted. “The current promotion system does not



100 THE GAMBLE

take into account actual effectiveness in counterinsurgency. We need not great
guys but effective guys. Routine promotion and assignment systems for generals
in wartime is a disaster.”

Keane, speaking second, was also emphatic. “Mister President, to my mind,
this is a major crisis,” he began. “Time is running out.” We need more troops, he
said. And more important, he continued, we need to use them differently. “For
the first time, we will secure the population, which is the proven way to defeat
an insurgency,” he explained. “In time the troops will be more secure, but I can’t
hide from you that the casualties will initially go up. In any counteroffensive
operation that we have ever done, from Normandy to the island-hopping cam-
paign in the Pacific, Inchon in Korea, multiple ones in Vietnam, casualties always
go up, because you are bringing more troops and more firepower to bear on the
problem.”

To Keane’s surprise, the two other retired generals at the meeting, McCaffrey
and Wayne Downing, disagreed with his call for an escalation, while the two
academics there, Cohen and Stephen Biddle, supported it.

“No more U.S. forces,” argued Downing.

McCaffrey explained why. “Sir, I have known Jack Keane since we were young
officers,” he began. “I have great admiration for him. But this so-called surge is
a fool’s errand. Yes, it will have a short-term impact. But it isn’t sustainable. The
solution is Iraqi forces.” But even as he spoke, McCaffrey began to suspect that
the president really wasn’t listening to his view and had already made up his
mind. Indeed, a study of personnel-mobilization issues associated with the surge
done by William Luti, a staffer on the National Security Council, already had
concluded that a surge was doable both in terms of the effect it would have on
readiness and on how long the troops would stay. “I think it went in one ear and
went out the other,” McCaffrey said later. “I don’t think the president was listen-
ing. Cheney was—he was taking extensive notes.”

Bush asked them what to do with the advice, especially about selecting gen-
erals. “All well and good, but how am I supposed to know, and who I am sup-
posed to pick?” Bush responded, according to Biddle, who spoke last.

“David Petraeus,” said Cohen. His thinking, he recalled was that “all armies
get it wrong at the beginning, as [the great British military historian] Michael
Howard says—the question is who adapts fastest.” Cohen believed that Petraeus
was the general who while serving in Iraq had best shown the ability to adapt.
Keane and McCaffrey seconded the idea. (McCaffrey believes he was first to men-
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tion the name, but others disagree.) All the invitees were in accord that Petraeus
was the only serious candidate for the job.

Then why is he disliked by some people at the Pentagon? Bush asked, appar-
ently referring to some supposed friction between Petraeus and Rumsfeld, who
liked to be the smartest person in the room.

Don’t worry about that, the participants said. “You got to go with this guy,”
McCaffrey responded, with Keane supporting him.

Cheney asked only one question during the session. As it ended, McCaffrey
watched as the vice president took Keane down the hall with him, which he
thought confirmed his hunch that “the fix was in.” Asked about this, Keane said
that he was just going to his existing appointment with Cheney to go through
the details of how a new counterinsurgency strategy might be implemented
in Iraq.

Not long after, Keane got a call from a White House official telling him that
the meeting had had a decisive impact on the president’s thinking. A small group
of NSC staffers had been pushing for a troop surge for weeks, pointing to the
examples of Tall Afar and Ramadi. Now this group, which dubbed itself “the
surgios,” had been given ammunition by a respected group of outsiders.

Despite that, Bush continued to hold his cards close. He would say later in

the month, “I haven’t made up my mind yet about more troops.”

THE COUNCIL OF COLONELS UNLOADS

Two days later, on Wednesday, December 13, Bush traveled to the Pent-
agon, where Gen. Pace briefed him on the ominous findings of the council of
colonels.

Despite general discouragement, the group had been unable to find a con-
sensus on the war, especially on whether to escalate. “The Air Force and Navy
guys were clearly anti-surge. But Mansoor, H. R. McMaster, and the Marine,
Colonel Greenwood, were for it,” said one Pentagon official who worked with the
council. These were the three most influential members of the council. After
commanding a brigade in Baghdad, Peter Mansoor had become a counterinsur-
gency adviser to Petraeus at Fort Leavenworth. Tom Greenwood had served sev-
eral years on the staff of the National Security Council and then done two tours
commanding units in Iraq. H. R. McMaster was probably the most prominent

colonel in the Army at this point. All three agreed with Keane: Put more troops
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into Iraq even if it means breaking the Army. That’s what you do in war, this
official said: “You serve the national interest.”

Nor did Pace, the chairman of Joint Chiefs, who had ordered the study,
settle the argument. “Passive Peter Pace, he was looking for the path of least re-
sistance,” this Pentagon official continued. “He brought no strategic vision, and
no determined leadership—and the nation was at war. He is an honorable, gen-
uinely nice man, but a tool for others.”

The council ultimately recommended a small increase in forces, but nothing
like the surge that eventually would occur. Yet the group’s minority view in favor
of a bigger escalation, although put aside at the time, ultimately would have more
staying power and impact, because its leading advocates, Mansoor and McMas-
ter, would be asked by Petraeus to come to Iraq. The colonels’ group, along with
the barrage of pointed criticism being gathered for the development of the coun-
terinsurgency manual, played a little noticed but helpful role in civil-military
relations: Together they quashed the growing view among officers that the U.S.
military had performed marvelously in Iraq but had been let down by the rest
of the government, the Congress, the media, and the American people. “There
had been a ‘stab in the back’ school emerging, but then there was a point at which
the Army turned introspective and said, ‘You know, we can do this better,” said
Lt. Col. Paul Yingling, a veteran of three tours in Iraq.

[t wasn’t quite put to Bush in such blunt terms at the Pentagon meeting, but
the council of colonels had concluded that the United States had invaded Iraq
on the basis of a series of flawed assumptions—that Bush and others wrongly
assumed that it would be a war of liberation, that Iraqis would take over power
quickly, and that the country would remain more or less orderly, with a function-
ing police force. Likewise, the Bush administration was operating on some as-
sumptions that badly needed to be examined. Can the Iraqi government survive?
Is it under the control of Iran? Does it have staying power? Are Iraqi Security
Forces truly a national institution? Will they crack if the civil war spreads and
deepens? Will neighboring powers, especially Iran, become more involved in
Iraq? And, most important of all, are we past the point of no return? If so, how
do we reposition ourselves to minimize the damage? If not, what do we do next?
Does anybody in Iraq believe we will stick around? The point was that until these
questions were thought through, the United States wouldn’t have a strategy; it

would have only aspirations.
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Those sharp questions weren’t put to Bush, but the group’s findings were.
Even those conclusions were a sharp departure from Bush administration policy.
Iraq was indeed in a “low-grade” civil war, the colonels said, and on the path to
a bigger one. “We are losing because we are not winning and time is not on our
side,” they flatly stated, according to the document summarizing their work.
Their warning that Iraq was experiencing “an intensifying civil war” was a
finding that both the Pentagon and the White House had long resisted. (The
slide containing these key findings on the Iraq war appears in this book’s photo
insert.)

The colonels also pointed to a basic problem with the approach then in
place: “Current . . . troop strength was inadequate to secure the population (can-
not execute ‘clear, hold and build’).” In other words, the Americans were trying
to implement a strategy for which they hadn’t devoted enough people. The point
of that finding, recalled Greenwood, the Marine colonel who was a member of
the council, was that, “unless troop levels were increased dramatically, the U.S.
strategy would remain bankrupt.”

The report amounted to a blinking red light for the U.S. effort in Iraq. Either
the strategy had to change or more resources had to be devoted to making the
current strategy more plausible. In any event, the colonels were saying, we should
not try to stay the course. “In every measurable category we were failing, and in
fact we were on the path to defeat,” summarized Mansoor, another member of
the group.

The colonels had split over the way forward. Mansoor advocated sending
more troops as part of a plan to eventually have a long-term but smaller U.S.
military presence in Iraq, an approach he called “Go Long.” But the majority of
the group, and especially its members from the Air Force and Navy, opposed the
idea of a broad escalation—that is, a troop surge. “What the group said was, if
we spike, it should be for a specified purpose, in order to, say, take down the Jaysh
al-Mahdi in Sadr City,” Mansoor said, referring to Moqtada al-Sadr’s Shiite ex-
tremist militia, also known as “JAM.” “They would have opposed just an increase
in counterinsurgency forces.” Even more broadly, there were doubts in the group
about whether the U.S. military really had enough troops available to escalate
sufficiently to make a difference.

The council had laid three choices before the Joint Chiefs of Staff. “The op-

tions we had were ‘Go Big, ‘Go Long, and ‘Go Home,” said Mansoor, who was
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one of the group’s most influential members. His “Go Long” approach eventually
would become U.S. policy.

The next day, Thursday, December 14, Keane and Kagan went to give a more
detailed briefing to Cheney. Being a former defense secretary, Cheney asked
questions that were informed and precise. But being Cheney, he gave away very
little. “I didn’t get any feedback,” Kagan shrugged.

Military resistance was still running high after the pair’s two White House
meetings. Underscoring that, the next day Keane and Kagan were scheduled to
fly down to Central Command’s rear headquarters in Tampa, Florida. At the last
minute, with their tickets in hand, they were told that their visit was canceled.
They were offered no explanation. Treating a respected four-star general such as
Keane in that backhanded way was a strong indication of how the military chain
of command felt about having its thinking second-guessed by White House staff-
ers, think tankers, and a retired general.

Indeed, Casey, still in place as the top American commander in Iraq, would
argue for another two weeks against a big troop increase. He didn’t know that
he already had lost both the debate and his job. He had been planning to leave
Iraq in the spring, but was told in December that he was being moved out in just
a few weeks. “I left not really understanding what the hell had happened.” Even
in 2008, he added, “The whole process with the surge and how that came to be”
remained murky to him. Bush told others that he didn’t want to appear to be
blaming Casey for executing a strategy that the president had approved, so Casey
was to be given a “soft landing.” The general would be named Army chief of
staff—ironically, the same position given Gen. William Westmoreland upon his
removal from command of a failing war in Vietnam in 1968.

A few days later, Vice President Cheney called Keane and asked if he would
consider coming back on active duty and taking command in Iraq. Keane de-
clined but said he was close to Petraeus, and knew and liked Odierno, and was
willing to travel to Iraq as needed to advise both generals. This outcome was a
victory for Keane, but it raised troubling questions about the ability of the chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and his peers at the Pentagon to carry out their
mission of figuring out how to fight and win. “Why did the American military
establishment so fail to come up with a war-winning strategy that it was up to a
retired general and a civilian think tank, AEI, to do their job?” asked retired Army
Col. Bob Killebrew. “This is a stunning indictment of the American military’s

top leadership.”
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SADDAM IN THE AIR

Before dawn on the morning of Saturday, December 30, Saddam Hussein
was taken to the former headquarters of the Iraqi military intelligence service.
As an official read aloud his death sentence, he interrupted, “Long live the people,
long live jihad, and long live the nation.” He added, “Down with the Persians and
the Americans.” The hangman arrived, and Saddam met with a Muslim cleric.

His bizarre ending was illicitly captured by someone in the room using a
cellular phone camera. The condemned man, wearing a white shirt, black pants,
and newly shined shoes, stepped to the gallows platform, his hands cuffed behind
his back and his legs tied together. He appeared stone-faced, trying in his last act
on earth to salvage whatever dignity he could from the day. A yellow noose was
placed around his neck. It was Saddam’s turn to be interrupted. Someone yelled,
“Mogtada, Mogtada, Mogtada”—a shout of triumph invoking Moqtada al-Sadr,
the radical Shiite cleric who rose to great power in the wake of the American
invasion.

Saddam, who had never been free to witness the rise of Shiite power in post-
Saddam Iraq, responded sarcastically: “Moqtada?”

“Go to hell,” someone shouted.

“Long live Muhammed Bakr Sadr,” someone else shouted, referring to Mog-
tada al-Sadr’s uncle, a founder of the Dawa Party.

“The man is facing execution,” pleaded Saddam’s prosecutor, Munqith al-
Faroun, who was also present. “Please don’t.”

Saddam dropped through the scaffold’s trapdoor as more than one thou-
sand pounds of torque snapped his neck. A few minutes later he was pronounced
dead. In both its lethality and unruliness, the event was, somehow, a fitting end
to 2006 in Iraq. (Two weeks later, when Saddam’s half brother was hanged, his
head came off, provoking more disapproval.)

But that worst year of the war had one more ugly day left in it. On New Year’s
Eve, two soldiers were killed by a roadside bomb while on patrol in Baqubah and
a third was killed in Baghdad, eerily bringing the U.S. military death toll in the
war to precisely 3,000.
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w hen he left Iraq at the end of his first tour of duty early in 2004, Raymond
Odierno, then a major general, had believed the war in Iraq was going
well. “I thought we had beaten this thing,” he said several years later, as he began
his second tour. “I could walk down the streets of Kirkuk, Tikrit, Baqubah, Sa-
marra. I can’t do that now.” Returning in the fall of 2006 on a preliminary trip
as a lieutenant general, a corps commander preparing to take command of the
day-to-day operations of the war, he was stunned by how much worse Iraq felt.
In the two big operations to improve security in Baghdad, “They had cleared
areas but were unable to hold them.”

He also began to worry that he was being set up to suffer defeat on his watch.
“I felt like we were in the process of leaving, no matter what the consequence,”
he said in one of a series of candid interviews. “I felt very disconcerted about
that, because I had no control over that.”

Oiderno’s strongest trait is determination. After that preliminary visit, he
returned to his base at Fort Hood, Texas, thinking about how not to lose the war.
On November 28, 2006, he and his key staff began the long flight from Texas to
Iraq. Maj. James Powell, whose longish shock of hair combed sideways lent him
a resemblance to a 1940s W. H. Auden, was exhausted and went to sleep. Some-
where over the Atlantic, Powell opened his eyes to see his boss, Col. Martin

Wilson, the head of the corps’ planning office, standing before him and staring



A STRATEGY IS BORN 107

at him. Wilson had come to Powell directly from a conversation with Odierno,
who had given him and his other key staff officers these orders: Come up with a
plan to retake Baghdad.

“When I got here, the situation was fairly desperate, frankly,” Odierno said.
“The only thing I thought would decisively change it was doing something in
Baghdad, and the only way to do that was to increase forces. I didn’t know if it
would work.”

If Jack Keane was the spiritual godfather of the surge, Odierno was its bio-
logical parent. Petraeus, arriving in Baghdad two months later, would become
its adoptive father. In order to position the U.S. for a new strategy—that is, get
additional brigades and use them differently—Odierno had to take on his direct
superior, Gen. Casey, who in turn was backed by the entire chain of command.
It is extraordinary to consider that the new strategy that would be implemented
by the U.S. military in Iraq in 2007 was opposed by the U.S. military in both
Baghdad and Washington. With the exception of Odierno, it came from outside
the military establishment.

LT. GEN. RAYMOND ODIERNO

Odierno was an unlikely savior to appear in the midst of the Iraq war. There
was little in his past to indicate that he would buck his entire chain of command
and push the U.S. military in Iraq in a radically new direction. After growing up
in New Jersey, he attended West Point and played varsity baseball there, most
notably pitching against Ed Kranepool and Dave Kingman of the New York Mets
in an exhibition game. He graduated in 1976 and became an artillery officer. He
gained a reputation as the best of the conventional thinkers—intelligent, indus-
trious, ambitious, and focused on using the tools the Army provided him, rather
than discovering new and different ones. He deployed for the 1991 Gulf War and
again for the Kosovo campaign eight years later.

During his first tour in Iraq, commanding the 4th Infantry Division in the
middle of the Sunni Triangle in 2003—4, he and his subordinates earned a repu-
tation as heavy-handed, kicking in doors and rounding up tens of thousands of
“MAMs”—military-aged males. As I wrote in my book Fiasco, about the first
three years of the Iraq war, when Brig. Gen. Barbara Fast, the top Army intelli-
gence officer in Iraq, questioned the 4th ID’s indiscriminate approach, she was
told by its intelligence officer, according to a subsequent Army report, that Odi-
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erno didn’t care. “The division commander did not concur with the release of
detainees for fear that a bad one may be released along with the good ones,” Maj.
Gen. George Fay wrote.

Fast said in a statement to investigators that Odierno’s attitude was “We
wouldn’t have detained them if we wanted them released.” She asked retired
Army Col. Stuart Herrington, a veteran intelligence officer specializing in inter-
rogation, to review the way intelligence was gathered from detainees. Herrington
concluded that some U.S. commanders, in seeking to shut down the insurgency
in their areas of operations, were using tactics that effectively made them recruit-
ing sergeants for it. Herrington was especially bothered by the actions of Odier-
no’s division. “Principally due to sweep operations by some line units—the 4th
ID was consistently singled out as the major offender—the number of detainees”
was rising steadily, he wrote in his report to Fast. He emphasized that point five
pages later: “Some divisions are conducting operations with rigorous detention
criteria, while some—the 4th ID is the negative example—are sweeping up large
numbers of people and dumping them at the door of Abu Ghraib.”

“Odierno, he hammered everyone,” said retired Army Lt. Gen. Joseph
Kellogg Jr., who was serving with the U.S. occupation authority in Baghdad.

“The 4th ID was bad,” said an Army intelligence officer who worked with
them. “These guys are looking for a fight,” he remembered thinking. “I saw so
many instances of abuses of civilians, intimidating civilians, our jaws dropped.”

Lt. Col. David Poirier, who commanded a military police battalion attached
to the 4th ID, said he found the division’s approach to be indiscriminate. “It
became a philosophy, ‘Round up all the military-age males, because we won't
know who’s good or bad’”

Col. Alan King had a similar view that the division helped the insurgency.
“Every male from sixteen to sixty” that the division caught was detained, he said,
“and when they got out, they were supporters of the insurgency.”

A subsequent review by the Army inspector general said interrogators re-
ported “detainees arriving at the cage badly beaten. Many beatings occurred after
the detainees were zip-tied by some units in 4ID. Some units wouldn’t take THTs
[ Tactical Human-Intelligence Teams] on raids because they didn’t want oversight
of activities that might cross the line during capture.”

The most striking instance of abuse in Odierno’s division occurred in Janu-
ary 2004, when some 4th ID soldiers forced two handcuffed detainees to jump
into the Tigris River. One reportedly drowned. Lt. Col. Nathan Sassaman, their
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battalion commander, believed, as he put it later, that “we had to convince the
Iraqi people that they should fear us more than they feared the insurgents.” He
obstructed Army investigators trying to determine what happened with the de-
tainees at the Tigris. Lt. Jack Saville would testify at his court-martial that he had
discussed with Sassaman how to mislead those investigators. Despite that, Sas-
saman received only a written admonishment from his commanding general.
“On 7 January 2004, you were briefed . . . that soldiers of the 1st platoon pushed
two Iraqi men into the Tigris River causing one of them to drown,” Odierno
wrote. “You ordered them to deny that the men were pushed into the river and
to say that they were dropped off at the side of the road. Your conduct was
wrongful, criminal and will not be tolerated.”

Despite that conclusion, Odierno let Sassaman remain in command of the
battalion for months, an outcome that shocked Poirier. “When you have a bat-
talion commander who leads his staff in rehearsing a story about a murder—and
he’s still in command?” Poirier said. “That’s not right.”

It isn’t clear what led Odierno to reconsider his approach. He spoke at Basin
Harbor, an academic conference on counterinsurgency run by Eliot Cohen in
June 2005, and left the experts on the subject there distinctly unimpressed. He
began by congratulating those present for holding such a conference because, he
said, according to several participants, “we in the Army don’t think that much
about counterinsurgency’—a comment that provoked some eye rolling. “He
indicated he knew there were different ways of dealing with insurgency but also
showed he was not certain that population-centered COIN was the way to do it,”
said retired Marine Col. T. X. Hammes, one of the specialists who attended the
meeting. In comments the following morning, some said they found him utterly
conventional and so not really focused on the task at hand in Iragq.

Between his first and second tours in Iraq, Odierno served as assistant to the
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, a position that has evolved into being the
role of the U.S. military’s ambassadorship to the rest of the national security
establishment. For example, the general holding the job frequently accompanies
the secretary of state on overseas travel, in order to provide a military perspective
as needed and also to keep the Pentagon attuned to U.S. diplomacy. This may
have been the work that best prepared Odierno for the role he would play later
in Iraq, as it broadened his view and acquainted him with the personalities and
levers of power at State, CIA, and the White House. Notably, this was during a

period when a schism was developing inside the government about the trend in
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Iraq, with State and CIA being far more pessimistic than the military or the
White House. Odierno would return to Iraq fully aware that many well-informed
officials thought the war was going badly, far worse than the White House, or
even the generals in Baghdad, seemed to understand.

Odierno was prepared, even determined, to operate differently on his second
tour of duty in Iraq. “I think that before, he thought that through force you could
achieve anything in the world,” said Emma Sky, a pacificistic British woman who
would have an important role on his staff the following year. “I think he now has
a much more sophisticated understanding of how society works,” she said. “I
think he’s learned a tremendous amount.” Still she said she didn’t agree with how
his time commanding the 4th ID was portrayed in Fiasco. She didn’t believe, she
said, “that he somehow has turned from an ogre into a good man.”

He didn’t much want to talk about how his transformation occurred, brush-
ing aside the question. “I think everyone’s changed,” he said. “We’ve all learned.
We came in here not thinking about counterinsurgency.” He didn’t like to dwell
on those old errors, but sometimes in discussing details of current operations,
he would refer to them. “One of the mistakes we made early on—and one of the
mistakes I made—was not understanding the importance of the tribes.” He also
pointedly and ruefully remembered being told by one of his superior officers in
May 2003 that the fighting likely would last as long as 45 days. Odierno gives the
impression that he doesn’t much care what reporters and politicians think about
him, but very much what his peers in the Army do.

Part of the change may stem from his knowledge that he most likely would
be reporting to Petraeus, who had been steeped in counterinsurgency theory.
Odierno is “a good leader, charismatic, and a tactically competent soldier,” said
Donnelly, the defense expert at the American Enterprise Institute. “I think that
intellectually, he has learned from his mistakes. And I think that working for
Petraeus makes all the difference in the world. It is very different from working
for [Lt. Gen.] Sanchez and getting no education.”

Another impetus to change, Odierno agreed in an interview, was the severe
wounding of his son in August 2004. Lt. Anthony Odierno, then in the 1st Cav-
alry Division, had been leading a patrol near Baghdad’s airport when a rocket-
propelled grenade punched through the door of his Humvee, severed his left
arm, and then mortally wounded his driver. “It didn’t affect me as a military of-
ficer, I mean that,” Odierno said one evening in Baghdad much later. “It affected
me as a person. I hold no grudges. My son and I talked a lot about this. He was
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doing what he wanted to do, and liked what he was doing.” But he said it did
deepen his determination. “I was going to see this through—I felt an obligation
to see this through. That drives me, frankly. I feel an obligation to mothers and
fathers. Maybe I understand it better because it happened to me.”

But the most important part of it was likely the growing recognition in the
fall of 2006, as he prepared to redeploy, that the war was heading toward defeat,
and it might occur on his watch. He didn’t want to lose and realized that meant
taking on his new boss, Casey. On a predeployment trip to Iraq in August, he had
been told that the plan was to cut combat troop levels by as much as one-third
in 2007. On December 4, he was briefed on the plan he would be implementing,
called the Bridging Strategy, which of course was referred to in U.S. military
circles as “TBS”

This was an all-important briefing for Odierno, because it amounted to his
overarching orders for the next year. Officially, his job was not to assess and chal-

lenge these goals, but to figure out how to achieve them. The key points were:

« “Move outside all major cities” and establish a handful of even bigger
bases along key roads leading into Iraq,

+ deploy U.S. forces to Iraq’s borders in order to limit outside influ-
ence,

+ speed up the transition to Iraqi security forces, and

+ let Iragis handle fighting in the cities.

Together this plan (the briefing is reprinted in the appendix) amounted to
a half withdrawal, not leaving Iraq but hanging on its periphery. The more Odi-
erno and his planners considered this plan, they less they liked it. They feared
that it got ahead of the ability of the Iraqis to do the job, and so, in keeping with
the American pattern in Iraq from 2003 on, would likely amount to one more
rush to failure. He was, he recalled, “very nervous” about the course of U.S.
strategy. He decided he would formally oppose any additional troop cuts. He
wasn’t even thinking about a surge, because, he said, “I didn’t think I could
get more.”

After taking command in December, Odierno and a small group of advisers
met almost every night for several weeks, trying to figure a way out of the jam.
Ultimately, they would decide on a course almost the opposite of the plan given

them. Instead of moving out of the cities, they would deploy more into them.
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Instead of consolidating their base structure, they would establish scores of
smaller outposts. Nor would they withdraw to the borders. And most emphati-
cally, they would slow the transition to Iraqi forces. He realized that to take all
those steps he would need more troops—something Keane had been telling him
in telephone calls. “Odierno was standing up to Casey, and he deserves a lot of
credit for it,” said Keane, who was trying to get to Iraq. “I was trying to go see
him, but Casey wouldn’t let me come in.” Keane called Casey directly, but the
general put him off, saying, “It’s a really bad time.”

Petraeus also was talking to Odierno about the notion of a major increase
in troops. When Casey got wind of it, he had his executive officer call Petraeus
with a message: “Hey, man, don’t be calling Ray.” Petraeus responded that he had
been asked by the chairman of the Joint Chiefs to look at Iraq and so needed to
talk to senior officers there.

By mid-December it was clear to subordinates that Casey and Odierno were
at odds. “Casey fought it all the way,” recalled Brig. Gen. Joe Anderson, Odierno’s
chief of staff. Planners were beginning to scratch their heads. Odierno was telling
them to figure out how they might employ several brigades. “We would backbrief
one general and get one set of guidances, and then brief the other and get a dif-
ferent set,” remembered one senior Army planner in Iraq.

Keane, who was talking to Odierno once or twice a week by telephone, told
Odierno that he should ask for five brigades. But when Odierno raised that num-
ber with Casey, his commander threw cold water on the notion. “He said, ‘You
can do it with two brigades,” Odierno recalled. “I said, ‘I don’t know.” Casey
eventually said that they could deploy only one brigade a month anyway, so he
would commit to two brigades, and then make a decision about each additional
one. Casey’s notion, coming off the disappointment of the Together Forward
operations the previous summer, was to stiffen the backbone of Iraqi forces op-
erating in Baghdad by putting them in some joint outposts with American troops.
He figured it would take about two U.S. brigades—perhaps 7,500 soldiers—
to do that. He wasn’t particularly interested in the other three brigades.

Hearing about the two-plus-three compromise, Keane first hit the roof and
then called the White House. Odierno “started with one brigade, and Casey was
fighting him over the first brigade,” Keane recalled, “and then he finally gave him
one. And then he fought for a second one and then they came up with this god-
forsaken strategy of having three on hold in the U.S. and advancing them one at
a time as needed, advance to Kuwait and then go from Kuwait to Baghdad. I
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knew what was going on here. Its pretty obvious—Casey doesn’t want his strat-
egy dramatically changed.”

Keane, believing that Casey’s incremental approach was unsound both mil-
itarily and politically, warned Hadley, the national security adviser, that having
three units on hold would mean that there would be a separate debate about each
one being sent. “Just think about what’s going to happen,” he told Hadley. “You
are not going to be effective in bringing down the violence with only two addi-
tional brigades, therefore you will call for an additional brigade three separate
times, each time because we do not have sufficient troops. The media will be all
over you for failing three more times. Meanwhile, the president is going to bite
this bullet; he should only bite it once. He shouldn’t bite it one time and then
three more times.”

Hadley agreed: “Yeah, this makes no sense.”

Keane told White House officials that “there was a huge struggle going on
inside the command.” He also broke the news to Hadley that the surge wouldn’t
conclude by midsummer. “Can we get that wrapped up in, what, five or six
months?” he recalled Hadley asking him. “That’ll be the summer and we can hold
on to the wobbly Republicans because we’ve made some progress.”

Hell no, Keane responded. “It will take all that time to get them in there.. ..
It’s going to take twelve to eighteen months before we can realistically start re-
ducing these forces.”

Odierno told his planners to think about how they would use five additional
brigades of combat troops. The planners were puzzled—they didn’t think he
would ever be given that many. They didn’t know how he had come up with that
number. “That stuff just kind of shows up,” said Lt. Col. Jeff McDougall, one of
his top planners. “You don’t know, sitting in our little dungeon, where that stuff
comes from.”

One day in December, Odierno told his planners, “We have to secure the
population, first thing. We have to get back out into Baghdad.” They and Odierno
thought that they really needed about eight brigades but knew that no more than
five were available, and that it would take months to get them all to Iraq. Odierno
thought that the shortfall could be made up somewhat by adding other, smaller
units, such as Marine battalions, a helicopter squadron, and some Special Op-
erations troops.

Casey’s resistance was being supported by the chief of the Army and other

members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The notion of escalation had been floating
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around, and most of the chain of command was against the idea. “I was not sup-
portive at the time because of several concerns that | had,” said Gen. Pete Schoo-
maker, the then chief of staff of the Army. “First, that no one had articulated or
had established a clear purpose for the surge, including how to know when that
purpose had been achieved.” Also, he thought it would hurt the readiness of the
Army without any clear payoff.

Casey finally agreed to an increase of two Army brigades and two Marine
battalions, plus one more brigade on tap in Kuwait, recalled Maj. Gen. Barbero,
who at the time was watching from the Pentagon as the J-33, or deputy director
for current operations, for the staff of the Joint Chiefs. (A brigade has about
3,500 soldiers, while a Marine infantry battalion has about 750.) This was more
or less where the council of colonels had come out. Barbero thought it was ex-
actly the wrong answer and said so at Pentagon meetings. “This is the worst
course of action we could do,” he argued, “enough to put a strain on the force,
but not enough to do anything.”

Barbero had once commanded a battalion in the 101st Airborne, and he also
was talking to his old division commander, Jack Keane. “He was the first person
I heard the number five brigades from,” he said. And, typical of the web of per-
sonal connections that every military career produces, he also had been the as-
sistant commander of the 4th Infantry Division from 2003—4—serving under
Raymond Odierno.

As Odierno’s planners worked on a big surge, the political context of the war
began to change—and that tipped the balance in their favor. Back in Washington,
the Iraq Study Group recommended accelerating the American turnover to
Iragis. This was far different than what Odierno was advocating but was pretty
much what Casey had told him to do, except faster—that is, get U.S. forces out
of combat and speed the transition to Iraqi security forces. The biggest difference
was that the group recommended a tighter deadline, of getting U.S. combat
forces out by early 2008.

But, coming just a month after the November 2006 elections, the political
effect of the Iraq Study Group may have been more significant. “The situation
in Iraq is grave and deteriorating,” began its report, released on December 6. This
grim finding, the consensus view of political and military experts from across
the spectrum, ultimately was the real contribution of the group. “It stopped all
the happy talk about how well things were going and how the press was report-

ing it wrong,” noted former defense secretary Perry, one of its members.
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Just before the elections, the president had said, “Absolutely, we’re winning.”
On December 6, the same day that the Iraq Study Group released its report, a
new defense secretary, Robert Gates, who had been a member until his nomina-
tion, was confirmed by the Senate. He was sworn in December 18. The next day,
Gates’s first full one at the Pentagon, President Bush said for the first time, “We’re
not winning, we’re not losing in Iraq”—a striking turnaround from his formula-
tion the previous month. (He also said that he was planning even before the
election to replace Rumsfeld.) A month later, the president would go another
step and say that the course he was on in 2006 was “maybe a slow failure.”

Gates is a surprising man. The white-haired former CIA director is calm,
quiet, and soft-voiced, reserved almost to the point of seeming humble—a
presentation that blurs his tough-minded nature. One key to his nature is an
observation he offers in his 1996 memoir, From the Shadows, that some of the
most effective U.S. officials he had seen were Henry Kissinger, Zbigniew Brze-
zinski, and George Shultz. The commonality among them, he concluded, was
that they were “basically hawks who drew extensively on the ideas and initiatives
of the doves.”

In office Gates would prove both less windy and more decisive than his
predecessor. “The interesting thing about Rumsfeld is that he didn’t make deci-
sions,” defense expert Anthony Cordesman said after Rumsfeld’s firing. Referring
to the defense secretary during the Vietnam War to whom Rumsfeld was often
likened, he added, “McNamara at least made decisions. Rumsfeld micromanaged,
but he didn’t make decisions.” Gates also would bring a skeptical view of the Iraq
war shaped by his time on the Iraq Study Group. He had been at the Pentagon
just two days when Gen. Abizaid, the head of Central Command, announced that
he planned to retire a few months later. “He was told, ‘It’s time to go, we need
some fresh air here,” recalled an officer who was at Centcom at the time. Abizaid
disputes that, saying that he had submitted his request to retire months earlier,
and that it had been approved by Rumsfeld.

In any event, it would soon become evident that behind the new defense
secretary’s slight smile lurked a very sharp set of teeth. In the spring of 2007, he
would fire Army secretary Francis Harvey and the Army surgeon general over
their sluggish handling of a scandal about the poor treatment of recuperating
soldiers at the Walter Reed Army Medical Center. That June, he would ease out
the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Gen. Pace, who at that point was the last senior

military figure associated with the botched handling of the first three years of
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the war who was still in office. In March 2008, he would throw overboard Adm.
William “Fox” Fallon, Abizaid’s successor. Three months later he would simulta-
neously oust the Air Force chief of staff and the Air Force secretary over lapses
in that service’s handling of nuclear weapons. He executed these decisions in a
soft-spoken way, showing no emotion. It was the opposite of Rumsfeld, who
barked but appeared to have no bite.

