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Prologue
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No one book can capture an event as complex as a war, especially a nine-year war in a distant nation that from its outset was permeated by tribal, religious, ethnic, local, and regional politics. Nonetheless, this volume seeks to provide the most comprehensive account to date of the United States’ involvement in Iraq.


From the start, our goal was to cover Iraq’s halting political development as well as the military battles. We gave attention to decisions in Baghdad as well as Washington. And we covered the clashes and political maneuvering from the early days of the American-led occupation, through the descent into sectarian violence, the surge that pulled Iraq back from the brink of civil war, and the vexing aftermath.


This was an ambitious project, but we have been covering the Iraq War from the start. Through two American presidents, a succession of Iraqi prime ministers, and a variety of United States commanders, we tracked events on the ground in Iraq and in Washington. We were present for many of the ferocious battles in Anbar, Diyala, Mosul, and Sadr City, and we covered the nation’s political development. We saw American and Iraqi blood spilled, and we interacted with the generals, diplomats, and politicians on whose shoulders the decisions of the war rested.


Too many American accounts of the war in Iraq have left out the Iraqis, or cast them as little more than a backdrop for dramas that were played out in Washington or among American commanders in Baghdad. But they are essential actors in their own nation’s drama. For this reason, Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki and rivals like Ayad Allawi, Massoud Barzani, and Adil Abd al-Mahdi share the list of the hundreds of interviews we conducted along with Iraqi generals, police commanders, tribal sheikhs, and student protesters. We also interviewed myriad American and British generals, as well as officers and enlisted troops down to the platoon level.


The objective was to weave together battles fought by the troops with closed-door Green Zone and White House meetings from the conflict’s earlier days through the military withdrawal in December 2011. More than that, we have sought to explain not just what happened when and where, but why.


We have been aided in our task by unprecedented access to classified documents that chronicle the war as it was seen from the American embassy in Baghdad, from the White House, from military headquarters across Iraq, and from the command posts of special operations and intelligence units. The troves of secret documents on which we were able to draw shed light on corners of the Iraq story that would otherwise have remained dark for years.


Internal military and State Department reports have provided glimpses of roads not taken and opportunities missed. Firsthand after-action reports and cumulative briefings chart and bring to life the nighttime campaign waged in Iraq by the Joint Special Operations Command, the headquarters overseeing America’s most elite and secretive commando units, both against Sunni insurgents and later against Shiite militias and even the Quds Force, Iran’s operations and intelligence arm in Iraq. Still-classified oral histories show the war as commanders recounted it. CIA and other intelligence reports helped complete the mosaic.


In painting a picture of America’s complicated struggle with Iran in Iraq, for instance, we have been able to draw on General David Petraeus’s classified updates to Defense Secretary Robert Gates, an unauthorized disclosure that opens a window into the inner workings of the war and describes Petraeus’s own third-party interactions with the leader of that force, Qasim Suleimani.


Other documents provide rare glimpses of the war through the eyes of those who fought against the United States and the Iraqi government. Detailed reports on the interrogations of Qais and Laith al-Khazali, two Iraqi Shiite militants captured by the British Special Air Service in 2007, offer an inside view of Iraq’s Sadrist political movement and militias and its ties to Iran. Transcripts of the interrogations of Sunni insurgents captured by American troops, along with internal reports by insurgent commanders recovered from hard drives and flash drives, have helped us understand the activities of Al-Qaeda in Iraq, the local franchise of the global terrorist group that was the United States’ main antagonist for much of the war.




Heavily classified embassy cables, internal Red Team analyses organized by the American military command, notes of critical meetings in Washington and Baghdad, and classified assessments and war plans commissioned by the generals who prosecuted the war round out our account. We have protected the intelligence community’s sources and methods. By combining extensive interviews with this documentary history, we have sought to convey a full and rich history of a tumultuous period that has put its stamp on the American military, has decisively altered the history of Iraq, and that will influence events in the broader Middle East for decades to come.











PART 1
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Iraqi Freedom


The Occupation and Its Discontents, 2003–2006











CHAPTER 1


[image: Images]


Desert Crossing


On a stone gray December morning in 2011, Nuri Kamal al-Maliki arrived at the White House for a meeting with President Barack Obama. The Iraqi prime minister had maintained his grip on power atop a government that was more an ongoing collision of ambitions than a well-oiled machine. The furious sectarian bloodletting in Baghdad that had come close to pushing the country into civil war; the belated American military surge that had tamped down the violence; the Iranian-sponsored attacks; uprisings by rival Shiite parties; the Al-Qaeda bombings: Maliki had maneuvered through it all.


But now the Iraqi prime minister and the American president were about to enter uncharted waters, more than eight years after the American invasion and occupation of Iraq. To shore up Iraq’s still-shaky military and maintain a modicum of stability, American diplomats had spent much of the summer pursuing an agreement that would have enabled the United States to keep several thousand American troops in the country to train Iraq’s armed forces, protect its skies, and conduct joint counterterrorism operations, only to have the negotiations sputter to a halt. The collapsed talks had been a casualty of rising Iraqi nationalism, backroom machinations by Iraqi politicians, and a deep ambivalence about continued American military involvement in Iraq on the part of President Obama and his inner circle as they approached the election season at home.


The result was that for the first time since the March 2003 invasion Iraq would be without U.S. troops. The departure of the last of them was just days away. While American and Iraqi military officers nervously eyed the risks ahead, both leaders had pronounced themselves to be satisfied with the outcome. Maliki’s visit to Washington, in fact, had been cast by the White House as a celebration of the new normal: a sovereign Iraq that was putatively on the path to democracy and capable of providing for itself.