Indeed, Gates was greeted as a liberator at the Pentagon simply because he
wasn’t Rumsfeld. “You can already feel the stability,” said retired Air Force Gen.
Charles Wald, formerly the deputy U.S. commander in Europe, who deemed the
appointment of Gates to be the Bush administration’s best move in years.

In the following months, he would be greeted with similar relief in Baghdad.
“He seems to be just about everything you want in a sec def,” said Charlie Miller,
an aide to Petraeus in 2007 who would sit in on several video-teleconferences with
Gates. “It’s too bad we didn’t have him from the get-go, instead of the other guy.”

The day after Gates took office, he asked Petraeus to come talk to him about
Iraq. “I'm going to Iraq in two hours,” the new defense secretary said. “What
should I look for?”

Petraeus had been thinking for months about the war and about how to
change it. He had been talking to staff members on the National Security Coun-
cil, among others, and also had “reviewed very carefully the AEI findings” from
the exercise that Kagan and Keane had done. So when Gates asked, he was ready.
Both men understood that the context of the conversation was that Petraeus
was being considered for top command in Iraq, and at a crucial time. “You
should focus on whether or not the approach is working,” Petraeus said. “Get a
sense of whether the emphasis on transition to ISF [Iraqi Security Forces] is
working or not,” and also on whether that emphasis is “appropriate, given the
level of violence.”

Another thing that emerged in the conversation was that the two men
shared a preference for candid, even blunt assessments that would lead to stra-
tegic clarity. Both understood the need for more precision about the U.S. mission
in Iraq.

Gates had another question. Zalmay Khalilzad, then the U.S. ambassador in
Iraq, had concurred with an intelligence assessment that the U.S. effort was fail-
ing. What, Gates asked, did Petraeus think of that? I haven’t been in Iraq for a
while, Petraeus responded, but from what I can tell, it is correct.

Then Gates left for Iraq, bringing with him Gen. Pace. In Baghdad he met
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with Abizaid, Casey, and Odierno. The first two generals were at loggerheads
with Odierno, the newer, younger, and junior officer pushing hard for more
troops. Gates was soft-voiced and guarded. He listened but gave no indication of
which way was he was leaning. Anderson, Odierno’s chief of staff, recalled that
Pace offered the whiff of a possibility of meeting Odierno’s request. “What if we
gave you more?” he asked in a meeting. “What if we gave you five brigade combat
teams?” He seemed to be asking if they really had anything to show: What makes
you guys smarter than Casey, Abizaid, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff?

Gates, to his credit, also breakfasted with a group of young soldiers and
found far more agreement there on the need for more manpower. “Never mind
all the generals standing around,” he began, according to a tape recording of
the meeting, which reporters didn’t attend. While Odierno and Pace listened,
Spec. Jason Glenn, a drone aircraft operator for the 1st Infantry Division, told
him that when he flew his aircraft over insurgents, they would just look up at it,
“so I really think we need more troops here, with more presence on the ground.
More troops might hold them off long enough to where we can get the Iraqi
army trained up.”

Pfc. Cassandra Wallace seconded that view. “I think we do need more troops
over here,” the Texan said. “More troops would help us integrate the Iraqi army
into patrols more.”

On the long flight home to Washington in a C-17 military cargo jet, Gates
disappeared into his mobile home in the jet’s belly with Gen. Pace and a bottle
of California cabernet sauvignon. A few days later, Odierno got the word: Gates
wants you to have all five brigades. “The surge really began the day that Gates
visited,” Odierno later concluded.

But the issue was still in the air. While Gates and Pace were traveling, Bush
gave an interview to the Washington Post in which he began by emphasizing his
intention to increase the size of the Army and Marine Corps. “The reason why is,
it is an accurate reflection that this ideological war we’re in is going to last for a
while, and that we’re going to need a military that’s capable of being able to sus-
tain our efforts,” Bush explained. It was an odd statement to make, coming more
than five years after the 9/11 attack. Yet it hinted at the major strategic shift the
president was contemplating: dropping the pattern of overoptimistic assump-
tions and instead moving to a strategy for long wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

When Pace got back to the Pentagon, he sent down word to analyze how to

get two to five additional brigades into Iraq, in terms of both transportation and
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troop availability. Barbero, on the Joint Staff, received the assignment. He liked
the idea. “We’re finally going to try to do something more than just hold on until
the Iraqis can take over,” he thought.

Lt. Col. Charlie Miller, then working under Barbero, was surprised. Two
weeks earlier, he recalled, neither the Pentagon nor the U.S. headquarters in Iraq
had been particularly interested in a surge. In fact, when Casey’s command had
been asked, he said, its response had been indifferent: “Sure, you can send an
extra brigade or two, if you want.” The new order was “interesting,” he said, be-
cause the impetus clearly “didn’t come from inside the building. And it didn’t
come from Iraq.”

Even as Odierno’s planners were fleshing out the plan in late December, they
secretly thought there was no way they were going to get five brigade combat
teams, or BCTs. There was good reason to doubt it. Pace, who as the top U.S.
military officer was the president’s direct adviser of military affairs, still wasn’t
signed on to a full surge. Just after Christmas he flew to Texas to see the president
at his ranch in Crawford and proposed the compromise of sending two brigades,
plus keeping three more on tap ready to go.

Keane had gotten wind of this odd “minisurge.” He also heard that Pace was
telling officers on the Joint Staff who thought that two brigades was insufficient,
“Don’t tell me what is wrong with this plan, tell me how to sell it at Crawford.”
Keane called John Hannah, who had replaced the disgraced Scooter Libby as
Cheney’s national security adviser, and told him that “the force level you are
going to see presented at Crawford is inadequate and destined to fail.” He asked
Hannah to give this question to Cheney or Bush to pose to Pace: “Is this a decisive
force to succeed?” Privately, Keane thought that Odierno and Pace really needed
eight to ten brigades, but he knew that only five could be made available.

After the Crawford meeting, Keane got a call from a White House official:
You’ll get the five Army brigades, plus two Marine battalions. It would amount
to about 20,000 additional combat soldiers and eventually would include an-
other 8,000 support troops.

Pace returned to the Pentagon with a new urgency. Rather than the cool
response he heard weeks earlier in discussions of the surge, Miller, the Joint Staff
officer, recalled, it was, “Hey, we need to do this today.”

The planners in Baghdad suddenly found themselves hit by an avalanche of
RFIs—requests for information. Officials at the White House, the office of the
Secretary of Defense, and the staff of the Joint Chiefs were bypassing several
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echelons in the chain of command to call Odierno’s headquarters directly and
ask colonels there a question they now considered crucial: What would you do
if you had more troops? Frequently those officers in Baghdad would zip back a
quick e-mail—and only later realized how much influence they were having. “We
would get a ping,” said Maj. Kent Strader, “we’d respond, and twenty-four to
forty-eight hours later, it would show up in the national debate.”

They also were getting questions for which they had no answers. “They
would ask, you'll get one brigade a month, where will it go?” said Maj. Powell,
one of Odierno’s planners. “We didn’t know. It would depend on the evolving

situation on the ground.”

WWSHD?

Once it was decided that the surge would have five brigades, the question
was what to do with them. The plan devised at the American Enterprise Institute
under Kagan’s purview had been simply to flood Baghdad with troops. “The
Kagan plan had four brigades going into the city, two or three into Anbar, and
none into the ‘belts,” or the areas surrounding Baghdad, said Powell, the planner.
The plan as ultimately implemented would be more nuanced. The seed had been
planted with Odierno by his next-door neighbor back at Fort Hood, Maj. Gen.
James Thurman, who had commanded the U.S. troops in Baghdad in 2005-6. In
a series of conversations, Thurman had passed along two lessons: Don’t give up
any ground and do something about the car bombs coming into the capital from
the surrounding countryside.

Odierno laid down several new principles to his planners:

+ This wouldn’t be just Baghdad. He told the planners to figure out
how to cut the roads, dirt paths, and riverways the bombers used to
move into the city, what the military calls the “lines of communica-
tion.” His decision was influenced not just by Thurman, but also by
heeding the revelations of generals who worked for Saddam Hussein.
American analysts, studying the deployment of Republican Guard
troops in 2002-3 outside the capital to the areas west and south of it,
had assumed that this was done to reduce the ability of commanders
to launch a coup. No, they were told: The elite troops were kept there,

rather than in Baghdad, because that was where the trouble was.
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“Ilooked back: What would Saddam Hussein do?” Odierno said.
“He would use Republican Guards to control those areas.” So Odi-
erno decided that, as much as possible, he would deal with the Bagh-
dad belts as much as the city itself. As every one of the five surge
brigades arrived, he would ask himself whether to use it in the city
or in the belts. The first two went into the capital. The next three
went mainly into areas around the city. Ultimately, the 21 battalions
(five brigades plus some Marine units) that came in as part of the
surge would be divided about evenly between Baghdad and its
outskirts.

+ Don’t make a move unless your presence is sustainable, and once you
take an area, don’t leave it uncovered. “Don’t give up terrain,” he or-
dered his commanders. “Don’t try to do too much.” This emphasis
on tactical patience was consistent with Petraeus’s counterinsurgency
manual, which had just been published in December but was new to
the U.S. military in Iraq. “One principle I went by was that we would
never give up anything we’d gained,” Odierno said. “So when I wanted
to move a unit [out of an area], I'd ask, Can the Iraqis hold it?” If the
answer was probably not, the unit would stay put. This also meant
that the counteroffensive would take much longer than the American
Enterprise Institute planners had thought or Bush administration
officials believed.

* In order to really protect the population, Odierno would have to go
after more than just al Qaeda, because Shiite militias were intimidat-
ing Sunni civilians. Donnelly, a member of the AEI group, applauded
the changes to the Kagan approach. “I don’t think we thought beyond
making the Baghdad security situation better and establishing a ra-
tionale for keeping the United States in the war”

In December, Odierno also went to visit Col. MacFarland to check out what
he had heard about strange doings in Ramadi. He also looked up Sheikh Sittar,
who was leading the turning of the tribes in al Anbar province away from al
Qaeda and toward the Americans. “I spent quite a long time speaking with him,
and he told me how his mind-set changed,” he recalled. There was a lot of that

going around.
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PETRAEUS, MOVING AROUND Washington and the Army to explain his new
manual, was also quietly looking at a new way to operate in Iraq. Lt. Col.
Douglas Ollivant had coauthored an article the previous summer for the Army’s
Military Review advocating moving troops out into the population. Titled “Pro-
ducing Victory: Re-thinking Conventional Forces in COIN Operations,” it stated

as a principle:

For the local people to feel secure and provide intelligence, they must have 24-
hour access to the counterinsurgent force. Units with control over an AOR [area
of responsibility] should live in that neighborhood. . . . Having a fortress men-

tality simply isolates the counterinsurgent from the fight.

On January 9, Petraeus e-mailed Ollivant to ask two questions: “Do you still
believe what you wrote in ‘Producing Victory’? And can MND-B [the American
headquarters for Baghdad] do it?”

Ollivant wrote back: “Yes, with caveats” He was in a position to know,
having been for the previous 45 days the chief planner for the American division
in Baghdad. Now he had top-level backing for the idea of putting outposts in
the city.

In January 2007, Keane flew out to Baghdad and met with Odierno’s
planners for three hours. They were joined by some intelligence officers and
H. R. McMaster. The purpose was to persuade Keane that it was crucial for the
surge plan to deal with Baghdad belts, where they told him a fierce fight contin-
ued between Shiite expansionists and al Qaeda, which was casting itself as the
defender of local Sunnis. They succeeded. At the end of the session there was a
pause, recalled Wilson, Odierno’s chief planner. Then Keane spoke. “He kind of
got a glowing look in his face and said, ‘You know, you folks get it.”” Keane’s six-
month fight to mount a counteroffensive was over. After this point, his role in
the conduct of the war became smaller. As he put it, “They were in the execution
phase.” His job was done.

On the evening of January 10, Odierno’s chief planner, Col. Wilson, went to
his room in Camp Victory’s military version of a trailer park and set his alarm

for 5 A.M. As it rang, he rolled over in his bunk and reached out to switch on his
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small television. Half asleep, he watched President Bush tell the world about what

Wilson and his office had written.

BUSH RISES TO THE OCCASION

As Col. Wilson watched in his aluminum hootch, George W. Bush delivered
what may be remembered as the most impressive speech of his presidency. There
was no dodging, no divisiveness, none of the brusque claims of extraordinary
success that Vice President Cheney tended to fling about. Rather, as he stood
awkwardly alone at a lectern in the White House library, Bush somberly accepted
responsibility for a badly handled war, confessed that the course he had pursued
hadn’t worked, and laid out a clear new plan, differentiating it from past efforts.

He had looked, finally, into the abyss. “The situation in Iraq is unacceptable
to the American people, and it is unacceptable to me,” he said early on. “Our
troops in Iraq have fought bravely. They have done everything we have asked
them to do. Where mistakes have been made, the responsibility rests with me.”
This was exactly the right way to begin, setting the tone for everything that would
follow. “It is clear that we need to change our strategy in Iraq,” he continued,
logically. He laid out with some precision how he envisioned it working, with a
new Iragi command structure for Baghdad and new Iraqi troops injected to
conduct patrols and operate checkpoints.

Then he got to the news: To make this work, he said, he would send “more
than twenty thousand additional troops to Iraq.” It was only at this point that
Col. Wilson and Odierno’s planners really began to believe that they would get
all five brigades. In fact, they would get more, as a helicopter brigade and support
troops were added three months later, eventually pushing the total addition to
nearly 30,000. The mission of those new forces, Bush continued, would be “to
help Iraqis clear and secure neighborhoods, to help them protect the local pop-
ulation, and to help ensure that the Iraqi forces left behind are capable of provid-
ing the security that Baghdad needs.” In other words, after more than four years
of fighting, the “kill and capture” mind-set that had led to Haditha and to a los-
ing effort was being replaced with classic counterinsurgency theory: The people
are the prize.

Immediately, he addressed those who doubted his plan—the majority of his
audience, according to polls taken after the speech. “Many listening tonight will

ask why this effort will succeed when previous operations to secure Baghdad did
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not,” he said. Using the word “listening” was a good touch, evoking the radio days
of President Franklin Roosevelt’s World War II “fireside chats,” as when he con-
fessed during the dismal days of February 1942, “We Americans have been com-
pelled to yield ground, but we will regain it.” The difference, unfortunately, was
that FDR faced the hard facts three months into World War I1, while it took Bush
more than three years to reach a similar point in his strategic thinking.

Bush then laid out what he thought the difference was between the new ef-
fort and the failed Together Forward operations of 2006: “In earlier operations,
Iraqi and American forces cleared many neighborhoods of terrorists and insur-
gents, but when our forces moved on to other targets, the killers returned.” Also,
he said, the Iragi government had blocked some operations—a reference to put-
ting Sadr City generally off limits, along with some other key targets across Bagh-
dad. This time, Bush said, “Prime Minister Maliki has pledged that political or
sectarian influence will not be tolerated.”

He then turned to the political goals he envisioned: passing a law to share
oil revenues, stepping up Iraqi spending on reconstruction, and holding provin-
cial elections later in 2007. The assumption here was that improved security
would lead to such political breakthroughs. This would prove to be the weakest
part of a strong speech.

Turning back to security operations, he did the right thing in warning that
“the year ahead [will be] bloody and violent.”

He concluded with two other departures from the Bush administration’s
habitual approaches. Bush pledged to be flexible: “If circumstances change, we
will adjust.” And rather than question the integrity and patriotism of his oppo-
nents, labeling them as “cut and runners,” Bush said that, “Honorable people
have different views, and they will voice their criticisms.”

At the end he said, “We go forward with trust that the Author of Liberty will
guide us through these trying hours.” That unusual reference to God resonated
with evangelical Christians, who sometimes use the phrase, while the “trying
hours” again subtly evoked FDR.

Bush effectively had turned over the fate of his presidency to Petraeus and
Odierno. Over the next six months, he would mention Petraeus in speeches and
press conferences at least 150 times. But he was at ease about the move. “At least
from my perspective, the hardest part of making a big decision is the run-up to
the decision,” Bush would tell Bob Woodward. “But once you make up your

mind, it’s a liberating moment.”
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The moment felt different to others involved. In Baghdad, Odierno’s plan-
ners felt as if they were in a twilight zone. “We were on the other side of history,”
said Powell. He explained that, “When you read history, you're on that side of it.
When you realize you've contributed to history, you're on the other side of it

Neither Keane nor Fred Kagan felt much joy. For Kagan, back in the United
States, watching the speech on television at home with his wife, it was a similarly
eerie moment. For a think tank analyst, he had achieved nirvana: An academic
exercise he had held a month earlier had helped alter the American approach to
a war, and the president was announcing that on national television. But he felt
no elation. “We felt a burden,” he said. “We felt very nervous.” Also, he worried
that the president was handling the changes the wrong way. He thought the
speech went into too much tactical detail and also should have been postponed
until Casey’s replacement, Petraeus, was in place and had had a chance to review
the plans.

The lack of clarity intensified the next day as Gates told the House Armed
Services Committee that he thought the surge would be relatively short, “not
eighteen months or two years.” As it happened, he was incorrect—and many of
those involved in planning the surge already knew it. Kagan’s unease grew a few
days later after Gen. Casey had taken one final pop at the plan, telling reporters
that the surge might be over by “late summer,” just six or so months later. “We
were wigging out over that,” Kagan said. “If you actually understood the nature
of the task, you knew there was no way you could start bringing troops home in
the summer.”

In fact, the surge would last for eighteen months, with the last of the five
additional brigades leaving Iraq only in the summer of 2008. What some insiders
understood, but the president hadn’t said and Gates didn’t seem to grasp, was
that the new strategy was a plan for a “long war.” First would come increased
security. Then would come political progress, and with it, the building of a reli-
able army and police force. And all that—if it worked—would take many, many
years. In sum, the short war approach that the United States had followed for
years had been abandoned. The U.S. military had arrived in Baghdad in April
2003 with the expectation of largely leaving by that September. For three years
after that, commanders had planned variations on that swift exit.

Now the long war was about to begin.



A NEW WAR BEGINS






5.
IF YOU'RE SO SMART . ..

(Spring 2007)

I n early January 2007, David Petraeus was north of Los Angeles, riding in a
rental car on Interstate 5 to see his aged father, Sixtus, a one-time Dutch sea
captain who took refuge in New York when World War II broke out. Petraeus’s
wife, Holly, was driving while the general answered his e-mail, using an air card
on his laptop. His son was in the backseat. As if on signal, every cell phone
people in the car were carrying began to ring. An aide to the chairman of the
Joint Chiefs got through to Petraeus’s son with the message that Defense Secre-
tary Gates was looking for Petraeus. One of Petraeus’s own subordinates called
Holly with the same message. Petraeus looked down at his laptop screen and saw
that the e-mail inbox was filling up with notes from colleagues who were hearing
the same rumor: He was about to be offered command of the war in Irag.

Gates came on the line on one of the phones. Holly exited off the freeway
and drove into a parking lot in a rundown neighborhood to ensure that the cell
signal wasn’t lost. “I just want to confirm that you're willing to take this one,” the
defense secretary said to Petraeus.

Petraeus assured Gates that he was. But in return he wanted some clarity
from Gates. “Sir, with respect, I just want to talk a bit about my thoughts on what
a commander in that position should do,” he said. “That is, that he should have
avery clear understanding with you of what the mission is.” For years the mission

had been conflicted between creating a stable Iraq and getting out of the country
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quickly, and trying to do both at the same time wasn’t working. Petraeus thought
that the policy of “standing down as they stand up” wasn’t realistic then because
“the situation had reached the point where they couldn’t stand up—in fact, some
of them were flat on their face, if not helping the enemy.”

The top priority in the mission should be to secure the Iraqi people, Petraeus
said. Turning control over to Iraqi security forces would have to take a backseat.
“Transition is a task we all want to perform but it is a task that can only come
when the conditions exist to make that possible, and those conditions are of
course a level of violence that Iraqi forces can handle.”

Petraeus also wanted his direct line to Gates to stay open, in order to main-
tain clarity in policy. “That dialogue should be fairly continuous; it should be
based on updates of the situation. This should be a very forthright, brutally hon-
est discussion.” Gates agreed.

Gates also was looking for someone to take over Central Command. What
did Petraeus think of “Fox” Fallon, the crusty chief of the Pacific Command? In
his heart, Petraeus would have liked to have seen Gen. Keane picked for the job.
He didn’t say that, but instead said he didn’t know Fallon but said he had heard
Jack Keane speak highly of him. It was an exchange that he later would remem-
ber a bit ruefully.

On January 5, the White House announced that Petraeus would take com-
mand in Iraq. With that selection, the Bush administration was turning the war
over to the opposition inside the U.S. military. Casey was kicked upstairs; Abizaid
would follow Rumsfeld out the door. In their place, the president and his aides
selected pragmatists and skeptics, especially the experts whose advice had been
disregarded and even denounced during the run-up to the war. Some had been
opponents of the war. Most were critics of current policy, and disillusioned, in
the best sense of that word, that they had been stripped of the false assumptions
that had hamstrung the U.S. war effort for years. What they all tended to have in
common was an eagerness, even an insistence, that the war should be approached
in new and different ways, from how troops would be used to how the Iraqi

government would be handled to how prisoners would be treated.

INTO THE “GHOST TOWN”

The long journeys on aging chartered airliners from the United States to Iraq

are frequently a time of reflection for soldiers, especially those going back for a
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second or third or fourth tour. As Petraeus was flying into Iraq in February 2007,
Col. Pete Mansoor, his new executive officer, knelt alongside his seat. “You know,
sir, the hardest thing for you, if it comes to it, will be to tell the American people
and the president that this isn’t working.”

Petraeus didn’t say anything. “But he heard it,” Mansoor said. And he
nodded.

They were stunned at just how bad the situation was. The first thing that
struck them was the extent of damage inflicted on Baghdad during the munici-
pal civil war of 2006. Then, in briefings, Petraeus learned how widespread Ira-
nian operations were inside Irag—and how effective, with the sophisticated
bombs they provided becoming a major killer of American troops. A few days
after landing, he took a tour of two Baghdad neighborhoods, Gaziliyah and
Doura. “That was an ‘Oh my God’ moment—the damage done by sectarian vio-
lence,” he said. “I mean, they were just ghost towns. When I left in ’05, these were
prosperous, fairly high-rent areas. Now there were no shops open. There were
weeds and trash and bombed-out hulks.” Amiriyah was arguably worse, he re-
membered: “We reached a point where you were not allowed to drive in Amiri-
yah unless you were in a tracked vehicle—a tank or a Bradley.”

Mansoor, who accompanied him on the grim tour, simply described Doura
as “lifeless.” As they drove in convoys of Humvees, the two men talked. “We re-
marked how these neighborhoods, which seemed largely depopulated, had a
tense, frightened feel to them,” Mansoor said. “It was clear to us that the AQI
terrorists and Shia militias had intimidated the population into submission. We
had a lot of work to do to reverse this downward spiral, and time was not on

our side.”

THE ODD COUPLE

“There are three enormous tasks that strategic leaders have to get right,”
Petraeus said one day in Baghdad. “The first is to get the big ideas right. The
second is to communicate the big ideas throughout the organization. The third
is ensure proper execution of the big ideas.”

The accuracy of that view is borne out by a comment by Maj. Roy Myers, a
chaplain in the detention operation. All chaplains are especially sensitive to mo-
rale issues, but one ministering to soldiers handling detainees must be especially

s0, because low morale can quickly lead to abuses. “We have to be able to develop
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a sense of identity and a sense of purpose, even in an environment where the
people above us are just baffled,” Myers commented later. “That’s probably why
General Petraeus comes off as such a breath of fresh air. . .. [H]e has brought a
sense of purpose: ‘What are we going to do in Iraq?’ Otherwise, the tactics over-
whelm it: ‘Well, we’re going to go kill bad guys. At least now there’s a larger op-
erational/strategic sense of purpose.”

On his first day in command, Petraeus issued a one-page letter to his troops,
letting them know he understood how tough a road they were on. “The truth is,
at the strategic level; all you can do is convey a handful of ideas—a handful,” he
said later. “Then you do oversight, take the organizational actions that institu-
tionalize the ideas.” That was the point of this letter, which set the scene for fol-
lowing ones. “We serve in Iraq at a critical time,” he began. “A decisive moment
approaches.” The enemy, he said, included mass murderers. It wouldn’t be easy
taking them on, he said, “but hard is not hopeless.”

The first question facing Petraeus was how well he would mesh with his new
deputy, Odierno, who would oversee day-to-day operations, managing down-
ward, while Petraeus focused upward on the Iraqi and American governments.
The two made an odd physical pair: Odierno, at 6 foot 5 inches, and 245 pounds,
is 8 inches taller and 90 pounds heavier than Petraeus. Odierno’s most noticeable
physical trait is his bulk topped by his hairless, bulletlike head. Petraeus is both
small and slightly buck-toothed, sometimes giving him, as he hunches over in-
tently to make a point, a bit of a chipmunklike aspect. The small, nimble Petraeus
is as much a diplomat as a soldier, while the hulking Odierno always seemed in-
clined to use firepower. But Odierno knew that in 2007 he would always do so
with Petraeus, the Army’s counterinsurgency expert, looking over his shoulder.

Odierno is big and emotional, the type of general who will bear-hug a colo-
nel having a hard day. Petraeus generally is cool to the point of being remote.
Brig. Gen. “Smokin’ Joe” Anderson—he earned the nickname as a welterweight
boxer at West Point—knew both men well, having been a brigade commander
for Petraeus in combat in northern Iraq and then becoming Odierno’s chief of
staft in 2007. “Odierno is more loyal to his people,” he concluded. “Sometimes if
you move on from Petraeus, he will forget you. ... It’s a little bit more about
Dave than it is about Ray” He also thought Odierno better suited for com-
bat. “Odierno is a better war fighter than Petraeus. Petraeus is more the states-
man. Odierno understands the big picture, but his default mode is make sure the

enemy knows he can shwack them.”
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Odierno and Petraeus were peers during their first tours, in 2003—4. They
had commanded divisions in adjacent areas—Qdierno with the 4th Infantry
Division headquartered in Tikrit, and Petraeus with the 101st Airborne north of
him in Mosul. They had been two of the hottest generals in the Army, quiet allies
against the blustery incompetence of their commander, Lt. Gen. Sanchez, and
also against the clumsy micromanagement of L. Paul Bremer III, the civilian
overseer of the occupation authority. At meetings with top officials, the two
tended to support each other. On November 4, 2003, Petraeus complained that
he was “astonished” that Bremer and his staff were developing plans without
talking to affected U.S. commanders, according to verbatim notes taken by one
of Bremer’s subordinates. “It’s a mistake to have planning isolated in Baghdad,”
he added.

Odierno backed him up. “Yes, the campaign plan has to be worked out at all
levels,” he said. “Frankly, my sense is you want to cut us out.”

But they had run their divisions very differently, with Odierno inclined to
use the closed fist and Petraeus the open hand. “I see Petraeus up in Mosul,”
recalled one general who visited both commanders in the summer of 2003. “He
completely understands that he has an urban insurgency on his hands. There-
fore, he is spending a considerable amount of time on political and social devel-
opment. He doesn’t permit indiscriminate major sweeps.” Odierno’s 4th Infantry
Division felt unnecessarily aggressive to this general, as if it came in looking for
a fight, finally found one, and began overreacting. “He’s conducting one opera-
tion after another. They are going through neighborhoods, kicking in doors at
two in the morning, without actionable intelligence. That’s how you create new
insurgents.”

The two generals also experienced a bit of friction during Petraeus’s
second tour, when he was overseeing the training of Iraqi army and police forces
from june 2004 to September 2005. Odierno was part of a small Pentagon del-
egation sent to Iraq to look at ways to improve Washington’s support of the
operation—but perhaps also to assess who was slowing things down in Baghdad.
When the group met with Petraeus, he seemed defensive. “There is enormous
impatience” back home, Odierno warned him. “You’ve got to get on with this.”

Petraeus didn’t have a lot of time for pressure from Bush administration
officials who had rushed into invading Iraq. “If folks were so impatient,” he
snapped, “they might have thought about that before they kicked this whole
thing off”
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Some members of the group found Petraeus guarded to the point of being
opaque. One of them was Odierno, who finally asked, “Are you telling me you
have everything you need, there’s nothing you want from us in D.C.?”

Now Petraeus outranked Odierno, and the larger man would have to follow
the lead of the smaller, less conventional one. “Everyone knows that Petraeus and
Odierno really didn’t get along before,” said Kilcullen, the Australian infantry-
man and anthropologist who became Petraeus’s adviser on counterinsurgency.
But as they worked together in Baghdad in 2007, he noted, there was almost no
discernible friction.

Ambassador Ryan Crocker, who saw them together often, said, “I have no-
ticed when we are doing a campaign review or something like that the quality
relationship between the two is such that Ray has no hesitation saying, ‘Let me
give you a different take on that; and Dave has no problem saying, ‘Good
point.’”

This time, subordinates were struck by how well they worked together. “That
dynamic has been like hand in glove,” said one senior intelligence official, who
had been unsure about how the two would mesh. “Odierno is extremely good at
using the force to execute what Petraeus wants to do. It’s a beautiful thing to
watch.” Odierno, this officer said, “understood intelligence, and the geometry of
the battlespace—how does what I do here affect what I do there, and what I'll do
next. That’s an art. It’s seeing things multidimensionally, in terms of time, space,
and human terrain.”

For all their differences, Petraeus and Odierno brought a key similarity
to Iraq in 2007. Col. H. R. McMaster, analyzing American errors in Iraq in
the first years of the war, commented that “flexibility as applied to military lead-
ership might be defined as being open to change as an opportunity and having
a tolerance for ambiguity; adjusting rapidly to new or evolving situations; apply-
ing different methods to meet changing priorities” That captures well
the approach the two generals would take in Iraq as they mounted the counter-
offensive of 2007.

Almost the first thing Odierno did after Petraeus arrived in Baghdad on
February 7 was lay out his plans for the surge, which he called “Security Now.”
(This briefing is the third document in the appendix.) One new brigade, from
the 82nd Airborne, had come in, and a second one, from the 1st Infantry Divi-
sion, was arriving. Three more would land in the following months. The plan

was to use U.S. forces in a radically different way, moving them off the big bases
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and into small outposts among the population. While the top priority of U.S.
forces for years had been handing off to Iraqi forces, the mission was changed to
protecting the Iragi population. “I think he bought it whole,” Odierno recalled.

The top priority Odierno listed in this first brief to Petracus was to “secure
the Iraqi people, with a focus on Baghdad.” By contrast, making the transition
to Iraqi security forces, formerly the top goal of the U.S. mission for years, had
been downgraded to the seventh priority on Odierno’s list. Raising the ante a bit,
he also warned Petraeus, “Time is not on our side.”

Early on, Petraeus made what Lt. Gen. James Dubik, another Army three-
star general in the country, called “the blood pact” with his top generals. “It was,
we’re gonna do this, or we’re gonna go down trying,” Dubik recalled. “But we’re
not going to operate so that the next generation of Americans are going to have
to go to war to finish this thing. And we’re going to have our integrity when we’re
done.” The message: Act like this is your last tour of duty, and don’t worry about
what comes next for you.

Petraeus also sought to make his commanders more flexible and open in
dealing with the media. On his fourth day in Iraq, February 10, Petraeus took
command and sat down with his generals. “We are in an information war,” he
told them. “Sixty percent of this thing is information.” He told them he wanted
them to talk more with reporters. “Don’t worry about getting out there too
much—1I will tell you if you are.” That order reversed the standard approach of
Army officers of dealing with the media only as much as was absolutely neces-
sary, in the correct belief that little credit could be gained but that a mistake
could damage one’s career. “It was culture shock,” recalled his adviser on com-
munications, Col. Steve Boylan. “They hadn’t been taught to engage.” Boylan, a
veteran Apache attack helicopter pilot, argued that the American effort had lost
so much credibility that official pronouncements of progress had become mean-
ingless. “We couldn’t tell the American people anything anymore. We had to
show them. They had heard enough.”

THE PETRAEUS BRAIN TRUST

Two anomalies characterized the team Petraeus brought together in Bagh-
dad. First, it was one of the most selective clubs in the world, dominated by
military officers who possessed doctorates from top-flight universities as well as

combat experience in Iraq. “I cannot think of another case of so many highly
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educated officers advising a general,” said Carter Malkasian, who has advised
Marine Corps commanders in Iraq on counterinsurgency and himself holds an
Oxford doctorate in the history of war. Second, to a surprising degree, it was a
minority organization, in the sense that the surge had been supported by only a
small group inside the military and would be implemented by a group of dissi-
dents, skeptics, and outsiders, some of them foreigners. “Their role is crucial
if we are to reverse the effects of four years of conventional mind-set fighting
an unconventional war,” said a Special Forces colonel who knew some of the
officers.

Foremost among the doubters was Petraeus, who during the 2003 invasion
of Iraq had skeptically said several times to a reporter, “Tell me how this ends.”
It was clear back then that he hadn’t joined Gen. Tommy Franks and other
top commanders in believing that toppling a statue or two in Baghdad was the
answer.

After years of inclining toward anodyne pronouncements about steady
progress, which always begged the question of whether there was enough prog-
ress, or whether the speaker actually knew what was happening, the new team
could be refreshingly blunt. “We have done some stupid shit,” Maj. Gen. Dave
Fastabend, who moved out to become Petraeus’s chief of strategy, said at the
beginning of one interview about the conduct of the war, as he put his feet on
the table behind his desk and stared eastward out the window, toward the part
of Baghdad where rockets and mortars are launched into the Green Zone.

There also surfaced occasionally a tone of resentment, of being sent out to
clean up a mess created by Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz, Franks, and others, and who
resented the criticisms being leveled by the new crew. “People were like, ‘Fuck
you, you think you're smarter than us, ” recalled David Kilcullen, whom Petraeus
recruited to be a kind of counterinsurgency coach for his commanders. “A lot of
them were waiting for us to fail.”

Interestingly, that antipathy didn’t extend to the ringleader of the mess,
President Bush, even in private conversations. Lt. Col. Charlie Miller, who pre-
pared Petraeus for his weekly video-teleconference with Bush, and sometimes
sat in on them, said the president actually surprised him in the first meeting. “He
was very different from the president you see on TV, that sideways smile of his.
He was very informed, questioning, engaged.” But Miller was peeved by the Pen-
tagon officials who launched the war and then left the government: “What both-
ers me is Martha Stewart went to jail for the little stuff, but people who
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fundamentally misunderstood the situation are teaching at Georgetown,” he said
over dinner one day at Camp Victory, referring to Douglas Feith, who was under
secretary of defense for policy during the invasion and occupation of Iraq and
went on to become a professor at Georgetown University and publish a soporific
memoir.

Lt. Col. Suzanne Nielsen, a Harvard Ph.D. who was a strategist for Petraeus,
said that five years after the event, “I still find it kind of unforgivable” how the
war was commenced in 2003.

At a planning office at Central Command, the headquarters to which Pe-
traeus officially reported, someone pinned up a photo of Gen. Anthony Zinni,
the Marine who preceded Tommy Franks at the command. He had gone into
opposition against the Bush administration during the run-up to the invasion
and had been something of an outcast since then. Posting his photo spoke vol-
umes. This wasn’t Franks’s headquarters anymore, where Zinni’s “Desert Cross-
ing” plan for invading Iraq if it collapsed, drawn up in 1999 after some new
intelligence on the shakiness of Saddam’s regime, had been neglected and even
disparaged as outmoded.

The team Petraeus assembled included Col. Michael Meese, son of the for-
mer attorney general, and himself a Princeton Ph.D. in economics; Lt. Col.
Douglas Ollivant, a veteran of battles in Najaf and Fallujah, who did a Ph.D.
dissertation on Thomas Jefferson’s political theories; Lt. Col Miller, a Columbia
University Ph.D. in political science; and Col. H. R. McMaster, former com-
mander of the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment.

The last officer on that list, McMaster, seems to pop up repeatedly at key
points in the Iraq war, like the military equivalent of Eliot Cohen, the ubiquitous
bow-tied academic. McMaster was well known in the Army from his leading role
in a key tank attack in the 1991 Gulf War. The Army’s official history of that war,
Certain Victory, opens with him as a cavalry captain leading a charge of nine
tanks. He became even better known for his nervy doctoral dissertation in his-
tory, written at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, about the failures
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff during the Vietnam War. Published in book form as
Dereliction of Duty, it was widely read in the military in the 1990s, and in 1998
even made required reading for four-star commanders by the chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. Hugh Shelton. Early in the Iraq war he was a skeptical
adviser to Abizaid at Central Command. Then, after taking command of the 3rd
Armored Cavalry Regiment, he posted what was arguably the first genuine suc-
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cess in the postinvasion war, his counterinsurgency campaign in the city of Tall
Afar, in 2005—6. Later he was an influential member of the council of colonels at
the Pentagon that informed the chairman of the Joint Chiefs that the U.S. mili-
tary was on a path to defeat in Iraq. He arrived to advise Petraeus in Iraq just
after finishing a paper sharply critical of how the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
had been fought. “A short-term approach to long-term problems generated mul-
tiple short-term plans that often confused activity with progress,” he charged.

For his intelligence adviser, Petraeus tapped Derek Harvey, a retired Army
colonel who had become a dissident inside the Pentagon, going to top officials
in 2004 and telling them the situation in Iraq was more dangerous than
they understood. Gen. Keane took him under his wing and insisted that
Rumsfeld give him a hearing. He did, and then was sent to do the same with
Bush—but was never invited back to give an update on his darkly pessimistic
view of the war.

Even the junior officers around Petraeus seemed to have a maverick streak
to them. One of his aides, Capt. Elizabeth McNally, looked like a future general,
having been first in her class at West Point and then a Rhodes Scholar. But in
2007 she decided to quit the Army when she got home from Iragq, partly to be-
come a mother, but also, she said, because “I'm kind of disillusioned with the
government now.” One of her successors would be Capt. Erica Watson Borggren,
who had used her own Rhodes scholarship to study social policy and theology
at Oxford, the latter subject because she was contemplating eventually leaving
the military to become a missionary, perhaps in India. Her best friend at Oxford
displayed on the wall of her room a photograph of a burning American flag.

Stephen Biddle, the Council of Foreign Relations defense expert who had
participated in the crucial White House meeting with Bush in December 2006,
was surprised to be asked to join Petraeus in Baghdad because he had published
an analysis of the Iraq war and had been told that Petraeus “disagreed heartily”
with it. Another invitee was Toby Dodge, a British academic who “was funda-
mentally against the decision to invade. I thought it was badly planned and badly
executed, and led Iraq into a civil war.” Nonetheless, he accepted the invitation
because he also opposed the idea of the United States simply leaving as fast as
possible.

Petraeus also handpicked Lt. Gen. Dubik to take over the effort to train and

advise Iraqi forces. It was known as MNSTC-I, which the military, in a Freudian
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moment, began pronouncing “min-sticky,” as if it were the ministry of intrac-
table problems, which it effectively was. It wasn’t known publicly, but Dubik had
long been an internal critic of the handling of the war, sending three memos to
the leaders of Army from 2004 to early 2007, warning them that the United States
was losing it. Dubik saw the entrance of Petraeus also as a cultural shift for the
Army in Iraq, the ascendancy of the light Army, comprised nowadays of three
divisions, the 82nd Airborne, the 101st Airborne, and the 10th Mountain. Those
light-infantry units, lacking tanks and much other armor, had been easier to
deploy, and so were assigned the odd jobs of the Cold War, from peacekeeping
in the Sinai and Somalia to hurricane relief in Florida. The heavy Army, with its
tanks, armored personnel carriers, self-propelled artillery pieces, and thousands
of other pieces of gear, remained focused on the plains of Central Europe, where
its mission was to be prepared to blunt the onslaught of a Red Army. “We were
the window-doers throughout the Cold War,” said Dubik, smiling with both his
mouth and his warm brown eyes. “The ‘real Army’ didn’t do windows,” he said,
until forced to do so in Bosnia in 1995. The heavy Army also led the invasion of
Iraq in 2003, perhaps feeling it was its turn, after the Special Operators and light
infantry had invaded Afghanistan two years earlier. The initial headquarters for
the occupation was V Corps, which was based in Europe. In 2007 Petraeus led
the light Army into Iraq.

The two most important advisers to Petraeus were two colonels, Bill Rapp
and Pete Mansoor.

Col. Rapp became the head of Petraeus’s unusual internal think tank, the
Commander’s Initiatives Group, which the general established to ask the hard
questions and push the envelope. It was intended to keep him one step ahead of
events, escaping the traps that had snared earlier American commanders in Iraq
of being reactive, or of acting on assumptions unthinkingly inherited from the
Army’s culture, or of trying to follow White House rhetoric. That is, the president
may call the insurgents evildoers—but why not cut deals with the enemy? And
what about amnesties? Where did the French go wrong in Algeria as they thought
they had won in the late 1950s, and how can we avoid repeating their errors? Is
the task of the Army to destroy the nation’s enemies or to bring the war to a suc-
cessful conclusion? It was not an office present in most U.S. military headquar-
ters. Rapp, a big, slim, intense, earnest man, with close-cropped hair, graying at

the temples, tends to look angry while thinking but is really just deep in thought.
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He had written a Ph.D. at Stanford on the reliability of democracies in war-
fighting alliances.

Rapp had arrived home from his previous tour in Iraq in October 2006, only
to receive a call three months later from Petraeus, who wanted him to come to
Baghdad.

“Sir, I just left,” Rapp said, at a loss for words.

“Yeah,” Petraeus replied. Rapp knew that meant: So what?

“Sir, 'm still in command of my brigade,” Rapp added.

“Let me make a phone call,” Petraeus said. Rapp knew what that meant as
well: That obstacle soon would be gone.

Two days later the Army chief of staff’s office notified Rapp that his com-
mand had been curtailed. “Give it up and go to Baghdad,” Rapp told himself. He
arrived in Iraq in mid-February. He would become an extra set of eyes and ears
for Petraeus, accompanying him to almost every meeting, observing, taking
notes, offering the general another view on what he was hearing and seeing, and
what the next steps might be.

Mansoor, who commanded a brigade of the 1st Armored Division in Bagh-
dad in 20034, received a Ph.D. at Ohio State for a dissertation on how U.S. Army
infantry divisions were developed during World War II. He became Petraeus’s
executive officer in Baghdad, a key figure in implementing the general’s deci-
sions. Unusually in the U.S. Army, Mansoor was of Palestinian background. His
father, born in Ramallah, emigrated to New Ulm, Minnesota, in 1938. “It was ten
thousand people of German descent and one Arab family,” Mansoor recalled.
They moved to Sacramento, where he proudly remembers that his mother, a
schoolteacher, won awards for designing an “open classroom” approach. His fa-
ther was a traveling salesman. In high school, Mansoor was valedictorian, stu-
dent body president, and head of the math club. He also would graduate first in
his class at West Point in 1982.

In late March, Ryan Crocker flew to Baghdad to become the U.S. ambas-
sador, succeeding Zalmay Khalilzad. His arrival completed the most sweeping
personnel turnover of the entire war, surpassing even the changes that came
after the invasion when Franks and the chief of the Army, Gen. Eric Shinseki,
stepped down. Now, as then, there was a new U.S. commander, who was work-
ing with a new deputy and a new ambassador, and, like then, they would have
above them a new Army chief of staff and a new chief of the Central Command.

But surpassing the changes of 2004, there also was in place a new Iraq director
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on the staff of the National Security Council and, most important, a new de-
fense secretary. Also, they would be overseen by a new, Democrat-controlled
Congress.

Crocker and Petraeus would become close partners in 2007, creating almost
the reverse of the dysfunctional relationship that had existed between the first
permanent postinvasion U.S. envoy, Ambassador Bremer, and his military coun-
terpart, Gen. Sanchez. They were determined to get along, to achieve the “unity
of effort” whose lack had so plagued the American effort. Where Bremer had
been a control freak, Crocker could be self-effacing. Where Sanchez dove into
minutiae, Petraeus strove constantly to keep his head above water, to focus on
the big picture. Neither Crocker nor Petraeus seemed to think invading Iraq had
been a wise choice. On election night in November 2002, as the Bush administra-
tion was running up toward invading Iraq, Crocker had worked late in his Wash-
ington office and then gone home with a sinking feeling. “It was clear where it
was going,” he recalled. “I told my wife, ‘We have just voted to have us a big
old war.”

He hadn’t opposed the invasion wholeheartedly, he said one day in his Bagh-
dad office, a few steps from Petraeus’s. “I was against it, but not happily,” he said.
“This was a truly evil regime. I had spent two years here. I had seen it firsthand,
just truly evil, and we are supposed to stand for something as the United States.
It was a truly evil and active regime that was wearing us down.” So, he thought
to himself, if you are against the invasion, what do you do, especially if you be-
lieve, as he did, that “sanctions weren’t going to last—they were already falling
away.” Plus, he recalled, “I had to take seriously the WMD thing. So if you've got
a guy who is as evil as he is, as violent as he is, armed as he was said to be—and
I had no reason to doubt it—and we are losing our international containment,
what are you going to do?” At the same time, “What kept me up at night wasn’t
what I knew but what I didn’t know. And I knew full well we weren’t prepared
to handle it. As a regionalist, my feeling was, Don’t do it.”

Crocker would oversee an embassy stocked with similar skeptics. Retired
ambassador Timothy Carney, for example, had served under Bremer early in the
occupation, only to quit after two months, angry and frustrated with the sloppi-
ness of American planning and its even worse implementation. In January 2007
he was asked to go back to oversee reconstruction efforts. Talking to State De-
partment officials, he picked up a new “sense of reality,” and added, “It’s been a

long time coming.” He accepted.
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LISTENING TO FOREIGNERS

Underscoring how much the U.S. Army had been changed by Iraq, three of
the most influential advisers added to the U.S. effort in Iraq were foreigners. One
was David Kilcullen, the Australian counterinsurgency specialist. Another was
Sadi Othman, the lanky, pacifistic Arab turned New Yorker. The third was Emma
Sky, a small, fiercely anti-war British expert on the Middle East. None of them
were particular supporters of President Bush’s decision to invade Iraq or of the
way the occupation had been handled.

Kilcullen was perhaps the most outspoken and articulate of Petraeus’s advis-
ers. Sandy-haired, apple-cheeked, and boyish, he enjoyed semimythical status as
the man that Petraeus, the Army’s new king of counterinsurgency, had asked to
be his counterinsurgency adviser. Also, as an Australian far from his own chain
of command, Kilcullen, who had opposed the invasion of Iraq, could say in his
Crocodile Dundee accent what American officials only thought privately. “In ’03,
we confused entry with victory,” he said. “What we have to do now is not confuse
departure with defeat.”

He loathed his time in the cocoon of the Green Zone, where he felt he was
just a sitting duck for incoming mortars. It was better to be out and about, em-
bedding with brigade and battalion commanders, helping them seize the initia-
tive whenever possible. Sitting in his closet-sized office in the old presidential
palace, just around the corner from Petraeus’s, Kilcullen, the son of an Australian
medievalist, exclaimed one day, “There’s a line in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Dark-
ness about the smell of defeat seeping out of the walls. I feel that being in this
palace—the bureaucratic inertia, the feel of defeat, seeping out of the walls.” He
came to hate the insularity of the place: “The system in the Green Zone is built
to protect you from realizing there’s a war on.”

His job was to help change the way American officers in Iraq thought about
how to fight the war. Kilcullen briefed each group of incoming commanders
how to operate. His prescriptions were almost the complete reverse of how
most U.S. forces had operated in the first years of the war. Among his top ten

rules were:

+ “Secure the people where they sleep.”
+ “Never leave home without an Iraqi”
+ “Look beyond the IED: get the network that placed it
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+ “Give the people justice and honor. . . . We talk about democracy and
human rights. Iraqis talk about justice and honor.”

+ “Get out and walk”—that is, “patrol on foot.”

Kilcullen found that last dictum, about literally putting boots on the ground,
to be one of the hardest to get some units to adopt, especially those who were
already in Iraq as command shifted from Casey to Petraeus. He concluded that
American soldiers simply had grown accustomed to driving around Iraq, three
or four to a Humvee. But that separated them from the Iraqi people, he argued.
“In the eyes of the population, we ceased to be human beings,” he told com-
manders on his trips around Iraq to advise them on counterinsurgency tech-
niques. “We were just big moving metal boxes from which Imperial Storm
Troopers would occasionally emerge. When an IED blew off, it didn’t kill anyone
they’d ever seen before.”

He also told commanders that these “dismounted” operations ultimately
would reduce casualties, because the insurgents wouldn’t waste a bomb just to
kill one or two soldiers in a spread-out patrol. This promise came back to haunt
him on one of the first days of major foot patrols, when four soldiers from the
10th Mountain Division were blown up while walking. He found himself unable
to sleep and paced the marbled hallways near Petraeus’s office, mournfully won-
dering whether to recommend dropping the idea. He decided to helicopter down
to observe the operations of that 10th Mountain unit. “It turned out they were
so used to working in Humvees that they patrolled in clumps of four,” he said.
He gave them a talk.

A few months later, he was pleasantly surprised in an observation of the
patrolling methods of another unit. “No one is doing ‘pure’ vehicle patrols any-
more,” he reported. Some units were running foot patrols on one block, with
Humvees operating in parallel a block away, available to move quickly to help
them. Others left behind their vehicles altogether and conducted double patrols,
with one squad on the street and another moving in tandem with it across the
rooftops. “There’s a lot of night work happening too,” he said. This wasn’t just
raids but also meeting people. “The locals are much more willing to talk freely
at night.”

Show Iraqis respect, he admonished commanders, but also hold your coun-
terparts to standard. For example, he said, he was with an American patrol com-

mander who approached an Iragi checkpoint. The Iraqi soldiers had been
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instructed to stop and inspect every vehicle. “The Iraqi officer was urgently wav-
ing us to stop, but our patrol rolled through it at ten miles per hour. The com-
pany commander said, ‘We don’t stop for you people. I thought, ‘You've just lost
that guy.”

One American battalion commander told Kilcullen that he planned to sever
relations with a Shiite-dominated Iraqi army unit in his area that, he had learned,
was detaining any Sunni it deemed capable of paying a ransom. Kilcullen recom-
mended a different method: Hold the Iragi commander to standard. Ask him to
show you the evidence behind the detentions. If he fails to do so, require that he
release the Sunnis, pay them compensation, and formally apologize. “If he doesn’t
do that, you withdraw support,” Kilcullen said.

“Can I do that?” the American officer asked.

“Fuck yeah,” Kilcullen said. “That’s what you're here for.”

He also argued at high levels that the Americans had been putting the cart
before the horse in terms of communications. “We use information to explain
what we’re doing on the ground.” The enemy, he said, “does the opposite—they
decide what message they want to send, and then design an operation to send
that message.” He called that more effective approach “armed propaganda.” The
American equivalent would be putting American troops out into the neighbor-
hoods to protect the population: Don’t say it, do it.

Most controversially of all, Kilcullen and some others were thinking about
how to “target” their allies in the Baghdad government—not to kill them, but to
alter their behavior. Petraeus recalled that his initial set of talks with Maliki in
February and March were “really tough,” with “voices raised.” One of the issues
was that Maliki “had made Casey take the checkpoints off Sadr City.” Petraeus
said he would accede if absolutely necessary—but made it clear that he would
have to be pushed hard to do so.

“The weaker partner is always dominant, because we are always trying to
prevent them from tipping over, while they can pretty much do what they want,”
advised Kilcullen. For example, the Finance Ministry, he said, was quietly con-
tributing to “soft ethnic cleansing” by refusing to allow banks to operate in Sunni
areas. That meant Sunnis either needed to keep a lot of cash in their homes,
where it might be stolen, or drive it to a bank through Shiite checkpoints, where
it might well be taken from them. This Hobson’s choice forced many Sunnis
simply to leave Baghdad, which of course achieved the aim of the Shiite death

squads. Likewise, he said, the government was supplying electricity twenty-two
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hours a day to Shia areas, but just one or two to Sunni neighborhoods. “You have
no refrigeration, so you have to go to market every day, and the big food markets
are in mixed or Shia neighborhoods.” In both cases, he said, “the purpose is to
encourage people to leave.”

Not everyone was a Kilcullen fan. “He didn’t know a thing about Iraq,”
sneered a senior U.S. intelligence officer, who also noted that Kilcullen was only
in Iraq for a few months early in 2007, as Petraeus settled in. “He took just
enough pictures so he has a great slide show.”

That said, Kilcullen’s influence on how the U.S. military thought about
counterinsurgency campaigning cannot be overstated. “For a staff guy, he had an
extraordinary feel for what was happening,” said Col. Michael Galloucis, who
commanded a military police brigade in Baghdad in 2007.

SADI OTHMAN

Of the three foreigners who became key advisers to new American com-
manders, the most unusual was also the one closest to Petraeus. Of them, Sadi
Othman probably also had taken the longest journey, both physical and psycho-
logical, to becoming part of the American war effort.

Othman was a Palestinian born in Brazil but raised in Jordan, where he at-
tended a boarding school run by Mennonites, the pacifist Protestant sect related
to the Amish. While he is ethnically Sunni, he said that decades later, he feels
“more Mennonite than anything else.” How does he reconcile that with being the
political and cultural adviser to the top U.S. general in a war? “I am here for
peace, not for war.”

At the University of Amman, he grew to 6 foot 7 inches, and soon achieved
abit of local celebrity as the first Jordanian ever to dunk a basketball. Even today,
he seems all legs and arms, with the fingers of a pianist, which tend to always be
holding a cigarette. Sitting in the bright winter sunlight by the pool behind the
U.S. embassy, he seemed almost haloed by his thin white hair and the curling
smoke of his Marlboro Lights. He carried two cell phones, which rang every few
minutes. On this day he was answering them with a visible sag—he was fatigued
from nonstop telephone calls he had been making to help free eight Turkish
soldiers being held hostage in the north by Kurdish guerrillas. Othman also be-
came Petraeus’s envoy to emissaries from Moqtada al-Sadr, the firebrand Shiite

cleric who has been a big winner in post-Saddam Iraq. Could Sadr’s people be



144 THE GAMBLE

brought into a working relationship with the Americans? He also was sent fre-
quently to talk to senior members of the Iragi government.

At age nineteen he transferred to Hesston College, a Mennonite institution
in Kansas, and later became an American citizen. On 9/11, he was a taxi driver
in New York City. He found the day’s terrorist attacks devastating in three ways.
“As an American, I was attacked. As a New Yorker, I was violated. As an Arab
American, I was humiliated.” He felt he had to do something, and signed up to
be a civilian interpreter for the U.S. military in the Mideast.

Two years later he wound up as Petraeus’s interpreter in Irag, used for the
most crucial and sensitive meetings, not just for the general but for other senior
Americans. In January 2007, he interpreted as Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi
and Representative John Murtha chewed out Prime Minister Maliki. “The meet-
ings were very tough,” Othman said, banging his fist on the table to illustrate the
tone. He recalled that Pelosi told the Iraqi leader, “You have made a lot of prom-
ises, but nothing was delivered.”

After Pelosi and Murtha left the room, Othman recalled, Maliki, his face
pale, turned to Othman and said, “Now I understand what President Bush is
going through.”

He had first met Petraeus at the end of the invasion of Iraq in April 2003, as
the general was coming out of a men’s room at the Mosul airport. Othman, not
seeing any insignia, assumed that the small, thin, smiling man in a plain brown
T-shirt was like him, a civilian. Petraeus is always searching for new insights,
especially from people with different perspectives. They began to talk about Iraq.
Othman soon found himself assigned to be Petraeus’s interpreter. He also came
to admire this unusual general. One day he and Petraeus were in Mosul and
encountered a man and a woman carrying a baby, with a daughter walking
alongside. They looked hungry. Petraeus took out $3 in cash. The woman hesi-
tated, and Othman urged her, “Take it—for the children.” A week later the woman
saw Othman again and approached him to say, “We ate meat for the first time in
two years.”

Petraeus and Othman stayed in touch while the general was at Leavenworth
developing the counterinsurgency manual. After Petraeus was picked to be the
top commander in Iraq, he asked Othman to work with him again. A member
of Casey’s staff called Mansoor, Petraeus’s executive officer, to try to block the
move. “We recommend highly you don’t take him,” the Casey man said. Asked

about this in an interview, Othman said there had been some bad blood between
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him and the staffer. Mansoor, knowing how close Othman was to Petraeus, po-
litely thanked them for their interest. In 2007-8, Othman’s most important task
was to be Petraeus’s personal liaison with the Iragi government. “We use Sadi a
great deal,” Petraeus said, “to talk to the prime minister, the minister of finance,
to talk to a number of different ministers with whom he has very close personal
relationships at this point.” There was one major difference beween the two men:
Petraeus was no schmoozer while Othman reveled in the endless hours of chat-
ting with Iraqi officials. “When we talk to Sadi Othman and General Petraeus,
we are talking to twins,” said Rafi al-Assawi, a Sunni who became a deputy prime

minister in 2008. “Talking to one, the message would always get to the other.”

EMMA SKY

As close at Othman was to Petraeus, Emma Sky grew even closer to Odierno,
becoming a kind of physical shadow to him. The birdlike British woman made
a dramatic contrast to the hulking American general, both physically and intel-
lectually. “People always thought we were funny, this huge man and this tiny
British woman who went everywhere with him,” she recalled.

It was a sign of how much Odierno had changed that he sensed he needed
someone like Sky to second-guess him in Iraq. He had seen her in action in Iraq
in 2003—4, when he was commanding the 4th Infantry Division, and she was
advising the Americans on Kurdish issues in the north. Odierno asked her to
come back to Iraq to be his political adviser, but she resisted. She had opposed
the war, and she didn’t have a lot of time for armies, especially the American one.
“From my perspective, the military were the bad guys,” she said one still, oven-
hot summer evening, sitting on the balcony of a palace and gazing out over the
darkness of one of Saddam’s shallow artificial lakes. “I was about human security,
not state security.” A specialist in third world economics who speaks Arabic and
Hebrew, she found the military approach jarring. “I come from a world where it
is, first, do no harm. When you work in development, you are very conscious of
that.” By contrast, she said, “The military comes in like a great crashing beast.”
(One well-connected U.S. Army officer said he believes that Sky works for British
intelligence. Upon being asked about this, she laughed.)

She surprised herself by taking the job. “Odierno, by bringing me in, has
probably brought in the most opposite person he could find.” She did it because
she thought it was time to get the United States out of Iraq and wanted to see it
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happen in the least damaging way possible. “Can we exit with some dignity? Can
we have relations with Iraq for a generation to come? All this is still to be decided.
There is still a lot we can get from this.”

Aware of the reputation Odierno carried from his time in command of the
4th Infantry Division, she agreed to join his staff on one condition, that if she
ever witnessed him condoning a human rights violation, she would report him
to the Hague—where the International Criminal Court prosecutes war crimes.
Odierno agreed, probably a bit amused. She only learned later that the United
States isn’t a signatory to the statute creating the court, which it maintains doesn’t
have jurisdiction over U.S. soldiers or other U.S. citizens.

To her surprise, she would become one of Odierno’s biggest fans. “He is the
only person I would come back to Iraq for,” she maintained. “I'd follow him to the
end of the world. Usually when you work closely with people, you see the warts
and all, and your opinion goes down. My opinion of him has gone way up.”

She may have been soft on Odierno, but she retained her sharpness about
the rest of the world. Asked in an interview early in 2007 about Iraqi politics, she
interrupted to redefine the question. “It’s not a government, it’s a failing state.”

She still could blow the whistle on the U.S. military, but now she did so from
inside the tent. In the spring of 2007, she was in a “battle update assessment” as
an officer showed gun camera footage of an attack helicopter surprising insur-
gents emplacing a bomb and blowing them to bits. This was red meat for officers
who had spent years being attacked by anonymous roadside bombers. “They all
loved it,” she recalled, so much so that the officers at the briefing began talking
about taking the declassification steps necessary to release the imagery to the
media. “We should get this out, get it on TV,” they commented.

Sky was shocked. “These are American versions of jihadi videos,” she in-
terrupted angrily, knowing they would be taken aback by the comparison to
decapitation photographs and videos posted on the Internet. “Is this the image
you want to present to the world? This is America killing people. Yes, it has to
happen. But let’s not glorify it.” Furious, she stood up and strode out of the
conference room.

After she left, Odierno discussed her comments with his corps sergeant
major, the highest-ranking enlisted man for tens of thousands of troops. Half an
hour later, the sergeant major walked into her office. “Ma’am, you're right,” he
said, and then hugged her.

Yet the two still had their differences. At one point in 2007, Odierno called



IF YOU’RE SO SMART . . . 147

Sky into his office and told her she was being overly pessimistic. “I need you on
this!” he said, half arguing and half imploring.

“I never liked the idea of this war anyway,” Sky muttered.

At another point, she recalled, she was so tense and frustrated by one issue—
she said she couldn’t remember what it was—that she decided to quit. Like Odi-
erno, but unlike Petraeus, she tended to show emotion and then get over it. She
stayed.

Once, when Petraeus pointed out in a meeting to Odierno that Sky, Odier-
no’s political adviser, made a certain argument, Odierno responded, “She’s not
my adviser, she’s my insurgent.”

To her astonishment, in the course of 2007 she would also become an ad-
mirer of the U.S. military. “I love them,” she said. She added provocatively that
she thinks the military is better than the country it protects. “That’s the way I feel
about it—America doesn’t deserve its military.”

The willingness of American commanders to ask for her advice consistently
surprised her. “The Brits came in with more experience in this sort of operation,
but over the years I think the American Army has learned a lot more. I mean,
there’s no way the British army would ask someone like me to come along.” She
also came to appreciate the meritocracy of American culture: “What I found with
the Americans is they always gave me a place at the table. Once there, it was up
to me to prove myself. With the British military, it’s always a fight to get a seat at

the table—I'm female, I'm not military, 'm a tree-hugger.”

TIME WAITS FOR NO ONE

Looming over this new American team and its revamped approach was the
nagging question: Was it simply too late? “The one resource that Petraeus needs,
and lacks, is time,” Col. Holshek, the civil affairs veteran of Iraq, said as the surge
began in the spring of 2007.

Fastabend agreed. “The first thing you need,” he told Petraeus, “is more time
on the clock.” And he would get that, Fastabend continued, only if when he went
before Congress later that year he was able to show clearly understandable suc-
cesses, like sharply lower violence in some parts of the country. “It can’t bea 1.5
percent improvement in ministerial capacity and blah blah blah.” In another
Army connection, Fastabend years earlier had served as Jack Keane’s executive

officer.
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There were many expert observers who thought the U.S. effort already was
out of time. After all, this argument went, the American people had voted against
the war in November 2006, and the task now was to wind it up. “It’s too late to
make a difference in Iraq,” said Bruce Hoffman, a Georgetown University expert
on terrorism who had advised the U.S. government on the war effort.

Petraeus recognized the pressing need for more time. “The Washington
clock is moving more rapidly than the Baghdad clock,” he said. “So we’re
obviously trying to speed up the Baghdad clock a bit and to produce some
progress on the ground that can, perhaps . . . put a little more time on the Wash-
ington clock” But many of Petraeus’s critics didn’t seem to recognize what he
needed that time for: not to bring the war to a close, which everyone involved
thought would take years, but simply to show enough genuine progress that the
American people would be willing to stick with it. That would be the real war
goal for 2007.



6.

GAMBLING ON
A “SHITTY HAND”

(Spring and Summer 2007)

w e were dealt a really shitty hand, but we’ve played it to the best of our
ability,” Col. Peter Mansoor said as he looked back to the troubled begin-
ning of 2007.

They had deplaned into a small civil war, and the streets of Baghdad seemed
to grow bloodier by the day. On January 16, two bombs were detonated during
the after-school rush at a Baghdad university, killing at least 60 people. Six days
later, two more bombs devastated a street bazaar, killing at least 79 more. On
January 30, 60 Shiites were killed in multiple attacks across central Iraq. “We had
U.S. Air Force F-16s engaging the enemy on Haifa Street, twelve hundred meters
from the embassy,” recalled Kilcullen.

It is easy to forget now, after it has become conventional wisdom that the
surge worked, at least tactically, how audacious a venture it was. Almost all mil-
itary experts agreed with the Joint Chiefs of Staff that the U.S. troop presence
was an irritant, so more troops likely would only worsen the situation. The liberal
position was to withdraw as soon as possible. Hawkish centrists advocated get-
ting smaller and staying longer. Escalation of the sort that was chosen was a
radical position advocated by a small minority. At best, it was unclear what a

relatively small number of additional troops might do. At worst, many thought,
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it simply was reinforcing failure—a cardinal sin in military operations. The con-
sensus seemed to be that at best it probably was just delaying a horrific civil war
that unfortunately seemed inevitable.

But all that pessimism had one positive side effect, because it created the
conditions for strategic surprise—which as Clausewitz, the great Prussian phi-
losopher of war, observes, is the most important and effective kind of surprise.
After four years in Iraq, no one seemed to expect the Americans to develop a way
to operate differently and more effectively.

The shift was all the more unexpected because it came as President Bush was
politically cornered. Usually, “sustained strategic boldness ... requires a solid
foundation of popular support,” Oxford historian Piers Mackesy observed in The
War for America, his classic study of how the British managed to lose the Amer-
ican Revolutionary War in 1781 after appearing to have won it just a year earlier.
But in agreeing to a troop escalation, Bush was operating from a position of
extraordinary political weakness. Not only was he deeply unpopular, he had re-
versed course at a time when it seemed that stubborn persistence was his sole
virtue as a leader: After years of saying he would heed the advice of his military,
Bush had split with the overwhelming view of his top military leaders, from the
Pentagon to Central Command to the top general in Iraq.

What probably saved Bush was his political opposition—a splintered and
confused Democratic Party. The Democrats were close to paralyzed by the Iraq
war, wanting to gratify their supporters by questioning it but not wanting to be
responsible for the outcome. The major weapon available to them was to cut off
funding for the war—but to do that would make them appear antimilitary, which
would carry a political price they were not willing to pay. Put bluntly, they wanted
to appear to be doing something about it without really doing anything. So, while
the House of Representatives voted 246 to 182 in February 2007 to oppose the
surge, it wasn’t prepared to follow up that nonbinding resolution with action.
This empty-handed approach would prove to be a huge political advantage to
Bush, enabling him to launch and continue the counteroffensive.

PETRAEUS AMID THE PESSIMISTS

In news photographs, they are the people on the side, escorting a top official
or leaning in to interpret during the photo shoot. In one such image that ran on
the front page of the New York Times, two Petraeus aides, Col. Mike Bell and Sadi
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Othman, flank the Iraqi prime minister and the American secretary of state.
These were the people who studied operations, wrote critiques, and drafted pa-
pers, the plumbers and mechanics of policy. As 2007 began, few of them believed
the surge would succeed. “When I first got here in January,” said Emma Sky, her
“sense was, the war was lost, how do we get out?” Nor, with her pacificistic ten-
dencies, was she attracted to the new American strategy. “At the beginning of the
surge, I felt violence begets violence. I felt sick. I felt horrible.”

Kilcullen calculated that Petraeus would achieve his goals on security but
not on politics. He went on to bet that he could summarize the situation in just
ten words and did: “My bottom line: good team, right strategy, possibly too late.”
He even had drawn up a paper to give to Petraeus if the situation fell apart. First,
he advised, you will need to recognize that you have reached a decision point.
Second, act on that recognition in a timely fashion. Third, “credibly communi-
cate” your assessment to the president and other Washington decision makers.

Nor did Capt. Liz McNally, the eager young Rhodes Scholar who was draft-
ing Petraeus’s speeches, think they were on the path to success in Iraq: “Even
given the perfect amount of resources, I don’t know if what we’re trying to do is
possible,” she confessed one day in the spring.

Hearing that Petraeus might be given command in Iraq, Sadi Othman
prayed that he wouldn’t take it, “because the situation was very bad, and because
I care about my friend Dave Petraeus.” The stakes were huge, Othman believed,
and the odds against success nearly overwhelming. “Let me put it this way, it is
very hard to be very optimistic,” he said one day in May 2007, as the casualties
continued to rise. “Having said that, I strangely believe it is doable. If, God forbid,
Iraq falls apart, I think it will impact the entire region in an unbelievable way. If
the problems aren’t solved, I believe the consequence is the whole region up in
flames.” It was a chilling thought. He folded his hands in his lap.

One day early in 2007, Col. Bill Rapp, Petraeus’s closest adviser, was in his
office watching CNN’s Michael Ware, a reporter he respected, discuss the state
of the war. The correspondent gloomily said to his colleague Anderson Cooper
that “it just doesn’t seem that there’s any road forward that does not involve the
spilling of so much innocent blood or the abandonment of so many of the prin-
ciples that we of the West hold dear.”

Col. Rapp, who was already worried, “trying to figure if we needed to get out
of Dodge,” was so struck by the comment that he wrote it down. Then he picked

up a marker and copied it onto the big erasable white board he used with his
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subordinates to brainstorm. “I wrote it down as a challenge to myself and the
CIG [commander’s initiatives group] to help the CG [commanding general] find
an alternative. Those days were fairly bleak.”

Their job as the brains behind Petraeus, he instructed them, was “to prove
Mick Ware wrong.” Rapp’s deputy, Charlie Miller, arriving in Iraq in Febru-
ary 2007, estimated the chances of success at 10 to 15 percent. By May he con-
sidered himself a relative optimist and raised his guess to 35 to 40 percent. It was
better but still far from a safe bet.

Soon after he arrived in Iraq, Lt. Col. James Crider, commander of a cavalry
squadron deploying in Baghdad, was pleasantly surprised to run into Col. Man-
soor, whom he had known and admired for years.

“Hey, sir, 'm pretty optimistic, I think it’s gonna work,” Crider said.

“I'm not,” Mansoor replied, gray-haired and expressionless behind his
glasses. “I'm not sure it’s gonna work. In fact, the odds are against it.”

It was a sobering, even frightening exchange for Crider, who had orders to
take his unit into one of Baghdad’s toughest neighborhoods. He thought to him-
self, “This is a guy I know, and he’s General Petraeus’s executive officer, and he’s
not sure it’s gonna work?”

One of the few relative optimists around Petraeus was a senior intelligence
official who would be interviewed only on the condition that he not be identified
by name. “I thought we had a real chance of making it work,” he remembered.
At the American military headquarters in Iraq, he said, “A lot of people were
thinking ten percent, fifteen percent.” He was at 40 percent, he said.

Despite the odds, they were going to try, especially because they didn’t see a
lot of good alternatives. Just because the odds were bad didn’t mean there was a
better choice available. There was in this period a sense of being dutiful: They
had to cast a cold eye on the blunders of their predecessors while trying to be
positive about their own chances. They had to risk their lives and see comrades
bleed and die, all the while believing it was likely their efforts would fall short.
Mixed with that ambivalence was a determination to at least try, to give it one
more shot and at least salvage as much as possible.

Even the principals harbored profound doubts. “I didn’t know,” said Ambas-
sador Crocker. “I thought it could work. If I had thought it absolutely would not I
would be insane to come out here . . . I will not be one of those who said I saw this
all along. I thought probably it was a long shot, given the levels of violence that had
prevailed and the damage they had done to the political and social fabric.”
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Odierno also harbored doubts but was at the optimistic end of the scale. “I
thought about seventy-thirty, it would work,” he said, looking back. He didn’t
think five brigades were enough, but figured that by adding in a Marine battal-
ion, an aviation unit, and various Special Operations units, he could get close to
what he needed.

Petraeus, the apotheosis of “can-do”-ism, may have been alone in holding
that the new mission was entirely plausible. “I didn’t consider it a Hail Mary
pass,” he insisted one day that spring. He saw a series of tasks that needed to be
performed, and thought they could be done with some additional troops, some
reasonable improvement in the quality of Iraqgi forces, and some application of
the theory of counterinsurgency. At the ceremony at which he took command,
he gave a short talk in which he assured his audience, “this mission is doable.”
But a year later he would concede that part of the role of a commander is to stay

publicly optimistic.

“THE MESOPOTAMIAN STAMPEDE”

Petraeus’s chosen image of his task was a Frederic Remington oil painting
called The Stampede, a 1908 work that depicts a nineteenth-century cowboy rid-
ing for his life as a herd of cattle panics under a breaking thunderstorm. The
cowboy’s own pony is wild-eyed with fear, all four hooves clawing in the air. Next
to the cowboy, cattle with their heads and horns down are driving as hard as they
can away from the storm, which already is beginning to douse them with sheets
of rain. The sky behind the cowboy and the herd is blackening. One long white
streak of lightning is striking near another cowboy and cows in the misty dis-
tance, which is murky, a green and black haze of rain and storm. Everything
about the painting conveys the threat of chaotic danger. If the cowboy’s pony
trips, or throws him to the stony ground, the unfortunate man will be ripped by
the horns of the charging cows or pulped by their heavy hooves.

Petraeus included a copy of the Remington painting in a briefing on “The
Mesopotamian Stampede” he would give to members of Congress and other
visiting Americans. It is “a metaphor really of the need to be comfortable with
slightly chaotic circumstances,” Petraeus explained, seeming a bit uneasy, perhaps
because of the role the image assigns [raqis. “A stampede is not always orderly. In
that particular painting the ground is rugged, the wind is howling, it’s raining cats

and dogs, there’s lightning—and you can use the lightning as a metaphor, it could
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be an IED, it could be a tasker from higher headquarters, it could be some sort of
political challenge in Irag, who knows what it might be. And the concept of out-
riders and trail bosses—again the concept of the challenges on the trail, the idea
that some issue, some cattle, some tasks, will actually get out ahead of us. They
will move on their own and that’s fine. We will catch up with them. But some will
also fall behind and we will have to go back and round those up. That some
cattle are killed along the way. There’s bad guys out there, rustlers who are trying
to kill us and to kill those in the cattle drive. And you can use the cattle to repre-
sent any number of different items, from the ISF—the herd is growing, they are
getting stronger. There are Iraqi trail bosses out there with us, and we are gradu-
ally handing off more of the responsibility for the cattle drive to them.”

He also used the painting to convey to his subordinates his notion of com-
mand. “I don’t need to be hierarchical,” he explained. “I want to flatten organiza-
tions. 'm comfortable with a slightly chaotic environment. I know that it’s okay
if some of you get out ahead of us. Some of the cattle will get out ahead and we
will catch up with them. And some will fall behind and we will circle back and
we won’t leave them behind.” He didn’t show the image to Iraqgis, he said. It was
more useful with Americans. “We’re just trying to get the cattle to Cheyenne.”

Lt. Col. Nielsen, one of his aides, added that, in her view, the image is also
about the limitations of high command. “A lot of it is about intent, about setting
parameters, and an incredible decentralization, “ she said. The message, she said,
is, “I can’t tell you exactly what to do,” because Iraq simply was too chaotic.

Petraeus adopted a posture of much lowered expectations, and as was his
wont, set the tone for his entire command. One of his most striking characteris-
tics is his ability to discern and evaluate the reality of events. That isn’t as easy as
it sounds, and it is especially difficult to pick out reality through the fog of war.
The first and foremost task of a commander is to understand, with a steady head,
the nature of the conflict in which he is engaged. In order to achieve that under-
standing a commander can be neither overly optimistic nor pessimistic, and
especially, not subject to McClellanesque mood swings, seeing every minor vic-
tory as a triumph and every partial setback as disaster.

Even more important, Petraeus injected a new spirit into senior command-
ers. At his first meeting with his division and brigade commanders and senior
staff members, in February, he sought to convince them they could succeed. “I

was amazed with what Petraeus did,” recalled Keane, who attended the meeting.
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“He took over a command with a sense of futility and hopelessness about it and
almost overnight he changed the attitude and he brought them hope and a sense
that we can do this, we can succeed at this.”

Crocker brought a far different self-image to his partnership with Petraeus.
In keeping with the morose outlook that led President Bush to dub him “Mr.
Sunshine,” he joked once that he saw the general and himself as resembling the
lead characters in a movie about two convicts on the run from a chain gang,
“shackled” together and so forced to cooperate. He seemed to be referring to The
Defiant Ones, a 1958 film starring Tony Curtis and Sidney Poitier.

Both Crocker and Petraeus had served in Iraq before but didn’t know each
other until early 2007, when both arrived for their current tours. Crocker’s
thought after their initial meeting then was, “I had just gotten very very lucky,
given his ability, his drive, his experience, and his intellect.”

At the embassy, Crocker began to oversee and revive a staff that Keane found
lethargic. “The whole attitude of the place changed” after Crocker arrived, Keane
said. “They had passion. They were taking personal risks. They were connecting

with Iraqi officials.”

SMALLER GOALS...

One of Emma Sky’s fears in returning to Iraq was that she would be sub-
jected to endless rounds of happy talk at top American headquarters, as she had
on her previous tour in Iraqg, when she worked in the northeast. “They say ‘Camp
Victory’ without any sense of irony,” she noted archly.

Instead she was surprised to walk into a marathon conversation among top
commanders and advisers about how to lower the goals of the mission. In the
course of several weeks early in 2007, she said, “We redefined success in a much
more modest way as ‘sustainable stability”” This was key: The grandiose goals of
the past three years, of turning Iraq into a beacon of democracy that would
transform the Middle East, or even of turning Iraq into a dependable ally of the
United States, were quietly put on hold. Bush administration rhetoric didn’t al-
ways reflect this shift. But on the ground in Iraq, the new goal was simply getting
to a more or less peaceful Iraq that didn’t explode into a regional war or implode
into a civil war.

As Odierno, Sky, and others talked into the night, hours at a time, three or
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four nights a week, they focused on the way that parts of the Baghdad govern-
ment exercised power to further sectarian agendas, undermining the legitimacy
of the entire enterprise. “It is a failed state with ungoverned spaces in which the
government is part of the problem,” Sky summarized as their conclusion. In
particular, they would target Shiite militiamen employed by the Ministry of
Health, who among other things were killing Sunnis who sought medical care.

They also decided that they needed to reposition the U.S. government. In
February, Odierno would tell his subordinate commanders to conduct “balanced
operations targeting groups on both sides of the sectarian divide.” That is, rather
than act as an ally of one side, the Shiites, they would recast the American role
in Iraq as an arbiter between groups.

As part of that move, Odierno ordered the abandonment of the term “AIE”
for “anti-Iraqi forces,” an Orwellian designation that U.S. officials had given to
insurgent groups, as if Americans could decide who was a real Iraqi. They also
would carefully release certain leaders of insurgent groups to see if they might
begin to cooperate. The message to them would be that the U.S. government
recognizes their concerns, which are legitimate, and will work with you, as long
as you don’t use violence against us. Finally, they decided that the key indicator
of progress in security was Iraqi civilian casualties, not those inflicted on the
American and Iraqi militaries.

Odierno also discussed with Keane what do to about Sadr City, the Bronx-
sized slum in eastern Baghdad dominated by Moqtada al-Sadr. Keane and he
concluded that “we should avoid Sadr City,” and try to deal with it later politi-
cally, instead of engaging in another round of block-to-block fighting in a huge
neighborhood of hostile Iraqis.

They also decided that there was a hole or a gap in the middle of Iraqi soci-
ety. The people had needs, especially for security, but the Iraqi government
couldn’t provide it, so that opening was being filled by militias. “We need to step
into that gap,” Odierno ordered. The way to do that, he said to his advisers, was
“to get back out into Baghdad—1I want to get my people out there.” In effect, they
had reversed the American policy of the previous three years.

In April 2007, Maj. Gen. Fastabend, Petraeus’s strategic adviser, composed a
twenty-page essay, “How All This Ends”"—that is, the answer to the question
Petraeus had posed four years earlier—that captured the revamped approach:
The United States, he wrote, needed “to settle for far less than the vision that
drove it to Baghdad.”
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... AND BIGGER RISKS

The other shoe, Fastabend continued, was to take far bigger risks. He subti-
tled his essay “It’s Fourth and Long, Go Deep.” In the essay, which isn’t classified
but has been held so closely that its existence hasn’t previously been disclosed, he
employed the literary device of having Petraeus look back from the future—
2009—to recount how he had turned around the situation in Iraq. Never one to
waste a moment of his time, Petraeus kept a copy of Fastabend’s essay next to the
toilet in his private bathroom, taking it out occasionally to refresh his thinking.

It can end well, Fastabend explained, if the U.S. government would take
more risks. But to take risks, we have to think seriously, he continued. Few anti-
war critics were as scathing of the conduct of the Iraq war as are members of
Petraeus’s staff, such as Fastabend, his chief of strategy. “As a sole superpower, we
thought we didn’t have to make hard choices. We thought we could just come
here, without thinking about the opportunity costs. When you just write condi-
tions, and never have to say who does what by when—then you don’t make
choices and decisions. All you get is conditions: Close the border, end corruption,
change the culture”

It was time, he told Petraeus, “to take some risk—not the ones youre com-
fortable with, but gut-wrenching, hold-your-balls risks.”

He recommended six major departures:

* Get rid of extremists by working with them. We had been fighting
them for four years, he said, “whacking and stacking them”—but with
little to show for all that blood, sweat, and tears. Maybe, he suggested,
it was time to replicate the example of Ramadi and cut some deals with
tribal leaders and other insurgent organizations. Tell them they aren’t
militias, they are neighborhood watches. Parole insurgents to them.
“Commanders will object—‘catch and release. There will be letters
from mothers and fathers—‘They killed Americans. You'll have to take
some heat. Make a choice!” Fastabend even called for large-scale de-
tainee releases, which would be considered but eventually was shelved.
“Petraeus was comfortable with it, but division commanders weren’t,”
Col. Rapp explained. Petraeus agreed to drop the idea because of their
concern that it would damage troop morale. But he would go on to

implement the idea of local cease-fires with former insurgents.
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Another major risk Fastabend recommended taking was alienating
our own allies, the Shiite-dominated central government. Push Mal-
iki hard. And don’t let him shut down the deals with former insur-
gents. Like Odierno, Petraeus was ready to go further there. In the
following months, American commanders would sign up tens of
thousands of former insurgents to become local militias, first called
Concerned Local Citizens and then later, Sons of Iraq.

Third was reaching out to Moqtada al-Sadr. Part of these negotiations
were even about whether to talk to each other. “They said, we want a
date for your exit,” recalled Kilcullen, who was briefed on the initial
exchange with Sadr’s representative.

“We can’t do that,” the Americans replied.

“Well, forget it then,” a Sadrist politician replied.

But the Americans were curious. “What date did you have
in mind?”

“Well, December 2012,” the Sadrist said. That brought private grins

to the Americans—promising to stay in Iraq until then was a position
that would have drawn protests from many in the U.S. Congress.
Fourth was beginning to emphasize reconciliation at the local level,
among Sunis and Shiites in towns and provinces, rather than a deal
among national leaders, which had hit a dead end. Petracus and
Crocker would go along with this.
Also, he argued, put the brakes on the transition to Iraq control, stop-
ping the cycle of rushing to failure. “Casey was all about transition,”
said Fastabend. “Petraeus has slowed it down.” One risk that sur-
prised Fastabend was how dangerous it was to deal with the Iraqi
government. While scheduling appointments, Americans had to
worry about whether the government official who was being met
would tip off the insurgents to set up an ambush.

Fastabend was even more bothered by how the government had
reacted a few weeks earlier to the suicide bombing of the Iraqi parlia-
ment, an incident that killed eight in the worst breach of security the
Green Zone had ever suffered. One Iraqi official told him, “We’ll show
them, we’ll meet tomorrow.”

“Well, I was just over there, and it needs to be cleaned up,” Fas-

tabend responded.
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“Oh yeah, it will be,” anotehr Iraqi promised.

He went back the Council of Representatives building the next
morning just to check. It was still a bloody mess. “The motherfucker’s
legs were still on the floor, and parts of him were all over the walls,”

he recalled. He called one of the Iragis: “You think you’re going to
walk the press through here in twenty minutes?”

+ Finally, Fastabend was mulling something that was politically explo-
sive back home. “I think you announce a withdrawal schedule.” Moqg-
tada al-Sadr couldn’t live with a big U.S. force in Iraq, which he
deemed an occupation. But maybe, Fastabend calculated, he’d want
a small presence, of 5 brigades, or perhaps 35,000 troops, just to keep
him safe from the Sunnis. “Some people say he wouldn’t accept it. I
say, ‘Take a risk.”” He explained: “So we say to him, we’ll give you a
timetable. Maybe come down to twelve {brigade combat teams] by

the end of 2008, and five by a year later.”

His bottom line: “If this is the decisive struggle of our time—be decisive.”
Fastabend didn’t think he was asking too much. “Considering that the alternative
is getting chased out of here, it doesn’t seem that audacious to me.”

There are two kinds of plans, he explained—those that fail and those
that just might work. “If we fail, we are getting ready for a pretty major civil
war, leading to a regional war. If things work, we are in an accommoda-
tion phase” that might lead to a preserved Iraq. So, he said, play according to the
stakes.

Fastabend was correctly pointing to a major flaw in the American approach
in the war from 2003 to 2006. For years, U.S. commanders had tended to seek
strategic gains—that is, winning the war—without taking tactical risks. They
ventured little and so gained less. By making the protection of their own troops
a top priority, and by having them live mainly on big bases and only patrol
neighborhoods once or twice a day or night, they had wasted precious time and
ceded vital terrain to the enemy. Also, their priorities undercut any thought of
making the protection of Iraqi civilians their mission. That was literally seen as
someone else’s job—Iraq soldiers and police.

Capt. McNally, who studied the Fastabend’s essay, concluded that its core
message was “It’s put up or shut up time.” The way forward it recommended, she

explained, was, “Take risks. Otherwise, we just keep going along, and we lose six
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soldiers once a week when the Strykers [wheeled armored personnel carriers]
get blown up.”

One risk Fastabend didn’t mention in his essay was the internal one Petraeus
was taking on as he clashed with his immediate superior, Adm. William Fallon,
who had succeeded Abizaid as chief of the Central Command, the U.S. military
headquarters for Iraq and the rest of the Middle East. Petraeus was determined
to speak his mind, leading to what would amount to a running feud with Fallon,

his ostensible boss.

A FOUNDATION FOR STRATEGY

It is axiomatic that good tactics can’t fix a bad strategy, but that a good
strategy tends to fix bad tactics, because the inappropriateness of those indi-
vidual actions becomes self-evident when seen against the larger scheme. For
example, in a mission where the top priority explicitly is protecting the people,
there would be no excuse for an incident like Haditha.

The biggest single strategic change in Iraq in 2007, the one that preceded all
others and enabled them, may also have been the least noticed one: a new sobri-
ety in the mind-set of the U.S. military. It wasn’t just the Bush administration
that had taken years to face reality in Iraq. The military also was slow to learn.
McMaster’s successful campaign in Tall Afar in late 2005, for example, seemed
to be largely ignored by top commanders, or dismissed as irrelevant. Despite the
attention given to Tall Afar by the media, there seemed to be no concerted effort
in the Army to discern if the success there might be replicated elsewhere. By the
beginning of 2007, though, the U.S. military had been fighting in Iraq longer
than it fought in World War II. It had been flummoxed and humbled by its
struggle in the Land Between the Rivers, trying nearly everything in its toolbox
of conventional methods, and not finding much that promised a successful out-
come. Finally, it was ready to try something new.

It had to come a long way. In the feel-good days after the fall of the Berlin
Wall and before 9/11, and even for some time after, when the U.S. military was
the armed wing of “the sole superpower,” Pentagon officials liked to talk about
“rapid decisive operations.” That was a term for, as one 2003 study done at the
Army’s School of Advanced Military Studies put it, the devastating cumulative
effect of “dominant maneuver, precision engagement and information opera-

tions.” The technocentric notion behind it was that U.S. forces, taking advantage
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of advances in sensors, communications, computer technology, and long-range
weaponry and precision logistics, all areas in which it excelled, would fight so
quickly and adeptly that the enemy would never have a chance to catch up and
understand what was happening. Blinded, confused, and overwhelmed, the en-
emy’s will would break, U.S. forces would triumph, and everyone would live
happily ever after. “We need rapidly deployable, fully integrated joint forces ca-
pable of reaching distant theaters quickly and working with our air and sea forces
to strike adversaries swiftly, successfully, and with devastating effect,” Defense
Secretary Donald Rumsfeld said in January 2002. Thus, he continued, we would
possess “the option for one massive counteroffensive to occupy an aggressor’s
capital and replace the regime.”

One of the people in the audience that day was Gen. Tommy Franks, then
the chief of the U.S. Central Command, and 14 months later the commander of
U.S. forces invading Iraq. The “rapid decisive operations” approach culminated
in Franks’s plan for going into Iraq, in which he sought to substitute speed for
control. “Speed kills” became his mantra, repeated endlessly to his subordinates.
But as U.S. forces found after they raced from Kuwait into Baghdad, speed could
temporarily substitute for mass in military operations but wasn’t the same as
control. Once the Americans got to the capital, they stopped moving. Lacking
both mass and velocity, they soon lost control of the situation.

Col. McMaster would argue later that the very concept of rapid decisive op-
erations had hamstrung American commanders as they entered the country, be-
cause it had “artificially divorced war from its political, human, and psychological
dimensions. So, if flexibility hinges on a realistic estimate of the situation going
into a complex situation, we were behind at the outset.” It would only be after
American commanders and strategists began paying attention to the most basic
human elements—tribes, blood feuds, and fights over water, money, and
women—that they would begin to understand the war they were in, which
Clausewitz maintains is the first and most important task of the military leader.

“Our mindset was not to kill, it was to win,” recalled Lt. John Burns, who led
ascout platoon in Baghdad during the Petraeus counteroffensive. “We constantly
evaluated our situation and made certain we were fighting the war we had and
not necessarily the one we wanted.”

But that sort of seasoned understanding would come only after four years
of struggle that more often was counterproductive than not. As the war for Iraq

began in earnest in the summer and fall of 2003, U.S. commanders, surprised by
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the intensity and duration of the resistance to their presence, emphasized captur-
ing and killing their enemies. But every time they captured key leaders, more
seemed to spring up. By 2007 the military had realized that this approach was
not leading toward success. “I think if the last four years in Iraq show anything,
it’s that you can’t get by on brute force alone, and our generals should understand
that by now,” Col. Mansoor, Petraeus’s executive officer, said one day in Baghdad
late in 2007.

Under Petraeus, many did indeed get it. “You can’t kill your way out of
this kind of war,” said Lt. Gen. James Dubik, in a comment that many repeated
that year.

In remaking itself in the 1970s and ’80s as a blitzkrieg force, the Army may
have repeated the mistakes of the German army of World War II, observed An-
drew Krepinevich, the defense intellectual who wrote the seminal work on the
Army’s failure in Vietnam. “In World War II, the Germans were very good tacti-
cally, but they were terrible at the strategic level,” he said. Thus the rebuilding of
the Army during the 16 years from the fall of Saigon to the beginning of the 1991
Gulf War, rather than being new and innovative, may actually have signaled the
end of an era. As retired Army Col. Bob Killebrew, a thoughtful strategic thinker,
put it, “We may well look back on the *90s as the final spasm of blitzkrieg.” That
observation casts a new light on the two “thunder run” tank charges that the
Army used to penetrate Baghdad during the invasion: They may have been not
the harbinger of a new, more agile Army, but rather a last blaze of glory for the
heavy conventional force, a miniature version of its glory days of 1944—45 in
Europe and 1991 in Kuwait.

After four years of failure in Iraq, the U.S. military began to find
effectiveness—at least tactically—as its leaders finally became resigned to the
reality that the way to success was conducting slow, ambiguous operations
that were built not around technology but around human interactions. “Be
deliberate,” Odierno would order his subordinates. Show “tactical patience,” ad-
vised a brigade commander. It became common to hear American commanders
counsel their frustrated soldiers to take it “Shwia, shwia”—Arabic for “slowly,
slowly” As the new counterinsurgency manual said, they needed to be prepared
to take years to succeed. The key to this mode of warfare was slowly seeking ac-
commodation, pulling the population over to one’s side, even if that sometimes
meant cutting deals with people who had killed American troops. As Emma Sky
said one day, “We are dealing with guys with blood on their hands.”
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Sky, who had advised the U.S. military for a year in 2003—4, saw the com-
manders as having an entirely new mind-set in 2007. “In ’03, the guys were
Christian crusaders seeking revenge for 9/11. Today they are advising Iraqis in a
way they couldn’t back then. They have completely transformed the way they
work with Iragis. It is a tremendous change. It’s not just the Sunnis or the Shiites
who have changed. We all have changed.”

The entire approach was distinctly alien to the rapid, decisive, mechanistic,
and sometimes Manichean mind-set that had been taught to a generation or two
of American commanders. It had nothing to do with technology and everything
to do with dealing with some of the oldest of human traits—eye-to-eye contact
and heeding the values and ways of tribes and their leaders. What was going on
in Iraq in 2007, as Kilcullen put it, was “a counterrevolution in military affairs,
led to a certain extent by David Petraeus.”

The pre-Iraq, triumphalist U.S. military also was fond of talking about “in-
formation dominance.” What this tended to mean in reality was amassing data
rather than understanding. For most of the time the U.S. military has been in
Iraq, it actually has tended to be information poor. As Warren Buffett, the wise
billionaire, once observed, if you’ve been playing poker for half an hour and you
don’t know who the patsy at the table is, then you're the patsy. Too often, U.S.
troops, cut off both linguistically and physically from the Iragi populace, operat-
ing in a harsh climate amid an alien culture, had been made patsies. This was not
their fault but that of their leaders who didn’t understand the task at hand of
conducting a counterinsurgency campaign.

Looking back, Maj. Mark Gillespie, a military adviser in Iraq, recalled that
in early 2006, he was “reaching terminal velocity and pulling my hair out and
trying to figure out why people just don’t get it. Well, it wasn’t them who weren’t
getting it, it was me who wasn’t getting it.”

American soldiers would really only start getting the requisite amount of
information after they moved out into the population in 2007. In retrospect, this
seems like common sense. After all, Clausewitz, often seen incorrectly as the most
conventional of war theorists, notes that the people are the greatest single source
of information available. “We refer not so much to the single outstandingly sig-
nificant report, but to the countless minor contacts brought about by the daily
activities of our army,” he explained.

The new humility of American commanders amounted to the starting point

for the new strategy. After trying it their way for years, they now were going to
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try it the Iragi way. So, for example, rather than try to build on their own indi-
vidualistic core values of freedom and “one-man, one-vote” democracy, they
began to rely on Iraq’s more communitarian values, which often revolve around
showing and receiving respect. “They felt disrespected, dispossessed, and dis-
gusted,” Petraeus said one day. “All they wanted was”—he began singing the
letters in the old Aretha Franklin hit—“R-E-S-P-E-C-T.” (Indeed, one of the new
Iraqi political parties that would form called itself “Dignity.”)

With humility came its twin, candor. “There’s a more open environment
now,” Capt. McNally said. “People used to maybe think [negative] things, but
they didn’t say them.”

This new sobriety was the intellectual context for the reduction in the goals
of the war. This is a controversial point, because that shrinkage has never really
been announced or even acknowledged. But it was put into practice every day as
a smaller, narrower set of aims. The goal was no longer the grandiose one that
somewhat murkily grew out of the 9/11 attacks and was meant to transform Iraq
and the Middle East—what the old Wolfowitzian Iraq hawks had called “draining
the swamp” in which terrorism grew. Instead, the quietly restated U.S. goal was
to achieve a modicum of stability, to keep Iraq together, and to prevent the war
from metastasizing into a regional bloodbath. That meant finding what one of-
ficial called “a tolerable level of violence” and learning to live with it.

“Not rhetorically, but in practice we have” limited the goals of the U.S. effort,
Mansoor said one day early in 2008. Trying out a phrase Petraeus would use
publicly four months later, he said, “We are willing to accept less than a Jefferso-
nian democracy. ... The rhetoric of our national leadership is still about free-
dom, but on the ground, there’s a realization there is going to have to be Iraqis
figuring this out.” (In April 2008, Petracus would tell the House Foreign Affairs
Committee: “In terms of what it is that we are trying to achieve, I think simply
it is a country that is at peace with itself and its neighbors. It is a country that
can defend itself, that has a government that is reasonably representative and
broadly responsive to its citizens, and a country that is involved in, engaged in,
again, the global economy. Ambassador Crocker and I, for what it’s worth, have
typically seen ourselves as minimalists. We’re not after the holy grail on Iraq;
we’re not after Jeffersonian democracy. We're after conditions that would allow
our soldiers to disengage.”) Petraeus began keeping an eagle eye on the presi-
dent’s speeches, using their weekly video teleconferences to convey caution

against inflating the rhetoric. He usually succeeded but not always.
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There was good reason for this quiet ratcheting down. As Steven Metz, an
astute strategic analyst, put it, encouraging democracy was at odds with the
larger goal of stability: “Our current strategy is based on the delusion that we can
have stable, or modulated democratization,” he said. “Few things are more de-
stabilizing and prone to chaos than democratization. I think we can have either
democratization or stabilization. The issue is whether we can tolerate several

decades of often-violent instability while democratization takes root.”

THE HARDEST STEP

The surge really began even before the first of the surge brigades arrived.
That may sound paradoxical but isn’t, because the surge was more about how to
use troops than it was about the number of them. The first new brigade wouldn’t
fully arrive until February, but as the bombings increased in January, the st
Cavalry Division, which already was in the country, escalated its efforts to protect
the population, seeking new ways to protect markets, neighborhoods, main
roads, and bridges, said Col. Tobin Green, the division’s chief of operations, and
a friend and former student of Eliot Cohen. “I believe that was a turning point,”
Green said, “a visible sign of commitment to protecting the Iraqi people.”

Moving American soldiers from big isolated bases and into new posts of 35
men (if platoon-sized) to around 100 (if manned by a company) located in va-
cant schoolhouses, factories, and apartment buildings in Baghdad’s neighbor-
hoods was the hardest step. Essentially, U.S. forces were sallying out to launch a
counteroffensive to retake the city.

Seeking to translate the strategy into operational and tactical sense, Odierno
was looking downward, monitoring the adjustments of subordinates from divi-
sion commanders to platoon leaders. “That’s especially difficult with units that
were already there,” recalled Keane, his mentor. “He was transitioning those
forces from a very defensive strategy to an offensive strategy” On top of that,
having only the minimum amount of troops that he and Keane thought he
needed, Odierno began to move them around in order to maximize their effec-
tiveness. “He took risks,” Keane said. “The easy thing would have been to put all
the surge brigades into the city.” Instead, following the “What would Saddam
do?” approach, Odierno put much of his combat power outside the capital. This
was the biggest difference between Odierno’s plan and the one Keane and Kagan

had pulled together at the American Enterprise Institute. Eventually, he would
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split his total available combat power evenly between the city and its surround-
ings, with six brigades in each.

In February, the 2nd Brigade of the 82nd Airborne Division, the first official
surge brigade, was sent into eastern Baghdad. Over the next several weeks, 19
new outposts were established across Baghdad. “Get out of your Humvees, get
out of your tanks, your Brads, and walk around,” Army Maj. Joseph Halloran, an
artillery officer, later summarized. “Stop commuting to war. . .. The concept of
a super FOB [forward operating base] is more damaging to the war effort than
any Abu Ghraib or Haditha incident could ever be.”

The first days were surprisingly violent, with an average of almost 180 at-
tacks a day on U.S. forces. “That was the battle of Baghdad,” Petraeus said look-
ing back 18 months later. “It was just very very difficult, very very hard.” During
February 2007, Baghdad suffered an average of more than one car bomb attack
a day. Between late January and late February, at least eight U.S. helicopters were
shot down.

In March, the second surge unit, the 4th Brigade of the 1st Infantry Division,
began operations in western Baghdad. One skeptical soldier from the Big Red
One told a reporter that he didn’t expect the new approach to work. “It’s getting
worse and worse,” he explained to the Washington Post’s Joshua Partlow. “They
don’t even respect us anymore. They spit at us, they throw rocks at us. It wasn’t
like that before.” In some Shiite neighborhoods, units were greeted by stacked
loudspeakers blaring the chants of the Jaysh al-Mahdi, Moqtada al-Sadr’s militia.
In Sunni neighborhoods that had been ethnically cleansed, patrolling soldiers
often found piles of executed bodies and vacant houses with blood smeared on
the walls.

This is how the operations officer for a battalion operating in southwest
Baghdad recalled that time to a researcher for the official Center for Army Les-

sons Learned:

When we first moved into the AO [area of operations], it was house-to-house
clearing, and fighting most of the way. It took months before we could drive
more than halfway north through the mulhullas without hitting multiple IEDs
and taking fire. It got so bad that we twice had to turn over part of our bat-
tlespace to Strykers [wheeled armored vehicles]. We focused on establishing a
foothold by clearing house by house and holding with a 24x7 presence. Then

we began establishing our HUMINT [human intelligence] sources, pulling out
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bad guys, and building relationships with the people. We also focused on split-
ting the insurgency. It was composed of two main groups. First were the local
mujahadin, who were truly concerned about protecting the neighborhood from
the Shiite Militias, particularly Jaysh al-Mahdi (JAM). They were generally actu-
ally concerned with the people. The second element was Al-Qaeda in Iraq
(AQI). The people were getting tired of all the violence in the neighborhoods,
of things blowing up and getting innocents killed. Every time something hap-
pened, we’d say “AQI did this too you. Why do you allow it?” When we lost

people, we'd stay restrained and not seek vengeance.

The first task was simply surviving. “Our first two weeks were tough,” Lt.
Jacob Carlisle, a platoon leader, later said. “We had to clear every day, and we got
hit every day.” Indeed, in June, he would be shot in the thigh and hit by shrapnel
in the face and arm.

Not all soldiers liked the shift into the population. “My platoon sergeant
came to Iraq with the idea that we were going to hide for fifteen months and all
come back alive,” recalled Lt. Schuyler Williamson of the 1st Cavalry Division.
“When I told him that we were not going to do that, he said I was going to get
my soldiers killed.” The balky sergeant eventually was reassigned, Williamson
added.

Lt. Col. Crider led his cavalry squadron into the Doura neighborhood in
southern Baghdad and lost three soldiers in one week. “We did not know who
was responsible for these attacks, and no one would tell us anything,” he recalled.
“Our partnered National Police unit was no help as the residents of Doura, our
predominantly Sunni neighborhood, hated them.” In fact, he remembered, the
locals referred to the police as “the militia.” Bringing them into the neighborhood
was seen as a hostile act.

“Doura was a meatgrinder,” recalled Command Sgt. Maj. Marvin Hill.

When Baker Company, a unit in the 2nd Infantry Division, moved into
there, it was greeted with “constant enemy small-arms fire, IED, RPG, and gre-
nade attacks, often surprisingly coordinated,” recalled Lt. Tim Gross, a platoon
leader. Baker began by spending three nights using shovels, screwdrivers, and tire
irons to remove 18 “deep-buried” bombs in its area. The soldiers lied to the locals
that they knew where all the bombs were because they had so many local sources
of information. “We don’t need any more information because we had hundreds

of people cooperating,” was the bluff, as Capt. Jim Keirsey, Baker’s commander,
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recalled it. In fact, they began with almost no information from the people of
the area, who had felt abused by Iraqi police operating in the area. Indeed, Baker
later would ban the most abusive of the police, the militia-infested National
Police, from entering the neighborhood.

Despite being attacked constantly, Baker Company, with roughly 125 men,
began conducting patrols around the clock. It tried to be precise in the use of
force. “Shooting the right guy teaches the enemy and population that evil
has consequences,” Keirsey wrote. “The corollary is that a poor shot—one that
hits an innocent person or leads to collateral damage—is worse than not shoot-
ing at all”

Gross, the platoon leader, called this mind-set “protect the innocent, punish
the deserving.” He said it especially impressed the locals when one of his pla-
toon’s patrols, while amid civilians, was ambushed. After a girl was hit, his pla-
toon sergeant picked her up and rushed her to medical care. “An informant
reported the incident as a large turning point towards winning the people of our
neighborhood,” Gross said.

There was a new savviness to the way American forces were operating. Baker
Company’s most effective tactic didn’t involve firepower but instead walking and
talking. Its soldiers conducted a thorough census that mapped the 3,500 house-
holds in its area of operations, photographing all male inhabitants and collecting
their grievances. Dubbed “Operation Close Encounters,” it was done slowly and
carefully, with some interviews lasting an hour. Keirsey ordered that the soldier
doing the talking should sit down, take off his helmet and sunglasses, accept any
drink offered, and speak respectfully. The other members of the patrol should
stay in uniform and quietly focus outward on security, rather than join the con-
versation. In this way, they learned about suspected bomb planters and about
Iraqi police abuses. As a result of ethnic cleansing, there were many empty houses.
Rather than let them be used by militias, the American troops padlocked their
doors and gates.

They also were told that while the area was controlled by insurgents, U.S.
funds had helped finance the enemy, because the insurgents got kickbacks from
contractors. “People are getting rich working with Americans in Iraq,” said Keir-
sey. “Make sure they are the right people.” It was an important lesson, but not
one that many American officials had heeded in earlier years.

Visiting Iraq, Keane saw not only Petraeus and Odierno but their division

and brigade commanders. He would push them. “How many of your platoons
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are outside the FOB and on the street twenty-four/seven?—that was always a
huge dimension for me. And some of those guys would be hedging—they would
have one-third of them out there. I said, ‘No guys, you would have to have
two-thirds, for sure. And if you could, get them all out there and be protecting
yourself back in the FOB using someone else,” such as support units or con-
tractors.

By May 2007, the 1st Cavalry Division, which was the core unit for Baghdad,
at any given point had 75 percent of combat forces off its headquarters post, said
Maj. Gen. Joseph Fil Jr., the division commander. The typical cycle for a unit was
five and a half days out, followed by one and a half back on post to rest, refit,
check e-mail, and clean up. Having troops live where the action was added enor-
mously to their effectiveness, not only in increased awareness but also simply in
response time. “You're not driving and hour and a half to do a ninety-minute
patrol,” Fil said.

The 1st Cav’s 1st Brigade, stationed north and northwest of Baghdad, set out
to eliminate al Qaeda’s safe havens and crack down on the networks sending car
bombs and roadside bombs into the capital. But at first it didn’t feel it had
enough troops for those tasks. “I was frustrated because the only thing we were
doing was terrain denial—we were so strung out securing the LOCs,” or lines of
communication, said Maj. Patrick Michaelis, the brigade’s S-3, or chief of op-
erations. With the troops he had, he explained, trying to keep major roads clear
of ambushes and bombs was “all we could do.” Dozens of soldiers were killed.
The unit didn’t begin to feel the effects of the surge until mid-May, after it was
given an additional battalion from another division, he recalled. Thus reinforced,
its operations against al Qaeda would become a model that Petraeus would cite,
as the brigade pushed into the areas where al Qaeda fighters and their allies had
found sanctuary. “We fought our way in,” he recalled. The enemy was ready, hav-
ing deeply buried bombs on the roads in the area. One had a full 1,200 feet of
copper wire leading to the trigger—far further than U.S. forces were trained to
look for the triggerman.

At almost every new outpost established, a series of fights and terrorist ac-
tions would ensue. Sentries found it difficult to stop truck and car bombs bar-
reling toward them with mere rifle fire, so were issued bazooka-like anti-tank
weapons. Frequently, al Qaeda would overreact to the new patrol bases, said Maj.
Luke Calhoun, the brigade’s intelligence officer: “They’d kidnap children, kill

women, threaten tribal leaders.” But that counteroffensive usually backfired, he
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said, because the population was driven into the arms of U.S. forces, who now
were available to them 24 hours a day in the new outposts.

One of the hardest hit areas was the town of Sab al-Bor, which had a popu-
lation of about 60,000. In August 2006, five months before the surge got under
way, al Qaeda had begun shelling the town, located on the northwest fringe of
greater Baghdad, with big 120-millimeter mortars, aiming at the primarily Shiite
northwest corner of the town. But that was the only major security problem with
the town, and U.S. forces were facing bigger issues elsewhere as the small civil
war grew. In late September 2006, the town was turned over to Iraqi police, “so
I could pull B Troop and the IA [Iraqi army] out of the town and move them to
other, hotter areas,” recalled Col. James Pasquarette, who commanded the U.S.
Army brigade based nearby. But on October 3, soon after that move, the mortar
attacks escalated. Shiites in the town retaliated by shooting up Sunni neighbor-
hoods. Thousands fled the town, including the Iragi police. Soon only about
5,000 inhabitants remained. The young male Shiites who were displaced became
willing recruits for Shiite militias, which intensified the cycle of violence.

The turnaround for the 1st Cav brigade, commanded by Col. Paul Funk,
began in 2007 after a Marine unit moved to the west side of the brigade’s sector,
cutting off al Qaeda’s roads south to Fallujah and north to Tamariyah, Samarra,
and Tikrit. Almost instantly the mortar shelling of Sab al-Bor ended. U.S. Army
engineers purposely weakened a major bridge so that pedestrians could cross but
not vehicles, and the car bombings stopped. By October 2007, Michaelis said, al
Qaeda seemed to make a strategic decision to retreat northward to Mosul.

The improvement in security provided multiple benefits. During that pe-
riod, more and more local militias came over to the American side. Turning over
checkpoints and outposts to them freed up the 1st Cav units for other missions.
Also, the locals began providing precise intelligence. “The info we were getting
from the CLCs [Concerned Local Citizens] was phenomenal,” recalled Michaelis.
If they said there were six bombs in a road, and American explosives experts only
detected five, the local fighters would insist that they had missed one—and
would be proven right. In October, representatives of local Sunni and Shiite
militias that had turned also met jointly with representatives of the Iraqi govern-
ment in what the 1st Cav labeled “The Northwest Baghdad Regional Security
Summit.” Michaelis remembers thinking that day, “That’s what ‘right’ looks like.”
Finally, elements of local governments began to surface. “We started seeing guys

pop up. T'm the water official for the district.” ‘Well, where the hell have you been
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for the last fifteen months?’ “There’s no way I was gonna stick my head up when
al Qaeda was gonna kill me.”

By the end of the unit’s tour that winter, in late 2007, Michaelis said, “We’d
start seeing video shops, Internet shops, cigar shops. These are not things you
buy when you are at the low end of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.” And the pop-
ulation of Sab al-Bor was back up to 21,000. The brigade’s transformative ex-
perience would be replicated in a dozen other areas in and around the capital

in 2007.

THE ENEMY COUNTERATTACK

But anyone still alive to fight the Americans in Iraq in 2007 had learned a
lot in the preceding years. In the spring and summer the American surge was met
with a counteroffensive involving new tactics and more lethal weapons. This was
arguably the toughest period of the war, as the Americans took their last and best
shot only to see casualties increase without many signs of security improving. At
the very least, it was the hardest part of Petraeus’s time in command in Iraq. At
the time he put a positive spin on it while speaking in public, calling himself a
“qualified optimist” But much later he would admit, “There were days that were
about the hardest that I have ever experienced.” The U.S. military had committed
its reserve. It was taking more risks and losing more people. As the war entered
its fifth year in March 2007, there were few signs that the gamble of the surge was
paying off, either tactically or strategically.

In north Baghdad, Company C of the 1st Battalion, 26th Infantry Regiment,
1st Infantry Division, spent most of its tour of duty—11 months out of 15—in
the heavily contested Sunni neighborhood of Adhamiyah. On May 14, 2007, a
bomb blew one of its Humvees into the air. “I never thought I was going to see
my buddies running around on fire,” said Staff Sgt. Octavio Nunez, one of two
soldiers who would receive the Silver Star for valor that day.

The bombs grew more powerful: In June a Bradley Fighting Vehicle in the
same company was hit by a huge explosion, flipping the 25-ton armored vehicle
and killing 5 soldiers. The bomb had been placed not far from an Iraqi army
checkpoint, a point not lost on the American soldiers. The gunner, Spec. Daniel
Agami, was pinned beneath the vehicle. His comrades could hear him scream as
he burned to death. Another member of the battalion, Pfc. Ross McGinnis, would
posthumously receive the Medal of Honor for jumping on a grenade that lodged
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inside a Humvee. All told, the battalion lost 31 men during its tour, nearly half
of them from Charlie Company.

Col. Galloucis, commander of the MPs in Baghdad, shook his head as he
remembered the violent spring of 2007. “We started seeing the introduction of
EFPs into Baghdad,” he said, referring to a particularly lethal kind of roadside
bomb, the “explosively formed penetrator,” that can lift off the ground heavy
vehicles such as the tanklike Bradley Fighting Vehicle. If the entire Iraq war was
characterized by roadside bombs, as the spirit of World War I was captured by
trench warfare and machine guns, then the spring of 2007 was the campaign of
the EFP. These armor-piercing bombs were only the size of a coffee can, and so
could be placed very quickly, unlike the big bombs that required much digging.
They were used almost exclusively by Shiite militias. The bombs were manufac-
tured in Iran, with the number radically increasing late in 2006, said U.S. offi-
cials. “They are harder to make than you think,” said one American bomb expert.
Designed to fire a spearlike slug of melting metal at extremely high speed, the
bombs didn’t work if milled imprecisely, which causes the metal to fragment
prematurely and so diminish in lethality.

Galloucis’s troops were also facing a sniper threat, and that “was having a
real psychological impact,” as well as a physical one, because some of the shoot-
ers were using armor-piercing rounds that would penetrate American body
armor. He remembered moments of despair—“You had a sense that things
weren’t working, that whatever we’'d do, they’d counter.”

Crider, the cavalry squadron commander in southern Baghdad, soon real-
ized that the time-honored tactic of simply cordoning off an area and searching
it not only antagonized the very people whose support they needed but also
turned up few signs of the enemy. “Insurgents have learned over five years not
to hide things in their homes,” he commented.

U.S. military intelligence officers began to see assaults on Americans—rather
than on Iraqis—as a positive sign. “If the attacks are against us, and not against
Iraqi Security Forces or the people, then we’re winning,” said one. It was small
consolation for those being shot at.

One day Kilcullen was riding with an Iragi battalion commander who was
about to move his unit into northwestern Baghdad for a 90-day tour. They were
driving behind the outgoing Iragi commander, whose Humvee blew up in front
of them, turning the old commander into a shimmering cloud of hot pink mist.

Kilcullen glanced over to look at the incoming Iraqi commander. “His eyes were



GAMBLING ON A ““SHITTY HAND?” 173

like dinner plates,” he recalled. A few days later, a message from the insurgents
arrived at the new commander’s headquarters, he said: “Sorry about last week.
But you know, it doesn’t have to be that way. You're only here for ninety days.
Can’t we live and let live?” The battalion commander’s reaction, Kilcullen re-
called, was “Sign me up.” After that, it became difficult to get that commander to
do anything. For the next 90 days, his battalion was ineffective, and the sector
effectively was in enemy hands.

Sadr’s Jaysh al-Mahdi was extraordinarily effective in infiltrating Iraqi forces,
Kilcullen said. “We did a counterintelligence assessment of an Iraqi army bat-
talion in central Baghdad and found that every senior commander and staff were
either JAM, doing criminal activity with JAM, or intimidated by JAM.”

ANALYZING THE PATTERNS of Iraqi violence, Kilcullen concluded that al Qaeda
attacked during the day, using car bombs to attack people around Shiite markets
and mosques, while Shiite militias retaliated at night, sending death squads into
neighborhoods where Sunnis slept. These different pathways of violence required
different responses, he argued. The way to deter the al Qaeda attacks was to es-
tablish checkpoints at the entryways to markets, mosques, and other public
places—and then to count it as a victory if a bomb exploded at a checkpoint and
killed two Iraqi soldiers rather than detonating at its target and killing dozens of
civilians. Likewise, the answer to Shiite revenge attacks was to protect a dozen of
the remaining Sunni neighborhoods, creating “gated communities” surrounded
by big cement walls. The new Joint Security Stations would emphasize helping
the market checkpoints during the day and backing up the neighborhood check-
points by night, as well as patrol through their areas.

As thousands of cement barriers were erected—the one separating Adhami-
yah from a Shiite area was twelve feet high and three miles long—they were
roundly criticized as an imitation of Israeli tactics. That was the most incendiary
charge possible in the Middle East. Steve Niva, a Middle East specialist at
the Evergreen State College in Washington, charged that they were “dividing
neighbor from neighbor and choking off normal commerce and communi-
cations.” What they actually were doing was dividing Iraqis from people try-
ing to kill them and choking off the normal movements of death squads. In
Adhamiyah, civilian deaths declined by about two-thirds after the wall was
erected in April 2007, Kilcullen said. One sign of the value of the walls was that



174 THE GAMBLE

al Qaeda in Iraq vigorously resisted them, noted Lt. Col. Dale Kuehl, commander
of a battalion in northwest Baghdad. “We were engaged in a running battle with
AQI as they tried to establish holes in the barriers while we tried to keep them
intact,” he said.

Taking similar measures in al Anbar Province, the Marines found that the
steps to limit the mobility of insurgents produced some unexpected side benefits.
“The insurgency is like a shark,” a Marine intelligence report stated, “it has to
move to survive. Cut off its freedom of movement and its loses its effectiveness.”
As the fighters and death squads shifted to new locations, they were forced to
communicate, and signals interception enabled the U.S. military to find them,
or to eavesdrop on their reports and planning sessions. Trying to escape the new
constraints, some insurgents moved out of the cities and into the desert. This in
turn made it easier for the Marines to locate them and then order up air strikes.
“Population control measures and the subsequent movement of the insurgency
into more remote areas has a secondary positive effect on our operations,” the
Marine report continued. “More and more often we found ourselves engaging
the enemy on terrain that maximizes kinetic effects.” Also, in the emptiness of
the desert, “collateral damage”—that is, killing bystanders—became far easier to

avoid.

ONE OF THE SAD realizations brought by the new campaign was how disillu-
sioned Iraqis had become with the Americans after five years. As Col. MacFar-
land had seen in Ramadi, the locals no longer had much faith in what American
officers told them.

“The Defense of Jisr al-Doreaa,” an essay written by two Army captains,
Michael Burganoyne and Albert Markwardt, and based on The Defense of Duffer’s
Drift, the 1905 British military classic about small unit tactics in guerrilla war,
vividly illustrates the education of Americans in Irag—and shows why Iraqis
were losing faith. One of the lessons that unfortunately appears more than once
is about the failure of American officers to be able to fulfill the promises they
make to local Iraqi leaders, or even to keep them alive against insurgent retalia-
tion. “You Americans have been here for years now,” the mayor of a small Iragi
riverside town says in the essay to a newly arrived lieutenant. “It’s promise after
promise. . .. Let us just eat so you will not have to lie to me with promises.”

Later, after the fictional lieutenant patiently wins the confidence of the
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mayor, who tells him where the local insurgents are based, the American unit is
ordered to move elsewhere. “I met with the mayor and let him know we were
leaving. His face seemed like it lost its color and he almost looked through me.”
A few days later, the lieutenant is back on his air-conditioned Forward Operating
Base, watching cable news over his breakfast of Lucky Charms cereal, only to see
footage of the mayor being executed. “I saw the mayor and all the locals we have
developed as informants, their hands and feet tied behind their backs, on the
street in front of his house, with two masked men standing behind them. Every-
one who had helped us defeat the insurgents was lined up.”

Thus, after getting into the neighborhoods, the new American units of the
surge were taking over an operation that was in the red. Before they could do
good they had to make up for the mistakes of their predecessors. They had to
restore American credibility by delivering on their promises, and demonstrating
that they wouldn’t make friends and then abandon them.

“We were wondering if our approach was going to work,” said Lt. Jacob
Carlisle. “But when we got hit, we didn’t overreact.” He had studied Petraeus’s
counterinsurgency manual and constantly sought to build bridges to local resi-
dents. For example, he said, “When we went into houses around the contact, we
didn’t point weapons at them and yell and swear like we used to—‘You know
what the fuck just happened! Tell me! You know who did this! Tell me!” Now we
went in and asked first if they were okay. Were there bad people who did this
around that were threatening them? Why didn’t you tell us there were people
digging in explosives in front of your house. . .. Call us next time.”

Carlisle, from Durand, Wisconsin, also found that years of frustrated Amer-
ican reconstruction programs had made Iraqis skeptical. A woman complained
to him about raw sewage in the street, and he replied he would fix it. “All Amer-
ican make promises, but nothing ever happens,” she responded. Determined to
show that times had changed, he made sure the problem was addressed. “Word
gets out,” he said. “The people say, ‘This unit, they tell you something and it
happens.”

Even detainees were treated differently, the young infantry officer said.
“When people are released, we bring them back to the family. We don’t just dump
them out the gate.” During Ramadan, he gave money to widows and children,
and to the family of a man he had detained. “All this stuff makes a difference.”

To deepen their awareness, his soldiers were assigned shifts in their neigh-
borhoods. His platoon patrolled during the morning, and the company’s other
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two platoons the afternoon and evening. “We know what is normal on the streets,
and see the same people in the same places every day. We know if something
is out of place.” As the days passed, familiarity led to more ease in communica-
tion, and even a smidgen of trust. “Now that we were in the neighborhood every
day, they believed us that we would keep them safe. More and more started call-
ing us.”

There were three steps of cooperation, said Lt. Col. Stephen Michael, com-
mander of a battalion of the 25th Infantry Division, also posted on the south
side of Baghdad. “First people weren’t working with us, then they would work
with us covertly, and now most work with us openly.”

[t took time——sometimes two or three months—before the Americans and
the Iraqis began to grow accustomed to each other. “When we first came over
and started planting ourselves in, you wouldn’t see too many people because they
didn’t know if we’d be here, they didn’t know to trust us, and basically the ex-
tremists were still intimidating and the people were reconning us,” said Col.
Wayne Grigsby of the 3rd Infantry Division, commander of the third of the surge
brigades, which deployed to the tough area to the southeast of Baghdad. But after
about two months, in late spring, people began talking to the American soldiers.
Iraqis would begin telling them things, he said, like “Hey, that guy over there has
never been in this town before. He drove in with two big trucks,” their cargoes
covered with tarps. “I don’t think it’s right, and we don’t want him in here if he’s
going to bring trouble. Can you go take care of that problem?”

Down in south Baghdad, Lt. Col. Crider found the same effect. “The days of
large cordon-and-sweep operations and hoping to find something . . . were over,”
he said. Instead, he sent his soldiers into Iragi homes to learn who lived in the
neighborhood to converse, drink tea, take photographs and census data, and
learn about local concerns. “The American soldiers was no longer a mysterious
authority figure speeding by in a HMMWYV behind two-inch glass who occasion-
ally rifled through their home. . . . After repeated encounters, our soldiers began
to learn who was related, which families did not get along, who provided useful
insight, and many other intimate details.” They found that in their neighborhood
lived an international basketball referee who had worked on the side for Iragi
intelligence. They met a famous Iragi comedian, as well as a cardiologist fluent
in English and eager to help. As they began to know and see more, attacks on
them and on Iraqi civilians began to taper off. “AQI could no longer threaten

individuals with violence after we left, because we never did,” he observed. Also,
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locals began to report the emplacement of roadside bombs, which forced insur-
gents to switch to grenades and automatic weapons, which were riskier to use.

After a detainee was released—legitimately—into the neighborhood, Crider
was pleased to receive 11 tips from local citizens about his presence. U.S. soldiers
were sent to visit him and talk to him “about how things had changed. ... He
never caused any problems.”

In keeping with the new, more neutral stance of the U.S. military as the
arbiter of events, rather than an ally of one side, Crider also reined in the
National Police, which at times was indistinguishable from a Shiite militia.
“Denying the National Police the ability to unilaterally operate in the neighbor-
hoods greatly increased our credibility,” he said. Commanders also learned to
keep a wary eye on those allies, especially as they tried to capitalize on U.S. op-
erations for their own ends. “Once we cleared AQI from an area, Shia extremists
would try to follow and claim it as their own, essentially replacing a cleared area
with a new threat,” stated an after-action review conducted by Odierno’s head-
quarters.

The fight was growing more complex. One day in May, Kilcullen noted that,
in Baghdad’s Hurriyah neighborhood, there were four factions of Jaysh al-Mahdi,
Sadr’s extremist Shiite militia, fighting each other—Noble JAM, Golden JAM,
“criminal JAM,” and “ordinary JAM.” U.S. officials sent a message to “JAM Cen-
tral” in Najaf. “We want these guys out of there.” In response, he said, the JAM
headquarters in Najaf sent a hit team to Baghdad to sort out the problem.
“Because we treated them as the authority, they cleaned it up.” There also was
murky unconfirmed talk that a deal was reached under which the U.S. military
would aid Golden JAM in attacking other parts of the militia deemed to have
gone rogue. Petraeus stated flatly that no such agreement existed and suggested
that it grew out of rumors collected from Iragis by U.S. intelligence or deals made
by local American commanders.

The trends in Shiite southern Iraq also were worrisome. “The British have
basically been defeated in the south,” said a senior U.S. intelligence official in
Baghdad. They were abandoning their former headquarters at Basra Palace, where
an official visitor from London had described them as “surrounded like cowboys
and Indians” by militia fighters. An airport base outside the city, where a regional
U.S. embassy office and Britain’s remaining 5,500 troops were barricaded be-
hind building-high sandbags, was being hit by rockets or mortars an average

of 150 times a month. Was Basra this year a foretaste of Baghdad the next?
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ON JuLy 4, 2007, Lt. James Freeze, leader of a 2nd Infantry Division reconnais-
sance platoon based north of Baghdad, celebrated Independence Day by having
a glass of sparkling cider and a cigar with his old friend Austin Wilson, another
lieutenant and West Pointer who had been the best man at his wedding. They
discussed what one word would best characterize the Iraq they knew. They set-
tled on “hopeless.”

By coincidence, Fred Kagan, in many ways the guiding spirit behind the
surge, was in the tough south Baghdad neighborhood of Doura a few weeks
earlier, visiting one of his former West Point cadets who was now a company
commander. “It was a complete combat zone,” he said. “There was no one in the
streets. It was a ghost town.” The American brigade commander declined to take
him out on patrol because of the danger.

Generals tend to be optimistic by nature, said Gen. Fastabend, Petraeus’s
strategic adviser. “The pessimists quit as captains,” he cracked.

But five months into the new strategy, even some of the optimists were feel-
ing gloomy. The Army’s new counterinsurgency strategy required soldiers to be
among the people, where they would form new relationships—but it also ex-
posed them to hellacious new levels of violence. “We had some extreme chal-
lenges, in May, June, July,” recalled Brig. Gen. Anderson, Odierno’s chief of staff.
“We were hedging our bets that the surge would work.” When Iraqi forces were
sent into a cleared area to help out, he said, the chances were “fifty-fifty” they
were up to the job.

“It kept getting worse,” Rapp recalled. “May had very high casualties. I
thought, ‘Holy cow, what is going on here?” There was good reason to fret: The
possibility was growing that the situation was about to get much worse, with
the Americans played out and all the ingredients of a massive civil war coming
together—there was oil to fight over, plenty of weapons available, and plenty of
Iraqgis as well as people in neighboring states who possessed the experience and
skills to intensify the fighting.

It wasn’t just Baghdad, either. In May, Gen. Odierno and Emma Sky helicop-
tered to Baqubah, about 35 miles northwest of the capital, a city both knew from
their previous tours. “I knew it wasn’t right,” Odierno said. “It had a black cloud.”
As the surge had pushed some fighters out of the capital, they had moved into
Baqubah and other parts of Diyala Province.
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“We were gobsmacked,” added Sky, using British slang for being stunned
into speechlessness.

It was tough having to face the soldiers bearing the brunt of the new strategy.
“There was a brief moment of What have we got ourselves into?” recalled Com-
mand Sgt. Maj. Hill, the veteran infantryman who had been selected by Petraeus
to become the senior enlisted soldier in Iraq. Looking at the casualty reports
every night that spring, he said, “would just suck the energy out of you.” His days
began to seem like a soul-lashing round of visiting the wounded and then at-
tending memorial services for the dead. He learned to say a prayer under his
breath before walking into the military hospitals: “God, give me strength to deal
with what 'm about to see.” He kept his calendar open every day from 5 to 6 p.M.,
on the assumption that at least one service for a dead soldier would be held.

As the casualties continued to mount, Odierno said later, “I was a little ner-
vous.” Col. J. T. Thomson, the career artilleryman who was Odierno’s executive
officer, would later recall those dark days as the hardest part of his tour. “May—
I mean, the whole month of May,” he said much later. “The wondering—is it
going to get any better?”

According to unreleased statistics in the U.S. military database, there were
6,037 “significant acts” of violence in Iraq during May 2007, the highest recorded
total since November 2004. “This is a period in which it gets harder before it gets
easier,” Petraeus said one day in May as he sipped iced tea in his office, a giant
map of the city of Baghdad behind him. He was expecting a long, hard summer
of violence, followed by a trek to Capitol Hill to tell Congress how much progress
he was making. He was pushing all the American chips on the table, going “all-
in,” he said, with the surge. Whatever happened, he was going to ride this thing
through to the end. “There’s no combat forces left, at least, I'm aware of,” he said.
That is, the United States military simply didn’t have replacement troops avail-
able for those he was fielding. “You can’t ask for a brigade that isn’t there.”

Petraeus later would describe this period as “excruciating.” He said he be-
lieved that the new approach would work, but “what started to develop as the
question in my mind was, when will it start to show demonstrable effects?”

United States’ combat deaths climbed inexorably: 70 in February, 71 in
March, 96 in April, and 120 in May, which became the deadliest month for U.S.
troops in two years. The additional casualties had been expected as the price to
be paid in the short term for moving from big, safe bases to smaller outposts

among the population. But they came even as a series of horrific killings of Iraqi
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civilians occurred. In February, a ton of explosives detonated in a market in a
predominantly Shiite area of Baghdad, killing at least 125 and wounding 300
more. It was the single deadliest terrorist bombing ever in the capital. “They were
carrying bodies like sheep,” said one Iragi witness, Abu Lubna.

The insurgents also were introducing worrisome new tactics. In February
and March, they forayed into chemical warfare, detonating three trucks carrying
toxic chlorine gas in Baghdad, Fallujah, and Ramadi, killing 11 people and sick-
ening hundreds. Col. MacFarland may have found the tipping point in Ramadi
the previous year, but there was plenty of fighting left in the city, as his successor
unit, the Ist Brigade of the 3rd Infantry Division, led by Col. John Charlton,
found in a series of battles in February and March 2007, and then again in June,
when a U.S. patrol stumbled across an al Qaeda counterattack as it was forming,
resulting in an all-night firefight that was called “the battle of Donkey Island.” It
left two Americans dead and more than 30 insurgents, and blunted what likely
was a new al Qaeda offensive.

Another horrific new approach appeared in Baghdad. The driver of a car
bomb managed to get through a U.S. military checkpoint and into a marketplace
because he had two children in the backseat of the vehicle. Troops had been
taught that cars with children were no threat. Three Iraqis were killed in the
subsequent blast.

Enemy tactics were also more sophisticated, with false IEDs being strewn
along with real ones, the better to slow down American troops and set them up
for ambushes. “These guys are real smart,” said 1st Lt. Anthony Von Plinsky. “The
Iragi insurgent as a whole has adapted well to our tactics.” By this point in the
war, soldiers were fond of saying, all the stupid insurgents were dead. The Amer-
icans had come and gone on tours of duty, but many of their enemies had fought
nonstop for several years, and those who had survived were fit and adaptive.

The biggest threat to the success of the U.S. mission was the al Qaeda car
bomb attacks against Iraqi civilians, which made it seem to many Iragqis as if the
Americans couldn’t provide security and that the militias was the only hope. But
the biggest threat to the soldiers carrying out that mission was the roadside
bombs, especially the highly lethal explosively formed penetrators, or “EFP”s.
Also, an increasing number of convoys were being attacked, and American of-
ficials worried that enemy fighters were receiving Iranian training in the new
tactics used in those attacks.

There seemed no limit to the forms of violence. American troops operating
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a new outpost in Diyala Province befriended a donkey that hung around, giving
it food and water. Then “the insurgents assassinated him,” said Spec. Josiah Hol-

lopeter. “That really irritated me.”

THE BATTLE OF TARMIYAH

As the new American outposts proliferated, they did appear to draw some
of al Qaeda’s firepower away from civilians. The more remote stations were es-
pecially enticing. For example, according to Col. David Sutherland, as sectarian
killings and kidnappings declined in the late winter and spring of 2007 by about
70 percent in Diyala Province, northeast of Baghdad, attacks on U.S. and Iraqi
troops increased by the same amount.

One of the most spectacular attacks was launched against 38 soldiers man-
ning an isolated American outpost in the town of Tarmiyah, just north of Bagh-
dad. The town of about 40,000 actually had been relatively calm until the summer
of 2006, when it was destabilized by ethnic cleansing in the capital that sent
thousands of Sunnis fleeing there. Al Qaeda’s power in the town grew, and in
December it ordered the Iraqi police there to leave—which they promptly did.
The 1st Cavalry Division then established an outpost in the abandoned police
station. In mid-February it was being manned by members of D Company, 2nd
Battalion, 8th Cavalry Regiment, 1st Cavalry Division. It was the northernmost
position in the division, poking into an area that had been a relative safe haven
for Sunni insurgents.

At precisely 7 .M. a rocket-propelled grenade detonated on the corner of
the small outpost, followed by some AK-47 fire. Lt. Shawn Jokinen, who had
gone to sleep two hours earlier, jolted awake in his cot. Staff Sgt. Jesus Colon, the
sergeant of the guard, shouted that they were under attack. Jokinen ran to the
front door of his barracks with his M-4 carbine and saw a small white “bongo”
truck crash through the sliding blue front gate and roar straight toward him. He
emptied the M-4’s magazine into the windshield, causing the truck to swerve
slightly away from the entrance, but before the driver died he detonated about
1,500 pounds of Ukrainian-made military-grade explosives, sending bits of con-
crete and glass sailing through the compound. “The explosion threw me against
a wall and I got covered with debris,” Jokinen remembered. The blast dug a cra-
ter twenty feet wide and six feet deep, shattered every window in the compound

and the surrounding area, and dropped the front wall of the compound.
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The battle that followed resembled the movie Zulu, in which a small detach-
ment of British soldiers fends off thousands of African warriors. At first the dust
was so thick that no one could see or breathe. “Everything was black, then brown,”
said Staff Sgt. James Copeland. He took a knee until he could get some air. Sev-
eral soldiers were covered in rubble. Those not covered pulled their buddies out,
then grabbed their weapons, helmets, and body armor, and ran upstairs to the
roof. Some would fight for hours in their boxer shorts. Two medics began treat-
ing those with life-threatening wounds. “The rest of us wrapped up each other,”
Jokinen said. Copeland told the injured they were needed to shoot if they could,
then grabbed a wounded soldier’s M-249 light machine gun and ran to the roof,
where he realized that his gear was buried and that he didn’t have a helmet.

Lt. Cory Wallace, D Company’s executive officer, had been walking out of
the compound’s command post, where he had been processing six members of
an alleged al Qaeda sniper cell nabbed in an overnight raid, when the blast hurled
him into a wall. The compound’s 500-gallon fuel tank exploded into a fireball,
knocking him out and killing Sgt. Colon. He regained consciousness and scur-
ried back into the command post, where he saw Pfc. Pao Vang trying to stop
blood squirting from a laceration on his neck. Wallace looked outside. “I noticed
the front half of our barracks were destroyed. Several soldiers were staggering
out of their patrol base. They were covered with dust and blood. I was still a
little dazed from the blast so it took me awhile to notice that the enemy was
throwing hand grenades and improvised mortar rounds over the walls.” Black
smoke joined the dust and grenades in the air.

Wallace shouted to Pfc. James Byington, who had picked himself up from
the ground, to call the battalion headquarters for help. “Byington informed me
that the radios were not working,” the XO recalled. It turned out that the com-
pound’s generator had been knocked out. Wallace told Vang, who had a shard of
glass protruding from the side of his head, to fix the generator. Vang tried to do
it while under direct fire from a nearby building but couldn’t, so said he would
find batteries for the radio. They were buried under some rubble, so Vang dug
with one hand to find them, the other pressed against his neck wound, which
was spraying blood every time he moved.

At some point—Wallace remembers it was 90 minutes, but battalion records
say far sooner—Wallace was able to transmit a situation report to his headquar-

ters. “Once the radios were functional, I called battalion and informed them that
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our patrol base was under heavy attack and that our company had multiple
wounded with one KIA,” he said.
One of the soldiers on the roof yelled down to him, “Sir, don’t let battalion

[kd

pull us out, we’re going to hold this motherfucker!” There was no fear of running
out of ammunition, because the platoon sergeants wisely had insisted that the
unit keep on hand about three times the daily requirement. On top of that, sol-
diers had themselves prepared “Armageddon Boxes”—extra ammunition and
some water for unexpected emergencies—and kept them in their Humvees. “The
only problem was our ammo holding area was located on the second floor of the
barracks,” Wallace said. “Soldiers kept sprinting down an exposed staircase, fill-
ing up sleeping bags with extra ammo, and running back up to their fighting
position on the roof.” Copeland ran from soldier to soldier on the roof, distribut-
ing ammunition and assigning sectors of fire.

The radio was in the command post, so Wallace couldn’t see outside to guide
the AH-64 Apache attack helicopters appearing overhead toward their targets.
He had Vang assemble a portable Harris PRC-117 radio and take it to the roof,
where Staff Sgt. Freddie Housey, a veteran of the capture of Baghdad in 2003,
directed the air counterattack. One of the Apaches was hit and pulled away with
one of its pilots wounded and his flight suit on fire. Other helicopters conducted
devastating strafing runs with their 30-millimeter cannons.

Lt. Col. Scott Efflandst, the battalion commander, had been eating breakfast
12 miles away at his headquarters at Taji when he felt the concussion of the ex-
plosion and then, moments later, heard the boom. He checked with his tactical
operations center, or TOC, but was told there was nothing to report, so assumed
it was artillery fire involving another unit. He didn’t know then that soldiers from
his D Company were fighting for their lives.

Wallace reported in a few minutes later. Efflandt raced to his TOC. As he
arrived, he recalled, “the streaming video from the UAV [drone reconnaissance
aircraft] came online and our hearts skipped a beat.” He called Wallace, found
him “in charge and unflappable,” and told him help was on the way.

At around 8 A.Mm., a unit of Stryker armored vehicles from the 2nd Infantry
Division came to the rescue. One of the Strykers backed up to a hole the blast
had made in the compound wall, dropped its ramp, and loaded the six most
severely wounded D Company soldiers. Another unit arrived and secured a land-

ing zone, or LZ, for medical evacuation helicopters. Wallace realized his com-
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pound wouldn’t be overrun, and he would survive the day. “With our litter-urgent
soldiers medevac’d and armored vehicles occupying a perimeter around the pa-
trol base, I knew the enemy was beaten,” he said.

But the battle wasn’t over. “As we headed to the LZ I still heard small-arms
fire, friendly and enemy,” said Copeland. “The LZ was hot with the Stryker and
air assets still firing as we were moved to the bird and continued as we flew
away.”

Efflandt, a working-class son of Rock Island, Illinois, who had gone on to
teach at West Point, got to Tarmiyah later in the morning. “When we entered the
town, I was stunned. It was as if we were in the wrong place, as everything looked
different—battle-damaged buildings, debris everywhere downtown, no people
out and about. Arriving at the patrol base I was aghast.”

The outpost was destroyed. It may have been defendable but it was
uninhabitable. Efflandt decided to stay and fight it out, requesting immediate
delivery of a big logistics package, including thousands of tons of concrete bar-
riers. He issued orders to take over a school building 200 meters north of the
destroyed outpost and get a new patrol base up and running by sundown. “It
sent a message to the insurgents that we would not be defeated and we weren’t
going anywhere,” recalled Maj. Robert Rodriguez, the battalion’s executive officer.
“It was a tactical decision with strategic implications.” Leading from the front,
Efflandt spent the next 24 hours in the new post commanding the operation to
retake the town. He had in mind Odierno’s dictum that any land taken would
not be given up.

When the fight was over, of the 38 soldiers who had been in the outpost, 2
were dead and 29 others had been wounded. Those who weren’t hospitalized
moved back to their battalion headquarters at the big base at Taji, a few miles to
the southwest. The next morning Wallace woke up and went to eat. “I didn’t
realize what had happened until I walked out of the chow hall,” he said. “For
some reason, that was the best breakfast I had ever tasted in my life.”

But other feelings from the fight lingered. Looking back on it now from the
United States, Wallace said, “I feel guilty. I keep thinking there were a hundred
things I could have done to prevent it.” He is scheduled to return to Iraq in No-
vember of 2009.

When Efflandt left the battalion in 2008, his officers memorialized his com-
mand tour in Iraq with a print of Gen. Meade at Gettysburg titled Stand and
Fight It Out. Sporadic fighting would continue in Tarmiyah through that year, at
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one point leading to a friendly fire shootout between American soldiers and Iragi
soldiers and police, killing 6 of the Iraqis.

BLACK THURSDAY

As the surge intensified, with the majority of the additional brigades in
country, the situation actually worsened. Thursday, April 12, stands as perhaps
the toughest day of this period. The previous day, news had broken in Washing-
ton that three retired generals had turned town the job of coordinating Iraq
policy for the White House. It was a stunning vote of lack of confidence in the
new strategy in Irag. One of those who refused the job, retired Marine Gen. John
Sheehan, explained his decision by saying, “The very fundamental issue is, they
don’t know where the hell they’re going. So rather than go over there, develop
an ulcer and eventually leave, I said, ‘No, thanks.”

On the same day, Defense Secretary Gates announced that all soldiers in
Iraq, as well as those on their way, would serve 15 months there, rather than the
one-year tour that had been the norm. Soldiers now had to tell their families to
revise those homecoming plans, many of which involved long-planned trips to
see family members or vacations at resorts. As the news spread among troops in
Iraq, their reaction was expectable. “It flat out sucks, that’s the only way I can
think to describe it,” said Pvt. Jeremy Perkins, a member of an engineering bat-
talion in Baqubah.

On the morning of April 12 itself, a truck bomb dropped part of a key Baghdad
river crossing, the Sarafiya bridge, dumping cars into the Tigris and killing 11 peo-
ple. This appeared to be the first step in a campaign to prevent Shiite death squads
from crossing the river into west Baghdad, or perhaps to limit the mobility of U.S.
and Iragi reinforcements. Several other bombs would hit major bridges in the fol-
lowing weeks. It was one more way to pull apart the carcass of a once-great city.

That afternoon, a bomber managed to get past multiple checkpoints, bomb-
sniffing dogs, and body searches, and into the Green Zone building where parlia-
ment was meeting, killing a member and seven other people.

Back in Washington on the same day, Senator Joseph Biden, the Democratic
chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, pronounced the surge
doomed. The next day, Friday the 13th, Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid said,
“I believe myself ... that this war is lost. ... The surge is not accomplishing

anything.” Even some supporters of the war were beginning to talk about what
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“Plan C” might look like. Would it be, one hawk asked, a fallback to the core
missions of attacking al Qaeda, protecting the embassy and providing air cover
and other support to Iraqi forces?

The bad news seemed relentless. On April 14, a car bombing at the entrance
to the main bus station in the Shiite holy city of Karbala killed 32. Four days later,
bombings in mainly Shiite areas of Baghdad killed more than 150.

The assaults against new outposts continued. On April 24, a U.S. patrol base
in an old schoolhouse in Sadah, near Baqubah, came under complex attack, with
small-arms fire and rocket-propelled grenades from several directions. As the
soldiers on the roof of the base returned fire, they saw two explosives-laden
dump trucks coming at them. The drivers couldn’t be shot because they were
cocooned in steel, with only a slit to see through. The first, carrying 1,500 pounds
of explosives, blew up outside the gate, leveling the obstacles leading up to it. The
second one barreled through the breach just made and detonated 2,000 pounds,
collapsing a building. All told, 9 U.S. soldiers were killed, all of them from the
82nd Airborne Division; 20 more were wounded. “It was the worst day of my
life, to have to literally dig with your hands and carry your kids out,” recalled Col.
Sutherland, commander of the 1st Cavalry brigade to which the 82nd Airborne
unit was attached. “That was extremely hard.” The Islamic State of Iraq, a group
affiliated with al Qaeda, boasted in a subsequent statement that it had sent “two
knights” to attack “the Crusader American base.”

One day in April, a senior non-commissioned officer in the 1st Battalion,
2nd Brigade, 1st Infantry Division allegedly led some soldiers in the execution
of four Iraqi detainees. According to preliminary testimony by other soldiers, 1st
Sgt. John Hatley, the top sergeant in the battalion’s A Company, had four blind-
folded and handcuffed Iraqis kneel by a canal. They had been captured after what
Stars & Stripes, the official U.S. military newspaper, termed “a brief exchange of
fire” and a search that turned up “heavy weapons,” which in Iraq usually means
mortars or rocket-propelled grenade launchers. Hatley told his men that if they
passed along the Iraqis to a detention facility, they simply would be released,
testified Pfc. Joshua Hartson. The Iraqis then were shot and their blindfolds and
handcuffs were removed. “We then pushed the bodies into the canal and left,”
Sgt. Michael Leahy wrote in a statement given to Army investigators. Back at
Combat Outpost Angry Dragon, Hatley gathered his troops and ordered them
not to discuss the incident. He also told some soldiers to burn the blindfolds and
the handcuffs, which were plastic, and to clean out the Bradley Fighting Vehicle
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in which the detainees had been moved. The incident only came to light in
January 2008. Criminal proceedings began months later. Hatley, Leahy, and a
third soldier eventually were charged with committing premeditated murder. At
the time of publication of this book, they had not gone to trial, while two other
soldiers pleaded guilty to lesser charges.

At 4:40 on the morning of May 12, insurgents ambushed an American unit
in the “Triangle of Death” area southwest of Baghdad, first bombing it and then
raking the survivors with gunfire. Five soldiers died and another three were ab-
ducted, with two of the bodies discovered finally a year later. Nine more soldiers
were killed on May 23. Another 10 died on the 28th, which was Memorial Day,
most of them in an incident in which an OH-58 Kiowa Warrior helicopter was
shot down north of Baqubah and the mission sent to respond to the crash was
hit by big two roadside bombs.

Senator Gordon Smith, the Oregon Republican who had come out against
the war so vigorously the previous December, traveled to Iraq in May. He be-
lieved his emotional speech on the floor of the Senate had helped push Bush
toward the surge. A White House aide, he recalled, had told him, “We recognized
with your speech that not only were we losing the war, we were losing the Re-
publicans we needed.” But after touring the country and talking to Petraeus, he
was no more optimistic. After he and Senator Orrin Hatch, the Utah Republican,
left Petraeus’s office, they were strapping into their seats in a Black Hawk heli-
copter for the short flight back to the Baghdad airport. “So what do you think?”
Smith said to Hatch.

“We could lose this thing,” Hatch glumly replied.

On June 25, a wave of bombings hit Iraqi allies of the U.S. effort. Two car
bombs targeted the police station in the refinery town of Bayji, killing 30. An-
other attack killed 8 policemen in Hilla. But the most politically significant in-
cident of the day was a suicide attack on a group of Anbar Awakening sheikhs
meeting at the Mansour Hotel, just a short walk from the northern entrance to
the Green Zone. Six of the tribal leaders were killed, as well as 6 other people.

The last of the surge brigades and their support troops finished arriving in
June, elevating the U.S. troop level in Iraq to 156,000—plus another 180,000
contractors performing functions that once were done by soldiers. (Most of these
were cleaners, cooks, and so on, but about 20,000 were private security guards.)
By July it was beginning to look to many that the surge was failing, adding to

pressure to move to a withdrawal plan. The most precious commodity Petraeus
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and Odierno had was time. “Everything takes time,” noted Maj. Gen. Rick Lynch,
who was commanding the 3rd Infantry Division in the belt south of Baghdad.
“And everything takes longer than you think it’s going to take.”

A growing chorus of voices was saying they had run out of time. Retired
Gen. Sir Michael Rose, one of the most prominent British officers of recent years,
called on the Americans to “admit defeat” and bring the troops home. Senator
Smith predicted that “a dozen Republican senators . .. will be with me in Sep-
tember.” And a poll found that nearly 60 percent of Americans thought the surge
would not help restore civil order to Baghdad. Tom Donnelly remained a strong
supporter of the surge that he had helped design, but conceded “it’s the eleventh
hour and the fifty-fourth minute.”

Political support for the surge, never strong, appeared to be collapsing. Sen-
ator Reid, who in April had pronounced the war lost, now attacked Petraeus
personally, charging, somewhat oddly, that the general “isn’t in touch with what’s
going on in Baghdad”—as if he could discern better from Washington, D.C.
Senior Republicans weren’t far behind him in heading for the exits. Senator Rich-
ard Lugar, the centrist Indiana Republican, took to the floor of the Senate on
June 25 to call for an end to the surge. “I believe that the costs and risks of con-
tinuing down the current path outweigh the potential benefits that might be
achieved by doing so,” said Lugar, one of the most respected voices in Congress
on foreign policy. “Persisting with the surge strategy will delay policy adjust-
ments that have a better chance of protecting our interests over the long term.”
A week later he would be joined by Pete Domenici of New Mexico, who called
for following the Iraq Study Group’s recommendations and getting U.S. combat
forces out of Iraq by early 2008. Senator George Voinovich of Ohio also was
backing away from the president.

“The war in Iraq is approaching a kind of self-imposed climax,” warned
Henry Kissinger.

Al Qaeda was chortling. “Today, the wind—by grace of Allah—is blowing
against Washington,” Ayman al-Zawabhiri, the terrorist organization’s second in

command, said in a video posted on a jihadist website.

DEAD MAN WITH AN IPOD

The morale of American troops seemed to be waning as they doubted if

their new mission was working. “We’re tired of being lost,” said Sgt. 1st Class
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Michael Eaglin, who was operating from a small base in Sadr City. “Have you
ever been lost and at the same time getting shot at? It’s miserable. . .. I want to
be here for a reason, not just a show of force.”

In Yusifyah, a tough little town near the southern edge of Baghdad, Spec.
Yvenson Tertulien told the Los Angeles Times that “I don’t see any progress. Just
us getting killed. . . . T don’t want to be here anymore.”

Lt. Gregory Weber, an infantry platoon leader in the 2nd Infantry Division,
recalled responding to a bombing and RPG ambush of a U.S. patrol in southern

Baghdad that summer:

We passed the top half of a HMMWYV [Humvee] turret. 1st Squad was so fo-
cused on security and assaulting/clearing up to the blast site that they didn’t
even see [in the turret] the KIA [killed in action] Soldier, covered in soot, ACH
[helmet] blown off, IBA [body armor] barely on, but an iPod headphone still
in his ear. On site, there were three HMMWYV destroyed. One upside down from
an 8 foot deep, 15-foot-wide blast crater, 25 meters away, burning with the re-
mains of 4 soldiers left inside. Another HMMWYV was in the blast crater, par-
tially submerged in water from a water main rupturing, and the other HMMWV
25 meters the opposite direction with its back end blown off. It was the most

horrific subsurface IED detonation I saw the entire deployment.

Five soldiers were killed in the incident, but the image that haunted Weber
was the first thing he saw, the dead soldier in the blasted turret, “iPod still in his
ear.” He still wonders, “Did his leadership know he was distracted by music; not
being able to hear the battlefield?”

Indeed, there were growing signs of such demoralization and indiscipline.
In the hard-hit 1st Battalion of the 26th Infantry Regiment, which had lost five
soldiers in one bombing in June, life got even worse in July. The first sergeant of
its Alpha Company, while on patrol, said, “I can’t take it anymore,” put a weapon
under his chin, and shot himself in front of his men. A few days later, members
of a platoon in the battalion’s Charlie Company refused to go out on a mission,
saying they were afraid of becoming abusive with Iraqgis.

In another unusual act that verged on insubordination, seven 82nd Airborne
soldiers placed an opinion piece in the New York Times that called the surge a
failure. “We see that a vast majority of Iraqis feel increasingly insecure and view

us an occupation force that has failed to produce normalcy after four years
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and is increasingly unlikely to do so as we continue to arm each warring side.”
Legally they were entitled to express their opinions, but for soldiers to write a
newspaper piece on policy during a war is almost unprecedented. Three weeks
later, two of the writers, Sgt. Yance Gray and Sgt. Omar Mora, would be killed
after their truck veered off an elevated highway in western Baghdad and dropped
about 30 feet.

The governor of Puerto Rico, Anibal Acevedo Vila, addressing the National
Guard Association’s annual conference, called for a new strategy in Iraq that
would lead to a withdrawal. He received a standing ovation.

“I have never seen in twenty years the sort of resigned attitude I am hearing
from my active-duty counterparts,” reported one Army Reserve colonel. “They
are conveying a ‘game over’ attitude where they are going to continue saluting
the flag and doing what the NCA [national command authority] wants, but
not without realizing it is all horseshit at this point.” After the American military
left Iraq, he added gloomily, the Iraqis will “turn on each other like a pack of

weasels.”

A SLOW TURNING

In retrospect, it appears that the pattern of the battle of Baghdad from
March to June resembles, on a vastly larger scale, that of the assault earlier in the
year on the Tarmiyah outpost. In both places, the new U.S. strategy was pushing
into enemy strongholds and eliminating safe havens. The enemy reaction was to
hit back as hard as it could. Indeed, the U.S. counteroffensive could be said to
have triggered some of the bombings, as the enemy faced a “use it or lose it”
prospect with its arsenal of prepared car bombs and stashed explosives. “They
have previously been, you know, frankly, elusive when we actually got into an
area and started to clear it, and we’re seeing that in this area of east Rashid, they
are standing and fighting,” Maj. Gen. Joseph Fil Jr., commander of the 1st Cavalry
Division, noted in June. Both sides were throwing everything they had into the
fight.

Visiting Iraq at the beginning of April, Senator John McCain expressed
“cautious, very cautious, optimism” about the effects of the new strategy.
“We’ve made tremendous mistakes,” he said in Baghdad on April Fool’s Day, “but
we’re finally getting it right. And is it too little, too late? I don’t know, but I don’t
think so.”
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His traveling companion, Senator Lindsey Graham, added another thought:
“We’re doing now what we should have done three years ago.”

The two were mocked for citing a walk through a Baghdad market as evi-
dence of improved security, but in fact they were right. There may have been
soldiers protecting the market, but the market was there, with merchants and
goods, because of that military presence.

As Kissinger had said, the war was approaching a climax—but not of the
sort he envisioned. Quietly, in various corners of Baghdad and its environs, even
as the high-profile bombings were escalating, the new strategy was beginning to
show results in hundreds of ways. Every day, American troops found that more
Iragis were beginning to talk to them. Better intelligence was coming in, and was
being acted on more quickly, by units that lived on the next block instead of on
the outskirts of the city. A unit getting a tip on a house where enemy fighters
were gathering would begin watching it, not necessarily to hit it immediately, but
perhaps to see how it fit into a larger network. With that knowledge, it might
then be able to cripple a gang that often had been intimidating and extorting
area residents. Maj. James Allen learned this lesson in an odd way as the Iraqi
troops he was advising ambushed an insurgent planting a roadside bomb. They
aimed to kill the would-be bomber, but their weapons were so poorly maintained
that they couldn’t fire. “The dude who was emplacing the IED froze, though, so
they walked over and bagged him,” Allen recalled. “He rolled over on the supplier,
the supplier rolled on someone else, and we essentially shut down IEDs on that
stretch of road for eight weeks.”

Also, having American troops in residence often dramatically improved the
effectiveness of their Iragi counterparts. Having Americans available to come to
their aid—and perhaps to feed and outfit them—made Iraqi soldiers more com-
fortable about being out in the neighborhoods. “They feel as long as the Ameri-
cans are there, they can pretty much handle anything that’s going on,” said
Sgt. Maj. Michael Clemens, who served with the 82nd Airborne in Diyala Prov-
ince from mid-2006 to mid-2007. Many of these new “partnered relationships”
would begin to show results by midsummer. Of course, the locals also generally
found it easier to talk to the Iraqi troops, who often would pass along the infor-
mation they gleaned to the Americans with whom they shared a post.

Familiarity bred knowledge. One squad of American troops living in a Sunni
area began to examine what was being sold in the markets as an indicator of the

mood of the population. For example, it noticed one day that heavy portable
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heaters were being offered in their local market, which they interpreted—
correctly—to mean that people were planning on staying there, which in turn
meant that the pressure on the population to move brought by Shiite militias
must be declining.

Even the language that American leaders used was changing. “There’s a lot
less cowboy lingo in the force—toss the compound, ‘take ’em down, ‘roll ’em
up, ‘get the bad guys,” observed Lt. Col. Yingling, on his third tour in Iraq. Col.
Grigsby, commander of the third surge brigade, still introduced himself like a
traditional armor officer as “Hammer Six,” but his orientation was different.
“The quality of life in Jisr Diuala, one nahiya in the gadha,” was improving, he
told reporters one day. He also was proud that “we worked out of eight patrol
bases and four joint security sites in the middle of the population centers, [and
so] we never commuted to work.”

The improvements in American operations were technical as well as doctri-
nal, tactical, and cultural. One of the reasons that redeploying the troops into
small outposts could work in 2007 better than it would have in previous years
was that brigade commanders had far more aerial surveillance assets available
and under their control. During 2007 the number of these drone reconnaissance
aircraft operating in Iraq would increase tenfold, according to an after-action
review by Odierno’s headquarters. During his first tour in Iraq, in 2003—4, Odi-
erno noted, the most that could be counted on was two drone reconnaissance
aircraft available to him in all of Iraq, and they had to be shared with other divi-
sions. In 2007 all 18 Army combat brigade commanders had their own RQ-7
Shadow UAVs, and could request more surveillance and strike aircraft as needed.
This made it far easier, for example, for a commander to keep an eye on potential
threats to his outposts.

In addition, in a highly classified operation, new information about al Qaeda
and insurgent leaders began to get distributed much more quickly to tactical
units. The officer responsible for the change was a military intelligence specialist,
Lt. Col. Jen Koch Easterly, who reorganized the collection and analysis of inter-
cepted telephone and computer communications in order to coordinate it better
with other intelligence operations and with what units were doing on the ground.
She also focused more on going after the networks that were assembling, deliver-
ing, and detonating roadside bombs, which has been the single greatest killer of
U.S. troops during the war. According to one senior officer, her military intelli-

gence unit’s successes became the undisclosed key to the success of the surge. Her
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work still remains largely unknown because so much of what was done remains
highly classified. But as one operations report by the 1st Cavalry Division put it,
“synchronization of ISRFHUMINT/SIGINT [intelligence, surveillance, and re-
connaissance/human intelligence/signals intelligence] has significantly reduced
IED cells and threat.” Asked about that, Maj. Patrick Michaelis said, “It was a
major factor. . .. Cryptological support from Colonel Easterly was critical.” She
declined to be interviewed, citing classification issues.

In midsummer, intel people picked up some interesting indications that the
insurgency was running out of steam. One smart U.S. Army intelligence officer
in Baghdad said that he just didn’t see the signs of a vibrant counterattack form-
ing. “There’s nothing that shows any kind of [enemy]| surge in the making,” he
said. On intercepts of telephone conversations between insurgent leaders, he
noted, “There’s a lot of bitching and moaning, ‘What have you done today?”” The
response, he said, was often along the lines of, “I haven’t done anything, there are
too many around, I can’t move.”

One of the emerging lessons was that the increase in regular U.S. troops on
the streets of the city improved the effectiveness of the Special Operators who
were targeting al Qaeda. It also helped that Odierno was an old friend of Lt. Gen.
Stanley McChrystal, the head of Special Operations in Iraq, whom he had known
since their days together at West Point. Until that point, “We didn’t see how es-
sential conventional forces are in the counterterror fight,” remembered Rapp.
American commanders, he said, were surprised to see that having their troops
moving around effectively sponged up the sea in which al Qaeda swam. As in-
surgents found it more difficult to move, they began to communicate more elec-
tronically, in part because as senior leaders were caught, they tended to be
replaced by younger, less experienced men, which in turn made them more vul-
nerable to Lt. Col. Easterly’s signals interception operation. “When you stay in
the neighborhood, they have no place to stay, they have to talk more, because
they’re mobile, so we can catch them, ” Rapp said.

Even as U.S. troop deaths increased, Iraqi civilian deaths appeared to be
declining, decreasing steadily from January on. Essentially, by moving out into
the population, the military had interposed itself between the attackers and the
people. And some of the attacks on them that succeeded were not as bad as pre-
vious ones. For example, in March and April, the bombs that detonated were
hitting more checkpoints and fewer of the markets and mosques those check-

points were intended to protect. Roadside bombs also were becoming less effec-
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tive, for two reasons. Partly, emplacers had less time to dig holes, and some bomb
cells were resorting to the hasty method of simply lowering small pressure-
detonated bombs through a hole in the floor of a car and then driving off. Sol-
diers comfortably dismissed those relatively ineffective devices as “drop 'n’ pops.”
Even some of the bigger devices used low-grade homemade explosives, indicat-

ing that the bombmakers were running low on more lethal material.

COUNTERINSURGENCY INSIDE THE PRISON CAMPS

Two other institutional initiatives also were beginning to have an effect.
These were how the Americans handled prisoners and how they raised Iraqi
forces. Neither one held the excitement of combat operations, but improving
them was essential if the American effort was to become more effective.

For years handling detainees had been the Achilles’ heel of the American
operation. Holding and treating prisoners decently didn’t seem the hardest of
tasks, but their abuse and torture at the Abu Ghraib facility had been one of the
biggest embarrassments, and strategic setbacks, of the war. “We have learned an
enormous amount, the very hard way,” Petraeus said later. One hard lesson he
listed was that “you cannot safeguard our values by violating them in another
country in an endeavor like this.”

Despite that, his counterinsurgency manual didn’t offer much new on the
way to deal with detainees. It advised that they should not be abused, but didn’t
really have much to say about what to do with them besides that.

Not long after Petraeus took command, he picked Maj. Gen. Douglas Stone,
a Marine reservist who had worked for Hewlett-Packard and IBM, to take over
the detention operation. At first, there was some question about Stone, with a
few officers recommending against him. Petraeus called Gen. James Mattis, a
Marine who has had a kind of parallel career to his—first when they were both
assistants to a top Pentagon official, then when they both commanded divisions
during 2003 in Iraq, and finally overseeing their services’ educational and train-
ing establishments. Most important, they are two of the most highly educated
generals in today’s military. “Jim, what’s the deal?” Petraeus asked. “Some people
advised not to take him.”

“He is the kind of guy you need,” Mattis reassured him. “There will be some
degree of care and feeding required, but knowing you, Petraeus, and knowing

him, you will be a great team.”
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Stone would rewrite the book on effective detention operations. His begin-
ning insight was that there was an insurgency inside the prison camps, and that
simply warehousing the prisoners only intensified the opposition there, creating
more insurgents out of civilians and more dedicated ones out of existing insur-
gents. As Stone later put it, “by not emphasizing population protection and the
exemplary treatment of detainees, our facilities became breeding grounds for
extremist recruitment.” In an official review, he termed U.S. detainment policies
for the first several years of the war “an abject failure, a strategic risk to the MNF-
I mission and a failure from a counterinsurgency perspective.” In April 2007
alone, the month he took command, there were 10,178 acts of detainee violence
inside U.S. prison camps in Iraq.

What was needed, Stone thought, was a campaign that paralleled the larger
counterinsurgency effort overseen by Petraeus. He dubbed it “COIN inside the
wire.” Stone told his guards to secure the prison population, and especially isolate
the roughly 1,000 extremists who had been intimidating the 20,000 other in-
mates, to the point of holding “trials” of inmates who refused to join them. The
first step in separating out the hard core was to learn more about the prisoners,
who until that point had been separated by sect but not by ideology. (The sectar-
ian split was about 80 percent Sunni, 20 percent Shiite.) Despite Western percep-
tions, only a tiny percentage were foreigners. Who were they? What motivated
them? The answers they gave in surveys surprised their captors. They were trib-
ally oriented, with 78 percent reporting that they would use their tribal leaders
to solve problems. They were not strikingly religious—only 28 percent reported
attending services at their mosque on most Fridays. More than 10 percent had
been police, soldiers, or security guards at the time of arrest. Most important,
only about 4 percent were deemed to be hard-core cases. The vast majority, it
seemed, were motivated not by ideology or a sense of grievance, but by minor
economic necessity. They planted bombs not to feed their families, but for the
cash al Qaeda would pay them, so they could buy small luxuries such as air con-
ditioners or DVD players.

The second move was to begin providing services to the prison population.
Basic literacy courses were offered. A civics course was made mandatory. Some
160 Muslim clerics were hired to begin teaching moderate Islam, in courses of-
fered on a voluntary basis. Other courses were given in Arabic, English, history,
science, geography, and math. “There is a danger that the insurgency is becoming

a vocation,” warned a briefing prepared by Stone’s headquarters, so vocational
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training was begun in carpentry, textiles, and masonry. The notion was to pro-
vide a pathway back to a life in the civilian world where they would not seek to
benefit from violence. Stone even proposed giving released detainees a stipend
of $200 a month for six months, just to get them on their feet and keep them
away from temptation, but that idea died for lack of sufficient support. Instead,
he opened a brick factory inside one prison, Camp Bucca, and paid the prisoners
for their work, enabling them to build small nest eggs. Typically, the flamboyant
Stone had each brick stamped in Arabic, “Rebuilding the nation brick by brick.”
After concluding that prisoners who saw their families were less likely to become
violent, he set out to enable family visits, running regular bus trips from the cit-
ies to the camps.

Stone also urged his subordinates to recognize their own cultural limita-
tions. “Our own individual view of the world tends to limit our perceptions,” he
wrote in an overview document, “creating risk when we make the mistake of
judging a detainee’s actions in the context of our own culture rather than his
own. This is one of the most significant challenges we face in detainee opera-
tions.” One of the best ways to defuse a confrontation with guards, they found,
was to turn on the large-screen television and play a video of a recent soccer
match. And, in another move to reduce tensions and also improve understand-
ing, a pamphlet in Arabic was created to explain the detention process to new
arrivals, with a comic book version created for those who were illiterate.

American commanders also seemed to be getting the word. Preparing to
lead a brigade of the 10th Mountain Division into Iraq, Col. David Paschal made
a point during a training exercise by wearing a dishdasha—the Arab robe that
most Iraqi men wear—and playing the role of “an uncooperative detainee.” He
threw food and insults at his guards until he finally was tackled and handcuffed.
“By participating in the training I was able to experience the level of profession-
alism and proficiency of my soldiers while at the same time see how they are
maintaining our detainees’ safety as well as dignity,” he explained.

Such training continued to be important, because there continued to be a
hard core of such uncooperative Iraqis. Even after all of Stone’s improvements
were implemented, incidents still occurred. One day many months later, six Navy
personnel working as prison camp guards grew tired of having inmates’ feces
hurled at them and locked the offenders in a room, then set off pepper spray and
turned off the ventilation.

But the strategic view of how to handle detainees had changed, probably
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irretrievably, as had the atmosphere in most parts of the camps. In April 2008,
there were 178 acts of violence recorded in the prison camps, about one-tenth
the figure a year earlier. At his farewell ceremony in June, Gen. Stone commented:
“History has shown us that leaders often rise from the most difficult of times
and circumstances, and we should not be surprised if Iraq’s future leaders are
today being held in coalition force custody.” The way they were treated today

might shape the country’s policies in the future, he warned.

SURGING THE IRAQIS

An old military aphorism holds that amateurs talk tactics, but professionals
talk logistics. In fact, real military insiders often focus on larger personnel
issues—raising, training, and equipping the force—because that is the key to
long-term, sustainable success.

The U.S. effort to create a new Iraqi military had never gone particularly
well. Part of that grew out of the political obstacles facing Iraq: A member of the
Mahdi Army, for example, might not be well equipped or trained, but he knew
what he was fighting for. By contrast, a member of the Iraqi army, despite having
reliable American gear, didn’t know if the government for which he fought would
even exist a year later. Even under Petraeus in 2004-5, the training effort had a
slow, haphazard feel to it. This was one reason he seemed to shy away from dis-
cussing that tour of duty. He maintains that he succeeded then. “It was a massive
task and what we inherited was a pretty modest effort,” he said. But still that tour
carries about it a whiff of something inconsistent with the rest of his stellar
military career.

Years later there was still plenty of room for improvement. In April 2007 a
platoon of American soldiers was pinned down outside a mosque in western
Baghdad’s Kadhimiyah neighborhood and looked around for some help from
Iraqi soldiers. “Of the twenty-seven hundred Iraqi security forces that are in
Kadhimiyah, no Iraqi unit would respond,” said Lt. Col. Steven Miska, deputy
commander of a U.S. brigade.

Early in 2007, Petraeus asked for Lt. Gen. James Dubik to come out and take
over the program to train, equip, and advise Iraqi army and police units. Dubik
is an unusual figure, lower key than Petraeus, but like him a light-infantry intel-
lectual. He had spent about half his military career in infantry and paratroop

units, and the other half studying and teaching at military schools such as West
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Point and Fort Leavenworth School of Advanced Military Studies, and civilian
universities, including Harvard, Johns Hopkins, and the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology. Before joining the Army he had intended to become a priest and
had spent a year at seminary.

In an echo of Petraeus’s “Mesopotamian Stampede,” Dubik called his train-
ing effort “Meanwhile, Back at the Ranch.” That is, he explained, “We all feel we’re
the part of the movie where the spotlight isn’t. The posse is going after the rus-
tlers, rescuing the stagecoach, and running the bad guys out of town.” Mean-
while, Dubik was trying to create a more effective Iraqi security force. In some
ways, this was a key counterinsurgency move, because it is axiomatic that it is
indigenous forces that finally put down insurgencies, not foreign militaries.
Dubik wasn’t particularly taking a page out of the new counterinsurgency man-
ual, but he was consistent with the new strategy in another, larger way: He in-
creased the risk taking in his part of the effort.

First, he deemphasized the transition to Iraqi control. “It’s the indirect ap-
proach,” Dubik said. “It’s right out of Aristotle: If you want a happy life, don’t
aim for happiness, aim for virtue.” In other words, create an effective Iraqi force,
and the transition will follow naturally, without being forced. In Maoist terms,
Iraqi forces would not be given power, they would take it.

Second, rather than downplay the infiltration of Iraqi forces by Shiite
militias, especially in the National Police, Dubik confronted it, purging its
ranks. This wasn’t just a matter of personalities and personal connections, but
also of the politics of the country. As Stephen Biddle, who advised Petraeus on
the issue, put it, “The problem is, in a country at war, the same pressures will
exist against the next commander. The guys in the black baklavas will visit him
at midnight.” So the issue was not how to go after individual commanders but
how to reduce sectarian influence—again, an instance of the indirect approach.
The key, Biddle said, was to initiate a “virtuous cycle” where militias were weak-
ened, so their pressures were less, so Iraqi commanders acted in less sectarian
ways, and so the Iraqi population’s opinion of Iraqi forces improved, making
those forces stronger.

But there also plainly were some commanders who had to go. “We have
gradually cleaned them up,” Petraeus later said. In the National Police, he said,
“They replaced the overall commander, both division commanders, all of the
brigade commanders, and about seventy to eighty percent of the battalion

commanders—and in some cases did it twice.” In the course of those removals,
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Dubik noted, some 15 internal affairs investigators at the Ministry of Interior,
which oversees the police, were killed, and another 14 were wounded.

Third, and probably most important, Dubik accelerated the growth of Iraqi
forces, knowing that they might not be as effective at the outset. His goal was
“sufficient quantity of sufficiently capable” He halved the time dedicated to basic
training. This was essentially a step away from the professional U.S. military ap-
proach of the last 20 years and toward the World War II approach of churning
out troops and letting quality show itself and rise up. Under Dubik, the size of
the Iraqi security forces increased from 400,000 in June 2007 to 560,000 a year
later—actually becoming larger than the active-duty United States Army.

FINISHED BUSINESS

There was also one more American commander who had to go. In June, just
as the surge was about to take full effect, Defense Secretary Gates effectively fired
the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. Pace, who was the last member of
the old Rumsfeld team still in place, having been vice chairman of the Joint
Chiefs starting in October 2001 and then chairman since October 2005. Gates
blamed the removal on Congress, saying he decided not to renominate Pace for
the customary second term because “the focus of his confirmation process would
have been on the past, rather than the future, and further, there was the very real
prospect that the process would be quite contentious.” That may be so, but Gates
was also effective at ridding himself of unneeded trouble. Pace became the first
chairman in more than 40 years to serve such a short term. With him went the
vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Adm. Edmund Giambiastiani, who had been

seen as even closer to Rumsfeld than Pace.



7.

SIGNS OF
LIFE IN BAGHDAD

(Summer 2007)

ike a summer thunderstorm tapering off, American losses began to drop

sharply in July. From a distance it all still looked like a solid wall of thunder
and lightning, but those underneath it began to see patches of blue. In some
neighborhoods, the streets were growing more crowded. More shops were open.
Parents were allowing their children to play outside. The biggest change was the
general absence of the clatter of gunfire and the roar of bomb blasts, which a year
earlier had been common in Baghdad. There were five major reasons for this
change. First, and most obvious, was the new force posture of putting troops out
among the people and giving them the mission of protecting those people. Even-
tually there were some 75 outposts established across the city, and their presence
was beginning to produce benefits. Much of the city was beginning to feel
safer.

Second was that by the time they got there, the ethnic cleansing of Baghdad
had been largely completed, with some neighborhoods that once were heavily
Sunni becoming overwhelming Shia. Shiite militias patrolled their streets and
sometimes rented out the houses from which Sunnis had been driven. “Now that
the Sunnis are all gone, murders have dropped off,” said Capt. Jay Wink, the intel-

ligence officer for a 1st Infantry Division battalion that was operating in one
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newly Shiite neighborhood in southwest Baghdad. “One way to put it is they ran
out of people to kill.”

Third, and later in the year, came the declaration of a cease-fire with the
Americans by Moqtada al-Sadr, the anti-American Shiite cleric.

There was also a less noticed fourth reason: For the first time since the inva-
sion, U.S. forces were all pursuing the same goal in the same way. Putting out an
official document is one thing; getting commanders and their troops to actually
implement it is another. For example, when Gen. Kinnard surveyed his peers
who had served in Vietnam for The War Managers, one senior general, asked
about how a newly issued campaign plan had affected his operations, responded,
“I never read them, it would only confuse me.”

Odierno’s great accomplishment may have been making sure that all his
forces were dancing to the same tune and at the same time. Rather than permit
each of his subordinate units—divisions or brigades—to carry out their own
operations independently, he coordinated and even synchronized them, espe-
cially after the last surge brigade arrived as summer began, so that insurgents and
terrorists couldn’t just shift to quieter areas where there was less pressure. “In
July, Odierno had all his forces, and he was able to put down the hammer, keep
the squeeze on, everywhere,” said Keane. “He just kept hammering and hammer-
ing and hammering.”

Unity of effort radically increases the effectiveness of military operations.
The new counterinsurgency manual was officially issued only in December 2006,
but within months it was being implemented on the streets of Baghdad. That
was a sharp contrast to the first years of the war, when every unit pursued its own
fight, often in very different ways, said Col. James Rainey, who had been a major
in Iraq during the 2003 invasion, then commanded a battalion of the 1st Cavalry
Division in Iraq in 20045, and then returned in 2008 as the G-3, or director of
operations, for the 4th Infantry Division. “The biggest difference is, we have
doctrine now,” he said, “Everyone’s doing it now, protecting the population.”
That was also a much more concrete mission than “stop the insurgency,” an order
that only raised a series of additional definitional questions, such as what the
insurgency was and what tactics were appropriate in countering it.

Listening to Rainey, Maj. Gen. Jeffrey Hammond, the division commander,
added, “Petraeus’s view of counterinsurgency changed the way we all look at it.”
That was an overstatement, as Petraeus was not alone in developing the new

manual on counterinsurgency. Yet Hammond’s basic point was correct: It is rare
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for a single person to have as dramatic effect as Petraeus did on how a large in-
stitution operates, and especially in how the U.S. Army wages war.

Illustrating how the new view permeated the force, Craig Coppock, who led
an infantry platoon in Iraq in 2006-7, compiled a “Counterinsurgency Cliff
Notes” for his peers. In this seven-page essay, lessons from the Vietnam War, from
the French campaign in Algeria in the 1950s, and, most of all, from earlier in the
Iraq war are woven together. The innovations of past years that had been con-
sidered only by dissidents now were becoming common sense. Once Army com-
manders had thought shows of force were the way to impress the locals and so
prevail. Now Coppock admonished, “Use minimum force. Basically, try not to
break stuff or kill anyone you don’t have to.” While top American officials had
let the lynching of four U.S. contractors provoke them into ordering an attack
on Fallujah in the spring of 2004, the young officer warned, “Avoid emotional
responses to an operational event. . . . Knee-jerk reactions waste energy, effort,
and are in most cases counterproductive to COIN strategy.” And while the Army
had spent years improving the anti-bomb properties of Humvees, Coppock in-
structed soldiers instead to get out of their rolling cocoons: “You should be out
on foot in your AO [area of operations] every time you roll out of the wire.”
(Coppock also spoke with the tone of hard-won wisdom: “Never leave your AO

the same way you went in.”)

A SEPARATE PEACE

The fifth—and by far the most controversial—reason for the decline in vio-
lence was the turning of parts of the Sunni insurgency. This may have been the
biggest gamble Petraeus took as the commander of the war in Iraq. He was going
behind the back of the Baghdad government to put its enemies on the American
payroll. Strikingly, he didn’t seem to think he needed to get clearance from the
American government, either. When asked about how he had gotten the presi-
dent to agree to the program, he indicated that he hadn’t asked Bush about it. “I
don’t think it was something that we needed to ask permission for. We had the
authority to conduct what are called security contracts, and that was how we saw
these.” But, he added, “to be truthful we didn’t see it growing to 103,000”—its
peak in 2008, and a huge addition to the firepower the U.S. military could bring
to bear in and around Baghdad. At its height, the monthly payroll was $30 mil-
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lion, which sounds like a lot but amounts to a few hours of what the war costs
the American taxpayer twenty-four hours a day, every day of the year.

’ Some experts, such as retired Gen. Abizaid and Stephen Biddle, a sometime
adviser to Petraeus, argue that the change in the loyalties of Sunni fighters was
the single most important cause of the improvement in security in 2007. It had
begun before the surge, in the fall of 06, with the deals Col. MacFarland was
cutting in al Anbar Province.

“It reached critical mass in Ramadi, and set off a chain reaction up the Eu-
phrates River Valley,” Petraeus said. The turning accelerated during the winter
and spring of 2007. The membership rolls of these new neighborhood militias
exploded later in the year, going from a few thousand to more than 60,000 by the
winter, and then to 103,000, the majority of them Sunni and many of them for-
mer insurgents. They were not supporters of the Baghdad government, but they
were allies of the American effort—at least, most of the time.

In simple manpower terms, this was a huge bonus to the Americans. As Gen.
Keane put it, tens of thousands of fighters who had been trying to kill Americans
now “were not shooting at you. That helps a lot when you only have thirty thou-
sand of your own additional troops to address the problem.”

It was effectively a second marriage for both sides, which had become es-
tranged from their original partners. The Americans weren’t quite divorced from
their allies in the Shiite-dominated government in Baghdad, which wasn’t inter-
ested in a program of centrally driven reconciliation, but there was a new dis-
tance between the two. The Sunnis had split from al Qaeda in Iraq, rejecting its
program of violent religious extremism. “The possibility of forming a de facto
alliance with the tribes emerged only once the Sunnis had themselves become
disenchanted with AQI, and once the United States had also grown equally disil-
lusioned with the prospects of achieving a ‘top down’ process of reconciliation
through the auspices of the al-Maliki government,” commented Australian po-
litical scientist Andrew Phillips.

The turned insurgents at first tended to refer to themselves as “the Sunni
Awakening.” Tellingly, Petraeus and other American officials used a variety of
euphemisms, as if not to face head-on the sensitive reality that they were nego-
tiating cease-fires with the enemy. Some units initially used terms such as “secu-
rity contractors,” “neighborhood watches,” and “provisional security forces.”

Then the official name became “Concerned Local Citizens,” until that Orwellian
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term was dropped for something marginally more realistic, “Sons of Iraq.” There
was a small irony in this last term, because until Petraeus and Odierno took
command, American officials often had labeled insurgents “Anti-Iraqi Forces,”
even using the acronym “AIF” in briefings. Now those fighters had gone from
being deemed to be against Iraq to being its progeny.

The cease-fires didn’t quite amount to an amnesty, because there was no
explicit forgiveness. But there was an implied one. Nor were they surrenders,
because the fighters remained armed, and in some cases were given new and
better weapons. They also went on the American payroll at about $10 a day per
man, hardly a punitive step. The CIA paid bonuses to favored sheikhs. In reality
these were paid truces of an uncertain duration and with a limited writ. The
insurgents hadn’t come over to the American side or even necessarily endorsed
American goals. Maj. Mark Brady, a reconciliation specialist with the 1st Cavalry
Division, noted that one Sunni leader said to him, “As soon as we finish with al
Qaeda, we start with the Shiite extremists.”

But the turning proved the answer to the sticky problem seen in Baghdad in
2006 of U.S. forces being able to clear but Iraqi forces being unable to hold. That
was especially true in Sunni areas, where Iraqi forces tended to be seen as tools
of the Shiite-dominated government in Baghdad. The answer: Have the Sunnis
do it themselves.

At first, this new policy of paying off a former enemy was largely being done
without informing the Baghdad government about it. “In the initial months, we
weren’t even telling them [Iraqi government officials]|, we were just doing it,”
said Emma Sky. Upon learning of the talks, she added, officials in the Baghdad
government “accused us of creating a Sunni army that could lead to warlord-
ism and possibly to a civil war.” These were concerns that would remain alive
for years.

During the spring many Iraqi commanders resisted meeting with the former
insurgents who were volunteering to turn sides, said Col. Green, chief of opera-
tions for the Ist Cavalry Division. “They hadn’t received any orders from the
Iraqi government,” he said. But soon, he said, many Iraqi battalion and brigade
commanders began to work with the groups, even without direction from Bagh-
dad. “They were finding ways to accommodate it, to share information, to de-
conflict the battlespace, even though they hadn’t had orders,” he said.

Nor were the front-line troops being asked to work with their former ene-

mies told much about the changeover. Cpl. David Goldich, a smart young Ma-
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rine in al Anbar Province, recalled simply seeing local guys showing up with
weapons and setting up a rudimentary checkpoint on a main road. To a Marine
eye, they didn’t look impressive—“unshaven men wearing civilian clothes car-
rying rusty AK-47s milling about,” he wrote. But he soon concluded that “they
are worth their weight in gold. . .. an amazing force multiplier that denied the
enemy freedom of movement in a manner we could not.” They spoke the lan-
guage, they knew the area, and they knew who wasn’t from it. Higher-ups
wouldn’t approve giving supplies to the new guards, so Goldich’s unit decided to
help them out and scrounged weapons and food for the men and bullet-proof
glass and concertina wire for their checkpoints. “What we gave them we stole
from base, and probably would have been punished if caught,” he recalled. (Gol-
dich, who graduated from the University of Virginia before enlisting, also showed
a far greater understanding of counterinsurgency than the Marine chain of com-
mand had after the Haditha incident. He took more risks, such as sometimes
approaching Iraqis without carrying a weapon, because he thought it would help
his unit achieve its mission. “My job is to defeat the enemy, not protect myself,”
he reasoned.)

Later in the spring, the process became more formalized. Odierno estab-
lished a “reconciliation cell” in his headquarters to track the turnings and to
advise commanders on how to do it. This was partly because commanders were
asking for guidance about who they were allowed to talk to, whether they should
treat with insurgent leaders, and how to respond to those leaders’ requests for
money, weapons, and official support. Odierno laid down some informal guide-
lines: Don’t talk to war criminals. Don’t give them ammunition. And if they ask
you to stop doing raids in their area, tell them you can’t promise that. Powell, the
planner, recalled that “General Odierno’s guidance was, ‘We are going to be strik-
ing deals with people who have killed American soldiers. That may turn your
stomach, but that’s the way forward.”

Once brigade and battalion commanders grew comfortable with the process,
“it really started to catch on,” said Brig. Gen. Mark McDonald, who was oversee-
ing the new cell. The new opening with the Americans offered the Sunnis a way
out from their unhappy alliance with al Qaeda. It is probably no coincidence that
in April, as the top American commanders threw their weight behind the turn-
ing, the Islamic Army, a group of Sunni insurgent militias, posted on jihad web-
sites a nine-page letter denouncing al Qaeda. It complained that al Qaeda had

killed more than 30 of its fighters that spring. Abu Mohammed al-Salmani, a
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member of the group, said that the terrorist organization was killing far more
Sunnis than the Americans were. “People are tired of this torture,” he told a re-
porter. “We cannot keep silent anymore.”

But as the turning edged closer to Baghdad, the central government grew
more vocal about the deals being made. Maliki began sending alarmed messages
asking exactly what the Americans thought they were doing. “They are trusting
terrorists,” charged Ali al-Adeeb, a prominent Shiite politician. “They are trusting
people who have previously attacked American forces and innocent people. They
are trusting people who are loyal to the regime of Saddam Hussein.”

“It’s like raising a crocodile,” Saad Yousef al-Muttalibi, a member of the
Maliki cabinet, told the Washington Times. “It is fine when it is a baby, but when
it is big, you can’t keep it in the house.” The Baghdad government feared that the
American government was going to feed baby crocodiles for its own purposes
and then leave Irag—just as the reptiles were beginning to snap at Baghdad. Later
in the year, Maliki’s Shiite bloc, the United Iraqi Alliance, would issue a statement
condemning the American embrace of “those terrorist elements which commit-
ted the most hideous crimes against our people” and demanding “that the Amer-
ican administration stop this adventure.” Other Shiites charged that after the
Americans left, there would be two armies in central Irag—one loyal to Baghdad,
and one not.

There also was some suspicion that that was precisely the American plan—
that is, create a balancing force of Sunnis to deter the Shiites from wholesale
suppression of the Sunnis once the Americans were out of the way. Petraeus flatly
denied that the new groups were a helpful counterweight to the Baghdad govern-
ment, but planners below him were perhaps more candid. “As their growth
grows, the national government will be in jeopardy,” said Lt. Col. Jeff McDougall,
one of Odierno’s senior planners. “So it’s a forcing mechanism,” he said, posing
a useful “or else” to the Shiite political leaders in Baghdad.

Even neutral observers had some qualms. Patrick Porter, an Australian mil-
itary historian, later would call the new American allies in Iraq “a coalition of
gangsters, tribal leaders and opportunists.”

Not all American military officials were comfortable with the approach,
worrying that the short-term security gain obtained would create long-term
political problems. “What we’re doing is creating a secessionist state out west,”
said a senior U.S. military intelligence official. “The Anbar tribes will be capable

of keeping order, and also of keeping a Shiite-dominated army out of Anbar.” In
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other words, argued retired Army Col. Andrew Bacevich, the Americans were
avoiding military defeat by embracing political failure.

Some American troops were antsy about working alongside men who had
fought them, and probably killed some of their comrades. “If Jack Bauer doesn’t
negotiate with terrorists, why does the American army?” asked Spec. Alex
Horton, a young Texan who served in Baghdad and Baqubah in late 2006 and
early 2007.

Horton reported a cold exchange between a member of his platoon and a
turned insurgent. “Do you want to kill me?” the American soldier asked.

“Yes,” replied the Iraqi, who had been a member of the 1920 Brigade, an
insurgent group that broke with al Qaeda in 2007. “But not today.”

But most American commanders liked what they were seeing. Some, in fact,
soon seemed to grow more comfortable with the former insurgents than they
did with the Iraqi police.

One day in late May in the western Baghdad neighborhood of Amiriyah,
some local militiamen painted a sign on a wall, “Down with al Qaeda, long
live the honest resistance.” It was a classic ploy: Members of al Qaeda angrily
arrived to paint over the disrespectful graffiti, only to be greeted by an ex-
plosion that killed three of them. Al Qaeda sent in reinforcements, who were
caught in a firefight that lasted several hours, killing another nine al Qaeda
members.

A few days later, on May 29, Lt. Col. Dale Kuehl, commander of the Ameri-
can battalion operating in the neighborhood, got a call from a local religious
leader. “We’re going after al Qaeda,” he said. “What we want you to do is stay out
of the way.” It was in effect a replication of what MacFarland had experienced in
Ramadi nine months earlier.

The next day at noon, loudspeakers in mosques broadcast a call to attack
local members of al Qaeda. Black-clad militiamen began moving through the
streets. Kuehl was inclined to stand back and watch the situation unfold. But after
al Qaeda counterattacked the next day and surrounded the militia members, he
had second thoughts, and dispatched Stryker armored vehicles to rescue the
militiamen. It was a confusing fight for his troops, because both sides were wear-
ing similar outfits and wielding AK-47s and other weaponry. (Soldiers frequently
identify the enemy not by sight but by the sound of their guns.) The Americans
were impressed with the tactical skills of the militiamen. “These guys looked like
a military unit, the way they moved,” Capt. Andy Wilbraham told the Washington
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Post’s Joshua Partlow. “Hand and arm signals. Stop. Take a knee. Weapons up.”
The leader of the militia was a former Iraqi army captain who called himself Haji
Abu Abed.

GETTING TO KNOW YOU

Upon meeting your insurgent enemy, Kilcullen had told American officers,
you will be surprised: “Your worst opponent is not the psychopathic terrorist of
Hollywood, it is the charismatic follow-me warrior who would make your best
platoon leader.”

He was right. In July 2007, for example, Col. Martin Stanton, chief of rec-
onciliation at Odierno’s headquarters, met with some newly former insurgents
outside the ragged little town of Mahmudiyah, one corner of the area south of
Baghdad that American troops had dubbed the “Triangle of Death.” They were
in farmlands, he said, “but these guys didn’t look like farmers. They were lean,
tough, in their twenties. Their answers were crisp. Their weapons were clean and
well oiled. . .. These are serious men, disciplined. They were very polite. They
weren'’t effusive.” That impressed him: They were acutely aware of how strong
they were, and they weren’t kowtowing. They clearly didn’t feel they had lost the
fight. His analysis was that “here was an enemy that, for reasons of their own,
have come forward. ... We had not defeated the Iraqi insurgents. What I took
from that meeting was that they were still a going concern, but they were willing
to take a chance with the Americans.”

Biddle, the sometime adviser to Petraeus, was even more impressed by the
former insurgents he met a few months later in Arab Jabour, south of Baghdad.
“They were by far the most professional military organization I'd seen in Iraq,
aside from the Americans and the British,” he recalled. “They had a military
bearing. They stood up straight. Their shirts were tucked in. I was simultaneously
impressed, and glad that it was daylight.”

The Americans also were willing to be forgiving on motives, in part perhaps
because it made it easier to work their with former enemies. Lt. Col. Mark Fetter,
another officer working on reconciliation issues, said that in his experience, in-
surgents were young men who “have got to eat. There are so many we’ve detained
and interrogated, they did what they did for money.”

Maj. Gen. Rick Lynch, commander of the U.S. division just south of Bagh-
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dad, summarized, “They’re honorable men and they want to take care of their
families.”

The Americans learned a lot from their new friends. The police chief of Fal-
lujah, Col. Faisal Ismail al-Zobaie, wanted to deter the manufacture of car bombs,
so he ordered his force to monitor car mechanics’ shops, where the bombs were
assembled, and also to count the oxygen tanks at the hospital, because the can-
isters were used as bombs. He knew to take those steps because he was a former
insurgent. The downside was that along with his knowledge, he had brought his
Saddam-era attitudes. While he insisted he didn’t torture prisoners, he did con-
cede that he sometimes had them beaten. “Iraq obeys only force,” he explained
to the Washington Post’s Sudarsan Raghavan. He also said he had come to a bet-
ter understanding of the U.S. presence: “I have realized that Americans love the
strong guy” His view of his country’s political future was equally blunt: “No
democracy in Iraq. Ever” Two months later, he would be given new reason for
his harsh view of life in Iraq: Insurgents executed his uncle, a school principal,
apparently in the hope that Zobaie would attend the funeral. The police chief
cautiously stayed away, but a boy walked into it wearing a suicide vest, and many
of his relatives were among the 23 dead.

If there was a question about motives, it was asked more of the Americans
by critics of the process, who worried that the Americans were just paying the
insurgents to stop fighting without any plans to ensure that the payments would
continue as long as needed. One critic of the surge, Col. Gian Gentile, a thought-
ful officer who commanded a battalion in Iraq in 2007, called the deals with
militias “cash for cooperation.” He skeptically asked, “Have they really sided with
us? Or, are they siding with their own side and using us and our money to pre-
pare for a bigger fight down the road they know is coming?”

One officer involved in reconciliation issues, Maj. Brady, agreed that at least
some insurgents were doing just that. “They watch TV;” and so are aware of the
American political debate over leaving Iraq, he said. His guess was that they had
decided “to get themselves into a position to defend themselves, if there is going
to be a civil war. They are coalescing their forces.”

But others involved in the policy said such criticisms didn’t grasp what was
happening. Foremost, said Mansoor and others, was the ability of Americans to
help protect people, which turned groups and especially the sheikhs leading

them. These men were angry with al Qaeda, and had asked the Americans to
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shield or help them. “You don’t get public rejection of al Qaeda if the people
don’t feel secure, if they are going to get their heads lopped off,” said Rapp. “Our
having troops in the population gives them confidence to do that, and that helps
the Awakening spread.” Thus the surge reinforced and spread the turning of
insurgent groups.

Months later, U.S. troops on a raid in southern Salahuddin Province found
the revealing diary of a regional leader of al Qaeda in Iraq. The repeated theme
of his entries in the fall of 2007 was how the flipping of the insurgency was erod-
ing his group. “There were almost 600 fighters in our sector before the tribes
changed course,” he wrote. “Many of our fighters quit and some of them joined
the deserters.” Now, he said, he had “20 or less” fighters deemed reliable—and he
wasn't even sure about a few of those who seemed to be avoiding him. One for-
mer member kept possession of some 2,000 C-5 rockets and a sophisticated
RPG-9 grenade launcher, he complained. “We have to keep trying with him to
get our weapons and ammunition back,” he noted.

He had plans for revenge on those who had abandoned him. “We were mis-
treated, cheated and betrayed by some of our brothers who used to be part of
the jihadi movement. Therefore we must not have mercy on those traitors until

they come back to the right side or get eliminated completely.”

THE INSURGENT WHO LOVED TITANIC

Capt. Samuel Cook, who was commanding the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regi-
ment’s C troop in the northern Tigris Valley in Salahuddin Province, a bit north
of where that diary was discovered, had been pursuing the local leader of al Qaeda
in Iraq, whom he considered a “very passionate, eloquent speaker, well educated.”
The terrorist leader offered to talk, and Cook took him up on it. “He was tired of
being on the run, and he no longer believed in what he had once been preaching,”
Cook said. He provided information on the whereabouts of a higher al Qaeda
leader for the province, who was killed in a firefight two weeks later.

He also told them that al Qaeda in Iraq had three major sources of funding:
crime, the Kurds, and the Iranians. Cook would use this information adroitly,
asking local Sunni insurgents why they thought al Qaeda was their friend, if it
was on the payroll of the dreaded Persian power. The insurgents, who had af-
filiated with al Qaeda as the surge began to hit them, also were growing tired,
Cook recalled.
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Cook had a light touch. In December 2007, he sent a letter to the community
wishing them a happy Eid al-Fitr, a festival that marks the end of the Muslim
holy month of Ramadan, and one of the most significant Muslim holidays. At
the beginning of the Eid feast, he met with the al Qaeda man, telling him that he
had enough evidence to detain him. The man responded that Cook was wading
into a fight between tribes, implying that he didn’t understand the situation.
Cook countered, “We have far too many reports from people in your own tribe
to make this a tribal affair.” Cook then told the man and some sheikhs who had
waited outside that the reconciliation process is not easy and that the al Qaeda
man and he disagreed on his guilt, but that out of respect for the Eid holiday, he
wouldn’t detain him at this time. As Cook hoped, those three actions—the letter,
the meeting, and the show of respect— persuaded other insurgents to come see
the thoughtful American.

One man who came in to talk was Sarhan Hassan Wisme, a local legend,
described by Cook as “the Robin Hood figure at the height of the insurgency in
2006.” Sarhan boasted of having planted more than 200 bombs for attacks on
U.S. troops, a claim he later happily repeated to Cook. His other specialty was
killing locals who cooperated with the Americans. “The thing that intrigued me
about him is that he was not afraid to tell us exactly what he had done to U.S.
forces—proud of it almost.” The Americans had raided his house six times but
never caught him.

Cook, an inquisitive man who grew up partly in Belfast, Northern Ireland,
where his father was a professor of religion, had several extensive conservations
with Sarhan, beginning on the first day of 2008. These meetings weren’t deemed
official interrogations because Sarhan wasn’t in custody and was told he was
free to leave at any time. Cook didn’t want to capture one man; he wanted to turn
his entire organization, or destroy it, if that became necessary. To ensure his
knowledge was accurate, Cook had a soldier sit quietly in the room and take
verbatim notes.

“Captain, you just make me out to be a very bad man, saying I have mur-
dered, raped, and stolen,” Sarhan protested, according to those notes. “I fight only
the Americans, and all of Sharqat is my witness.”

“What about car bombs?” Cook asked.

“If you have witnesses that I was part of a car bombing, then you can kill me
right now,” the insurgent responded indignantly.

“You are part of a group and ideology that is destroying Iraq,” Cook said,
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not willing to cede any moral ground. “We have enough evidence to shoot you
on sight. . .. When you leave, unless this meeting goes very well, I will still try to
kill you.”

During several more meetings in January, Sarhan told Cook his life story.
He worked at a fertilizer factory in nearby Bayji, home of a major oil refinery,
and obtained some of his bomb-making materials there. He had started attack-
ing the Americans in the spring of 2004, motivated by news of the American
abuse of prisoners at the Abu Ghraib prison west of Baghdad. He insisted that
he attacked only Americans, not the Iraqi army or police. That wasn’t just a mat-
ter of ideology. His organization, the Islamic Army, had thoroughly infiltrated
the police, who actually became quite helpful, warning him by cell phone when
there was an American patrol coming to the town, one reason he was never
found at home. Indeed, he said, one police major had donated his sniper rifle to
the insurgents. He explained that the local police colonel had an agreement: “As
long as JAI [the Islamic Army] does not attack Iraqi police or the Iragi army, they
are free to attack coalition forces.” Also, he said, the city council chief had an
understanding under which contracts given by the Iraqi government and the U.S.
military for local projects were steered to members of the insurgency, or at the
very least made sure it employed them.

In January 2007, he had affiliated with al Qaeda after hearing its local mufti
speak about the need to unify because the Americans were retreating from Iraq,
and the insurgency had to stand as one to oppose the inevitable Persian attempt
at domination. Here he hesitated. “There are things I don’t want to talk about
because if we do talk about them, you may kill me,” Sarhan said.

“You are here as a guest and I will honor that,” Cook reassured him.

As the two men got to know each other better in subsequent meetings, their
discussions would meander, as Cook sought to understand his onetime and per-
haps future adversary. Hedging his bets, he used his company sniper team as his
bodyguards during some meetings so they would get a good look at Sarhan in
case they needed to shoot him in the future. The two men talked about Sarhan’s
children, who were playing “Mujahadeen and Americans,” instead of the tradi-
tional “Cowboys and Indians.” Cook knew that Iraqis of all stripes loved Ameri-
can movies, particularly the 1997 epic Titanic. Sarhan told him that he didn’t
watch any American movies, that they were products of the devil. Cook jokingly
asked him if he liked Titanic, knowing it was enormously popular in Iraq. Why,

yes, the insurgent confessed. He recounted watching it seven times and crying
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every time at the ending, as Kate Winslet lets the dead Leonardo DiCaprio slip
into the freezing North Atlantic.

When Cook asked about another local insurgent cell, and whether they were
responsible for the kidnapping and murder of five Iraqi soldiers four months ear-
lier, Sarhan was contemptuous. “No, they couldn’t kill a chicken,” he sneered.

The exchange that struck Cook most was one in which he didn’t speak, but
instead listened to a conversation between two Iraqis. In mid-January he brought
Col. Ismael, a local Iraqi police commander he respected enormously, to sit down
with Sarhan. Both were Sunnis, and in fact from related tribes, but had never
met. “They are tribal cousins, and both chose very different paths to deal with
the crushing loss they felt after the invasion,” Cook said. Their dialogue, which
Cook recorded, does indeed read like a David Mamet version of recent Sunni
history, as they jab and parry about the dilemma of feeling squeezed between
two enemies, the United States and Iran.

“You know that your jihad is all bullshit,” Ismael asserted. “You cooperate with
Iran”—a cardinal sin for a Sunni. “You know Iran is our number one enemy.”

Sarhan hit back: How could you call yourself an Iragi yet cooperate with the
American occupiers? “You are sworn to defend your country, is that right?”

“Yes, I defend my country,” said Ismael, who had been a colonel in the Iraqi
army under Saddam Hussein and was wounded in Iraq’s war with Iran. “But you
know the result of that. It is Saddam Hussein.” He pushed Sarhan to consider the
consequences of an American departure. “You know if U.S. forces withdraw from
Iraq, Iran will come. Their occupation will be intolerable.”

Sarhan was ready to take them on. “Then we will fight Iran and force them
to withdraw from Iraq as well.”

“You are not thinking!” chided Ismael. “They will destroy this country!”

Ismael repeatedly attacked Sarhan on the issues of dignity and respect, the
core values of Iraqi culture. “A lot of people are talking shit about you.” People
in town were saying things behind his back, he said. “They say to you, ‘Hij,
you are doing a good job of fighting the Americans, but when you leave, they
say, ‘Let him go to Hell.'. . . They make fun of you and talk about how you fucked
up Iraq.”

Ismael knew his man. “Sarhan is a cold-blooded man, but I could see his
eyes tearing up while Ismael lectured him,” Cook wrote in a patrol report. His
interpreter told him after the meeting that as he had listened, he had “relived all

the pain of the last five years.”
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But Sarhan still wasn’t quite persuaded to give up. The Iraqi policeman who
had arranged the first meeting with Sarhan informed Cook that the situation in
the town was growing more dangerous. In late January, Iraqi police found a
propane tank that had been rigged to explode and was being taken to Cook’s
outpost. Also, a former coworker of Sarhan’s from the fertilizer factory was
caught looking for a photograph of Cook, apparently to help in planning a sniper
attack on the meddlesome American commander. More reports came to Cook
that the insurgency might be preparing a new round of attacks—this time under
Sarhan’s leadership. Cook had Sarhan brought in and tried to persuade him to
give up. The insurgent agreed, but as a matter of pride, insisted that he be ar-
rested not by the Americans but by the Iraqi police. On February 4, after a few
more meetings, Sarhan finally turned himself in.

The effect of the turning of the insurgent groups was extraordinary, “the
game changer,” Cook concluded. “The mufti for al Qaeda who had been so po-
tent in his rhetoric against us gave the opening remarks at the reconciliation
conference in mid-February in front of over a thousand people. He was now
telling most of his erstwhile colleagues in the insurgency why it was time to lay
down their weapons.” In the following days, 184 people came in to “reconcile”
and be given parole. “It was a mass surrender in effect,” and it later spread to the
rest of Salahuddin Province, Cook said. In order to be deemed “reconciled,” in-

surgents were required to:

+ state publicly their commitment to lay down their arms,

* turn in all weapons,

+ promise to help provide security,

+ come in with a guarantor, who becomes subject to arrest if the insur-
gent can’t be found, and

* be ready to come in any time they are summoned.

They had seven days to consider those terms, after which they would be
targeted. Most obeyed these rather strict rules of parole, Cook noted, and those
who didn’t were arrested.

The rounds of conversations that followed “flipped the light switch on and
allowed us to see the insurgency, the leaders, the structure, their tactics, every-
thing,” said an amazed Cook. American tactics and practices immediately im-

proved in myriad ways. For example, the new commander of the turned insurgents,
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now working with the Americans, strongly recommended that Iraqi police not be
permitted to keep cell phones at checkpoints. He also named the Iraqi police
officer who was responsible for keeping top insurgent leaders informed about
the whereabouts of planned American raids. One such leader would tell Cook
later about being warned and so hiding in a prepared hole next to his sister’s
house, where a cow conveniently sat while the Americans looked for him.

Cook’s bottom line was that many low-level fighters had joined the insur-
gency for the money. By taking them away from al Qaeda and putting them on
the American payroll, he said, the huge economic advantage of the United States
was finally brought to bear in Iraq. “They could not compete with the sheer
volume of cash we were able to put in people’s hands,” he said. Payments of $300
a month each to 1,500 local security guards amounted to nearly a half million
dollars a month, he noted. “Instead of devoting twenty-five to fifty percent of my
combat power to route security—patrols, sniper outposts, et cetera, I have been
able to spend my time hunting—intelligence gathering, raids, overwatching
enemy houses with snipers.”

Having former insurgents as guides also meant there was suddenly much
more information on which to act, both because the insurgents were talking but
also because they were no longer violently preventing civilians from doing so.
Indeed, there were so many new informants that it made it difficult for the re-
maining insurgents to pinpoint the origins of the new American intelligence.
They “knew where the [arms] caches were, they knew all the names of the al
Qaeda leaders,” said Capt. Zane Galvach, a platoon leader in the 2nd Infantry
Division’s 3rd Stryker Brigade.

All told, the Americans arrived at local cease-fires with 779 local militias,
some as small as 10 men in a neighborhood, some as large as 800 armed fighters,
said Army Lt. Col. Jeffrey Kulmayer, who oversaw the U.S. military’s relationship
with the groups in 2008. Permitting the Sunnis to field militias, commented
Carter Malkasian, the counterinsurgency adviser to the Marines, was probably
“one more step toward the fragmentation of Irag.” Despite that concern, he en-
dorsed the idea. It was time to select “least bad” choices. “Optimal is no longer a
luxury the United States can afford,” he wrote. “Right now, we must focus on
avoiding the worst possible outcome.”

A little noticed aspect of this embrace of former enemies was that it was a
second major instance of the leaders of the U.S. effort quietly imitating Saddam
Hussein. The first was Gen. Odierno’s decision that in order to secure Baghdad
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he had to focus on the surrounding Baghdad belts. After being weakened by his
partial defeat in the 1991 war, Saddam also had reached out to Sunni tribal lead-
ers. Just as Petraeus would allow former insurgents to keep their arms and patrol
their neighborhoods, after the 1991 Gulf War, Saddam had “embraced auxiliary
tribalism by allowing sheikhs to create their own private armies equipped with
small arms, rocket-propelled grenades, mortars, and allegedly even howitzers,”
noted Austin Long, a RAND Corporation expert on counterinsurgency.

But, Long noted, the U.S. policy faced an additional difficulty: It was op-
posed by the Baghdad government, while Saddam’s earlier move had been imple-
mented by Baghdad.

Making peace with some of one’s foes made sense when one’s allies were
sometimes secret enemies. In January 2007, for example, insurgents assaulted a
police station in Karbala where U.S. advisers were based. One of the Americans
was killed, three were wounded, and four were kidnapped, only to be shot and
killed later. A subsequent investigation found strong evidence that some of the
Iraqi police colluded with the attackers. Some left the compound before the as-
sault began, and a back gate had been left unlocked. Also, the attackers somehow
had obtained the uniforms worn by U.S. bodyguards. Later that year, the head
of police intelligence in Karbala Province was detained after roadside bombs and
other weapons were found in his house. In Baghdad, U.S. troops detained an
Iraqi police lieutenant suspected of being a Shiite militia leader, only to have
other policemen open fire on them from a checkpoint and from nearby rooftops.
Six of the police were killed.

A study done at the U.S. embassy later in the year concluded that corruption
was “the norm” in many of the ministries in the Iraqi government but that its
extent couldn’t be determined, in part because “several ministries are so con-
trolled by criminal gangs or militias so to be impossible to operate without a
tactical force protecting the investigator.” The report singled out two ministries
in particular as problematic. Unfortunately, they were two of the three most
important: the oil ministry, loaded with revenue, and the interior ministry, which
controls the police and other law enforcement organizations, such as the border
patrol. Leakage at the oil agency was said to be “massive,” with much of the
money going to the insurgency, the report alleged. It likened the interior depart-
ment to a Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organization: “MOI is a ‘legal en-
terprise’ which has been co-opted by organized criminals who act through the

‘legal enterprise’ to commit crimes such as kidnapping, extortion, bribery, etc.”
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ARMY 2006 VS. ARMY 2007

A sharp but illuminating squabble would break out later among some Army
officers who had commanded in Iraq about whether the U.S. approach in 2007
really was that different from earlier years. Some contended that the manner in
which the surge troops were being used wasn’t, in fact, a real departure. Nor did
some of those earlier commanders think they had been on a losing trajectory.
One such credible expert is Col. Gentile, the savvy officer who commanded a
battalion in the southern part of Baghdad in 2006. “We did not fail” that year, he
later argued. “In my opinion, we succeeded.”

In fact, he wrote, “there is little difference between what American combat
soldiers did in 2006 and what they are now doing as part of the ‘surge.” In his
view, they were out doing what needed to be done, conducting some 3,500 pa-
trols. “We cleaned up the garbage, started to establish neighborhood security
forces, rebuilt schools and killed or captured hostile insurgents, both Shiite and
Sunni” Most important, Gentile contended that “our fundamental mission was
to protect the people”—just as it was a year later under Petraeus and Odierno.

Strikingly, Gentile argued that the decline in violence in 2007 was primarily
the result of the cease-fires with the Sunni insurgents and the Sadrist militias
rather than from anything the surge did. “The dramatic lowering of violence in
summer '07 had more to do with the decision to ally with our former enemies
to fight al Qaeda and the reciprocating effect of them not attacking us anymore
combined with Sadr’s decision to stand down attacks explains the lowering of
violence,” he wrote.

But there were some fundamental flaws in Gentile’s argument. Pete Man-
soor, before working with Petraeus on counterinsurgency theory and then be-
coming his executive officer, had commanded a brigade in Baghdad in the 1st
Armored Division. As intellectual antagonists, he and Gentile were well matched:
Both had commanded large units in combat around Baghdad, and both had
earned doctorates in military history at elite institutions. Mansoor responded

emphatically to Gentile in a posting on the website of the Small Wars Journal:

The troops did not fail in 2006, but the strategy did. Gian Gentile is wrong when
he writes about 2006, “Our fundamental mission was to protect the people.” In
fact, the fundamental mission in 2006 was to transition the mission to Iraqi

forces. And there were not just “fewer Combat Outposts” in Iraqi neighbor-
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hoods in 2006; in fact, there were almost none. Gentile’s troops were forced to
try to protect the Iraqi people by commuting from Camp Victory and other
large bases on the periphery of the city.

Gentile flatly rejected that challenge. “My mission was to protect the people,
period!” he responded on the website.

No, countered Mansoor, quoting the overarching document that guided the
2006 campaign plan, which stated that “completing this transition [to Iraqi self-
reliance] . . . is the focus of the Campaign Plan.” Not a focus, Mansoor noted, but
the focus.

Others in Baghdad greeted Gentile’s arguments with a mix of bewilderment
and anger. “Gentile had a different stance,” said Maj. Gen. Hammond, com-
mander of the 4th Infantry Division, which replaced the 1st Cavalry Division
in Baghdad early in 2008. “It was night and day. He was FOB-centric. We are
JSS-centric”—that is, with operations built around the “Joint Security Stations”
out in the city.

Indeed, Gentile’s account omits certain key differences between how the
Army operated in Iraq on his watch and then a year later. Most important, almost
all his troops lived on a big base, Forward Operating Base Falcon, and interacted
with the Iraqi population only while on patrol outside it. No matter how many
patrols they conducted, they didn’t live among the population. Early in 2006, I
was embedded with his unit, the 8th Squadron of the 10th Cavalry Regiment,
4th Infantry Division. One night at the base I was sleeping in a small building
that was separated from the world of Iraq outside only by a series of tall cement
barriers. As I dozed off in my sleeping bag, there was a small firefight going on
just on the other side of the wall, but it was between Iraqi forces and someone
else, and seemed very distant. I inquired the next morning, but no one on Gen-
tile’s staff seemed to care much about what had happened on the other side of
the wall. So I disagree with his argument that “the accuracy of reports that tout
differences between counterinsurgency methods in 2006 and 2007 are mostly off
the mark.” By contrast, I remember being astonished in January and February
2006 at how invisible the American military presence had become on the streets
of Baghdad. If troops are not present, they almost certainly aren’t protecting
anyone who is.

Most conclusive was a comment made by the operations officer for an Army

battalion operating in Gentile’s old area during the surge. Interviewed by an of-
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ficer from the Army’s Center for Lessons Learned, he reported that locals who
had once been insurgents told them that until the surge increased the U.S. pres-
ence in the area, they had largely ignored the occasional American patrol. Their
practice, the former insurgents reported, was, “Just let them drive through, we

won’t see them again for weeks.”

THE GENERAL WHO LOVED GERTRUDE BELL

But Gentile was correct in noting that American officials were indeed cut-
ting deals with all sorts of characters they previously had shunned, and that these
agreements were significantly reducing violence. In some ways, the story of the
Iraq war in 2007 was the Iraqgification of the American effort. Not only had
Americans stopped trying to Americanize Iraq, they were themselves willing to
become more Iragified. After an American soldier got into a lethal fight with an
Iraqi policeman in Ramadi in the spring of 2008, his commanders acted as if they
were Iragis. Rather than go directly to the family or tribe of the dead policeman,
they followed local custom and approached a sheikh of another tribe and asked
him to act as a mediator. He quizzed them about the incident and then escorted
them to the family, which followed the expected routine and acted emotionally,
with hundreds of related tribesman shouting “Death to America” and “The oc-
cupiers must leave.” After a series of meetings, Col. Charlton, commander of the
brigade that replaced MacFarland’s, agreed to step up a reconstruction project
that the tribe wanted—effectively paying blood money. This lengthy process
averted “a potential disaster” in which the tribe could have turned hostile, con-
cluded Capt. Elliott Press, an intelligence officer under Charlton.

The embrace of the tribes and their ways could have happened earlier, but
was discouraged by senior U.S. officials for ideological reasons, said an Army
officer who had served as a strategist in Iraq. “In 03, the commanders were work-
ing with the tribes and they got hammered for it,” he recalled. “I was in a meeting
with [Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul] Wolfowitz and we said, ‘These tribes
are a powerful part of the social structure’ Wolfowitz said, ‘“This disturbs me
greatly. Iraq is a cosmopolitan society’”

In 2007 the American effort, overall, stopped fighting Iraqs tribal structure
and instead started to cooperate with it. “Tribal society makes up the tectonic
plates in Iraq on which everything rests,” concluded Brig. Gen. John Allen, the
deputy commander of the Marines in Iraq that year. Acting on that insight, Allen
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effectively became the Marine ambassador to the sheikhs of al Anbar Province,
flying frequently to Amman, Jordan, to meet with them there in private homes
and at the Sheraton Hotel, whose three-tiered lobby of rich marble and divans
nestled in lush vines has an almost Babylonian feel of hanging gardens.

The Marine Corps has a greater tolerance for outliers and even flat-out ec-
centrics than the Army does. Allen is no oddball, but he is unusual. He has three
master’s degrees in international relations and related subjects, had taught po-
litical science at the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland, and was a member
of the Council on Foreign Relations, where it is more common to see diplomats,
academic, and investment bankers than Marine officers. Like Petraeus, Allen also
thrived in command. For example, as a company commander, he won the Left-
wich Trophy, awarded in the Marines every year to one captain who has demon-
strated outstanding leadership skills.

Allen’s task was to expand the accomplishment of Sean MacFarland’s bri-
gade and its attached Marine units in Ramadi. MacFarland had run into a lot of
skepticism in the Marines about what he was trying to do in Ramadi, but not
from Allen. “I felt like he got it immediately,” MacFarland said. “He was finishing
my sentences for me. He was Mozart to my Salieri.”

Allen was ready to take the reconciliation talks to a new, regional level. “It
became clear to us that this Anbar fight was being fought over the region, in hotel
lobbies and rooms around the Gulf,” Allen said. “You'd have a meeting with a
sheikh in Amman or an Iraqi businessman in Dubai, a phone call would be
made, and something beneficial would happen” back in Iraq, such as hundreds
of tribesmen showing up at a police recruiting office.

In a June 2007 meeting in Amman, for example, he expressed a desire to see
Sheikh Mishan al-Jumayli, who was living in Damascus. One of the sheikh’s sons
had been killed by mistake at an American checkpoint in 2003. A second one was
murdered by al Qaeda in 2005. After that, his wife died of a broken heart, the
sheikh said. An Iraqi businessman at the meeting whipped out a cell phone, hit
one button, and got Sheikh Mishan on the line. The next morning they met first
on neutral ground in Amman and then in Allen’s room at the Sheraton. Allen
asked the wary sheikh to return to Iragq, telling him that his presence in his tribal
lands in al Anbar could turn the tide against al Qaeda. Mishan demurred: “It’s not
time. [ will return when Allah wills it.” Well, proposed Allen, if you should change

your mind, I will fortify your compound and train your bodyguards. One of the
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lessons he had learned was that working with the tribes requires “tactical patience,”
a military virtue the American armed forces tend to neglect or even disparage.

Several weeks later Allen was contacted by an intermediary in Amman.
Sheikh Mishan’s third son had been killed by an IED near Fallujah, and he wanted
to know if the offer was still good. The next day Allen and a team of Marines
from al Anbar were on a Marine C-130 cargo plane to Amman. The sheikh, his
sole surviving son, and his spiritual adviser flew back with them, with the sheikh
sitting in the cockpit and emotionally looking out over the western desert of Iraq.
As they landed at a Marine base, helicopters were waiting to fly the sheikh to
Fallujah, where he was met by local sheikhs. “They took him home, and that
began the turning of Karmah,” which had been a persistently tough town for the
Marines. Each of these “turnings” would have concrete results as tribal members
manned the police and brought their militias into alliance with the Americans.

Not that the job was done. “Al Qaeda counterattacked right away,” Allen
remembered. “They put about ten members of his family in a house and dyna-
mited it.” Then one of the sheikh’s subordinate leaders was shot by a sniper, and
Allen stayed with him through his surgery. Then his brother’s house was mor-
tared, wounding several family members.

The attacks diminished but never really ended. In June 2008, a suicide
bomber hit a meeting in Karmah and killed 13 other sheikhs, the town’s mayor,
and the commander of a Marine battalion and also the CO of one of his rifle
companies.

Another problem was the relatively low stature of the main American ally
among the tribal leaders, Sittar albu-Risha. Farther up the Euphrates River Valley,
Allen recalled, “They’d talk about Sittar the criminal, the smuggler, the second-
tier sheikh of a third-tier tribe. At this point many of the sheikhs from the older,
larger tribes were unwilling to subordinate their prestige or tribal equities to
Sittar, even though he’d apparently been able create a strong relationship with
the U.S. Army brigade in Ramadi.” Also, Sittar was pushing for greater political
representation, arguing that he and his followers had liberated Ramadi, the pro-
vincial capital and so should receive half the seats on the provincial council. He
didn’t get that, but he got a voice. And by August 2007, when Sittar sponsored a
meeting at his compound, nearly all the sheikhs in the province showed up,
“voluntarily,” said Allen. When President Bush visited al Anbar Province the fol-

lowing month, Sittar was seated next to the president, at the recommendation of
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the governor. Always smooth-tongued, Sittar told Bush that as soon as the fight-
ing was done in Iraq, “We’re ready to go to Afghanistan to help you.”

Only 10 days later, just after Petraeus testified to Congress and just before
the first anniversary of the crucial meeting in Ramadi, Sittar was blown up in his
backyard by a buried bomb.

Allen is an unusual Marine. “I probably would have been an archaeologist
had I not wound up where I am,” he said. He was particularly influenced by
the writings of Gertrude Bell, the British expert on the Middle East who was
a colleague of T. E. Lawrence’s and spoke far better Arabic than him but lacked
his skill at self-promotion. She worked extensively in Iraq advising the British
government, especially on tribal affairs. An heiress, the author of many books,
translator of Arabic and Persian poetry, and a mountain climber, she also
founded what became the Baghdad Archaeological Museum before committing
suicide in Baghdad in July 1926, likely because she knew she was suffering from
cancer. “She had the life I perhaps would have liked to have had,” Gen. Allen said.
He read her books, letters, and diaries, especially after he found some of them
posted on a British university website. He studied her writings on the Iraqi tribes.
“When the tribes are at their best they live in a condition of splendid equilib-
rium,” he said, quoting from her diaries. Lifting a book from his desk, he read
aloud her comment about the British campaign in Iraq during World War L:
“ ‘Before the smoke of conflict has lifted, within the hearing of the guns, the work
of reconstruction has been initiated.”

Bell had a gimlet eye for the politics of Iraq. In commenting on the rebellion
against the British occupation after World War I, she wrote, “The tribes witnessed
the withdrawal of British administration and were convinced that their efforts
would, as they had been assured, drive the British out of Mesopotamia. This
conviction spurred on those who had already risen and won over the half-
hearted, who could not risk being left on the losing side.”

Allen saw Iraq through the lens provided by Bell. “If you are not a member
of a tribe in Anbar, you have no status,” he said. “You're probably a dead man.”
He was fascinated to see former al Qaeda fighters petition for reentry into their
old tribes. In the fall of 2007, Allen recalled, Sheikh Khamis of the Albu Issa tribe
issued an edict: “You have to put your name on a public statement that you will
fight al Qaeda. And then you must have the blood of al Qaeda on your hands.”

Tribal justice was far from unsophisticated, Allen advised other Marines. “It’s
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about meditation, conflict resolution,” he would say. “Remember, there’s a thou-
sand years in this operating system.” As al Qaeda’s leaders fled the province,
leaving behind their foot soldiers, he began to see many more such statements,
he said. An entire IED cell came in one day and simply surrendered out of the
blue. “They were simply exhausted by the relentless pursuit of Coalition and

Iraqi security forces and had lost hope in their cause.”

A BALANCED STRATEGY

Petraeus hadn’t said so publicly, but he had brought the means and ends of
U.S. strategy more into balance. Not only had he and Odierno increased the
resources devoted to the war, primarily with the addition of 30,000 troops, his
new, more realpoliitik approach had reduced the size of the opposition, even if
that mean negotiating with people who had killed American troops. Finally, after
years of driving its enemies together, the U.S. effort was splitting them apart, thus
obeying Andrew Krepinevich’s law of the conservation of enemies: Never make
more than you need to have at any one time.

With the new approach, it was possible to make better distinctions. “The
insurgency had three levels,” Capt. Keirsey, the Baker Company commander in
southern Baghdad, said he realized. “Top was the true AQI hard-core leaders.
Next were those who were truly trying to protect their neighborhoods. Others
were simply the criminals and such that try to exploit the situation for their own
benefit or make a living.” The second group could be enticed simply by allowing
them to maintain checkpoints and patrols if they cooperated and coordinated
with U.S. and Iraqi forces. They and the third group could be bought off for
surprisingly little—usually $10 a day, plus some reconstruction contracts for the
sheikhs who brought them in. That was a small price to pay to keep alive Amer-
ican soldiers.

Keirsey gave the Iraqi security volunteers tough love. The volunteer group
in his area was at first called “Heroes of Mulhalla Organization,” but the acronym
HOMO made them decide to change it. Each member was vetted with a local
member of the community. The Americans kept track of each endorsement. If
the volunteer went bad, the endorser could be fined or even jailed. Those ac-
cepted were then issued a numbered badge. Every day an assignment sheet indi-
cated by badge number which volunteers were on duty, and if a patrol found that
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the volunteer wasn’t there, they would report him so his pay could be docked.
“We were extremely harsh on discipline,” Keirsey said. “Late for work, lose twenty
percent of your pay for the month. Shirt not tucked in, lose twenty percent of
your pay.”

In turn, he found the volunteers far more effective than the Iraqi police
or army. After he asked for a list of the area’s poorest families, they developed
one with 55 names, plus phone numbers and addresses. His patrols checked
it out and found “the information was one hundred percent accurate.” Just to
be careful, the company also developed “target packets” in case any of the volun-
teer leaders turned against them again. “Fortunately, that was never an issue,”
Lt. Gross, the platoon leader, said.

With the passage of time they were able to build trust. “We picked up a lot
of credibility in one incident,” Keirsey recalled. Local Iraqi volunteers came under
attack without American troops nearby. After they called Keirsey’s unit on a cell
phone, desperate for help, he was able to get U.S. attack helicopters to fly to their
defense. Later that day, the Iraqi militiamen wanted to come visit him to express
their gratitude but were detained at a checkpoint. “We got them out.”

One nagging question is whether Petracus and Odierno had tried only to
harmonize policy and strategy—or actually had overstepped their bounds by
setting policy. There is evidence that they did overstep to a degree, but in a forgiv-
able way, because there was a strategy vacuum at the White House. As part of
this, they quietly downsized American goals in Iraq, lowering their sights to try-
ing to achieve sustainable security, but not necessarily aiming for an Iraq that is
democratic, respects human rights, and is an ally of the United States. Thus they
brought means and ends more into balance—despite Bush’s continuing presi-
dential rhetoric about victory and liberty. The two big American bases just west
of downtown Baghdad were called Camp Victory and Camp Liberty. But if they
were labeled truthfully, they would have been renamed Camp Accommodation
and Camp Stability, as those were the new goals of the American effort.

The danger of making policy on the fly and not vetting it through scrutiny
and debate is that it may win short-term advances without recognizing long-
term costs. As Long, the counterinsurgency expert at the RAND Corporation put
it, “The tribal strategy is a means to achieve one strategic end, fighting al Qaeda
in Mesopotamia, but it is antithetical to another, the creation of a stable, unified,

and democratic Iraq”
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It was no coincidence, added Marc Lynch, a Middle Eastern expert at George
Washington University, that after the United States began cutting deals with local
militias, both the Sunni and Shiite communities began “fragmenting at a re-
markable rate.” There was still a scramble for power in the future Iraq; the Amer-

icans had just made sure there would be some Sunni entries in the race.

BAGHDAD SATURDAY NIGHTS

One reason Petraeus was able to bring Bush along into these hazy areas of
half deals with enemies and threats to friends was that he is skilled at managing
upward, especially at the strategic level. Part of the job, as Petraeus saw it, was to
“make sure your bosses understand the mission.” For him, much of that educa-
tional task came during his weekly video-teleconferences with President Bush.

Preparation for those sessions began with Lt. Col. Charlie Miller, who had
known Petraeus for well over a decade, having been a second lieutenant in Pe-
traeus’s battalion in the early 1990s. Indeed, Miller had been across the street at
a different firing range when a sergeant told him the battalion commander had
just been shot. Miller didn’t believe it at first, thinking that the NCO was pulling
a green lieutenant’s leg.

Now, 16 years later, the two were in Baghdad. Every Saturday night Miller
would sit down and write one of the world’s most exclusive memos, about what
he thought the president needed to know and understand about this week of the
war. Miller—smart, boyish, and sincere—would take notes all week, as would his
boss, Col. Rapp, the head of Petraeus’s internal think tank, who traveled around
Iraq with the general. Miller also would review the week’s operations. In par-
ticular, he would look for a theme, something that pulled together the events and
data of the week.

At around 7:30 on Saturday evenings, Miller would walk across the bridge
from the palace at Camp Victory, over the shallow artificial lake, to the path
winding to the mess hall, where he would get a take-out meal. He would
bring it back to his desk in a cubbyhole just outside the office Petraeus kept there.
Then he would begin writing, sipping big cups of coffee as he did. His first para-
graph summarized the security situation. His second was about politics and
economics. By midnight he would have about 2,500 words on his computer

screen.



226 THE GAMBLE

On Sunday morning he would send it to Col. Rapp, who would edit it. “We
try to use it to push Petraeus, see if we can get some edge into it,” Rapp said. On
Sunday night, Petraeus and his writing aide, Liz McNally, would go over it. “He
handwrites all over it,” Rapp said.

On Monday morning, Rapp would take back the memo, by now edited
down to four or five pages long, and e-mail it to just a handful of people—the
defense secretary, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the chief of the
Central Command. Not even the other service chiefs, or the White House, were
copied in—President Bush would get the message directly from Petraeus during
their electronic meeting that afternoon. “When they are declassified, these weekly
reports will be a big part of the history of the war,” Rapp said. “He doesn’t pull
any punches.”

In late October 2007, for example, Petraeus began to worry that the presi-
dent would again begin talking about how everything was going well in Irag, in
part because of assertions by some Special Operations officers that al Qaeda in
Iraq had been defeated, so one memo then focused on avoiding presidential
triumphalism. “I just wrote for him, ‘Mr. President, you need to be measured,
you need to say, “We are putting the hurt on al Qaeda, but they are not fin-
ished,””” Rapp said.

On Monday afternoon, at 3:35 Baghdad time, which during much of the
year was 8:35 in the morning back in Washington, Petraeus would talk by video-
teleconference with the president. Ambassador Crocker usually would also par-
ticipate. These sessions usually would go on for about an hour, with Petraeus and
Crocker on camera, and Mansoor and Rapp sitting to the side. Rapp said Bush
was far more imposing in the sessions than his public persona would lead one
to expect. “I think America’s view of the president, whether they like or dislike
him, is what they see of him reading a statement at the podium, which isn’t
impressive, in my opinion,” Rapp said. “In these meetings, he is masterful—good
political insights, good handle on the subject.”

Miller agreed that the private Bush was strikingly different. “I wish he would
come across a little more in public like that.”

If Bush and Petraeus disagreed, Rapp said, Bush would make his view clear
but still give the general a green light. “He’ll say, ‘I’'ve got some concerns about
that, but if you think that’s the way to go, Okay, let’s try it,” he said. Overall, the
tone of these meetings was remarkably more collegial than they had been when

Rumsfeld was defense secretary, said one Army officer. “The VTCs I sat in on, I
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was just fucking amazed at how that guy treated people,” he recalled. “He was
just exceedingly combative in an unhelpful way.” Now, with Gates’s becoming a
quiet force at the Pentagon and Petraeus’s bonding with the president across the
oceans in a way the American people never saw, the American conduct of the
war moved forward, perhaps less grandly, but with a coherence and unity of ef-

fort it had lacked since the invasion long ago in 2003.



8.

THE DOMESTIC
OPPOSITION COLLAPSES

(Summer and Fall 2007)

A t 9 A.M. on June 13, 2007, insurgents dynamited the two minarets remaining
at the shell of the Golden Dome Mosque in Samarra, which had been
bombed 16 months earlier. The renewed attack on one of the holiest sites for
Shiites clearly was meant to spark sectarian fighting. Petraeus’s heart sank as an
aide told him about the attack. “You know, you have moments where you can
fee] the blood coursing through your body as news comes in.” He had previously
endured only two such moments during his three tours in Iraq, he said. The first
time was when his 101st Airborne Division took casualties during the invasion
of Iraq, and the second was later in 2003 when two Black Hawks collided over
Mosul, killing 17 of his soldiers.

Petraeus’s Green Zone office is only a few steps from Crocker’s. He imme-
diately walked over to see the ambassador, who listened and then said, “Oh, shit!”
They were both thinking that this could be like the first bombing of Samarra that
had preceded the small civil war of 2006.

The two immediately decided to go see Maliki. As they were driving across
the Green Zone, with Sadi Othman, Petraeus’s interpreter and counsel on Iraqi
affairs, also in the car, Crocker recalled, “Dave and I just looked at each other,
didn’t say anything—didn’t need to say anything—because we both knew that
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this was where the whole thing could spin out of control.” Upon their arrival at
the prime minister’s office, Maliki told them the same thing. Everyone was ter-
rified that this would kick off another round of sectarian fighting.

“It was a hard meeting,” recalled Othman. Maliki was furious. The prime
minister complained that his commanders in Samarra had said they had control
of the city and promised to him that the remains of the mosque would be pro-
tected. He worried that Shiites in the capital would soon be in the streets hunting
Sunnis, burning their shops, homes, and mosques. That in turn might confirm
to the Sunni Arab world what it had suspected all along about Maliki, that he
was simply the head of the biggest Shiite gang in Iraq, not a real national leader
who deserved diplomatic recognition.

Petraeus suggested sending in one Iraqi unit he knew that was trained and
competent. B