After a brief photo op in the Oval Office, which Obama appeared to enjoy and Maliki to endure, the two sides engaged in a closed-door discussion about the way ahead. The president urged the prime minister not to release a notorious Hezbollah militant whom the Americans had captured in Iraq and handed over to Iraq’s wobbly judicial system. The question of how to respond to the violent crackdown in Syria was a point of contention, but the two leaders affirmed Iraq’s plan to proceed with a multibillion-dollar purchase of American F-16s.1


After the discussions were done, Maliki and Obama jointly faced the press. Maliki led Iraq’s most inclusive government, Obama asserted. His country’s economy was projected to grow faster than China’s and the violence that had once wracked the country was at a record low. In an event that would symbolize Iraq’s reemergence in the club of Middle East nations, Baghdad, for the first time in two decades, would host a summit of the Arab League in March. “People throughout the region will see a new Iraq that’s determining its own destiny—a country in which people from different religious sects and ethnicities can resolve their differences peacefully through the democratic process,” Obama added. “A new day is upon us.”2


Within a week, Iraqi tanks were parked near the residences of the nation’s leading Sunni politicians, the government’s lone Sunni vice president had dodged arrest by taking refuge in Kurdistan, and American officials were working overtime to try to head off more detentions, the collapse of the cross-sectarian coalition, and perhaps even another bloody round of sectarian strife. Was this just another bump in the road, a political uproar that could be contained, if not defused, with a few high-level phone calls from Washington? Or was it the start of a new chapter of authoritarian rule that the United States had inadvertently put into place?


The United States had stormed into Iraq in 2003 with extravagant hopes but little understanding. Four years later, it had pulled Iraq back from the precipice of civil war at enormous cost. Generals had been fired and hired. The American military had rediscovered counterinsurgency. Struggling to decipher the labyrinth of sect, religion, and tribe, American commanders and diplomats had cut deals with an assortment of politicians, clerics, militia leaders, and even insurgents. But after the loss of nearly 4,500 American troops and many more Iraqi lives, and the expenditure of more than $800 billion, just what sort of Iraq was the United States military leaving behind?
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In the United States’ tangled involvement in the Middle East, Iraq had morphed from an expedient partner to an adversary, and, finally, a titanic project to establish a democratic beachhead in Mesopotamia.


Seized with the mission of containing the new theocracy in Tehran, President Ronald Reagan had seen Iraq primarily as a means of containing Iranian power, so much so that during the Iran-Iraq War, he dispatched an envoy—Donald Rumsfeld—to nurture ties with Saddam Hussein, a partnership which eventually included sharing American intelligence on Iranian military positions. Reagan’s successor as president, George H. W. Bush, had expanded the policy, calculating that an Iraq weary from eight years of war with Iran would see enough advantage in a pragmatic relationship with Washington to temper its regional ambitions. Even when his strategy collapsed ignominiously with Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait, the White House had envisioned nothing so bold as the democratization of Iraq. The goal of the Gulf War, the president confided to Turkey’s ambassador in a declassified transcript, was to loosen Saddam’s grip on power in the hope that the Sunni-dominated Baath Party and the Iraqi military would topple the Iraqi dictator. The empowerment of Iraq’s Shiite majority, an impoverished and long-suppressed group about whom the American government knew little, was decidedly not part of the plan.3


Bill Clinton’s election had signaled more of the same. In early 1993, Clinton suggested that he was prepared for a fresh start with Baghdad, expounding famously that even a dictator like Saddam was capable of a “deathbed conversion.” Under pressure from the right and following an intelligence assessment that Saddam’s regime had conspired to assassinate his predecessor, however, Clinton stiffened his stance. On October 31, 1998, as a weakened Bill Clinton faced the threat of impeachment as a result of the Monica Lewinsky scandal, he signed the Iraq Liberation Act, a Republican-inspired piece of legislation that formally committed the United States to a policy of regime change and the emergence of a democratic government in Iraq, a measure the White House saw no profit in vetoing but had little intention of fully implementing.4


One of the most telling explorations of the challenges involved in remaking Iraq was carried out during Clinton’s tenure by the Central Command, or CENTCOM, the United States military headquarters that had responsibility for the Middle East. After Saddam rescinded his fitful cooperation with United Nations weapons inspectors in December 1998, Clinton ordered four days of air strikes on suspected weapons of mass destruction sites. (Only after the 2003 invasion did a CIA-sponsored investigation establish that Iraq’s chemical, biological, and nuclear programs had been shelved by late 1998, making the raid the first major American military operation conducted against Iraq on the basis of erroneous intelligence. The intelligence failure would be repeated in gargantuan proportions by Clinton’s Republican successor more than four years later.)5


After picking up reports through the Polish embassy in Baghdad that the strikes might have shaken Saddam’s regime, General Anthony Zinni, who led CENTCOM, began to worry what he would do if the despot’s government collapsed and he was saddled with the mission of occupying the country and advancing the Liberation Act’s democratic agenda. Zinni did not think there would be much left to work with if the United States military had to go in. Saddam’s regime and the governmental apparatus it controlled, Zinni confided to Laurence Pope, his foreign policy adviser, would likely fall apart like a cheap suit.6


To examine the problem, Zinni convened a classified exercise in the McLean, Virginia, office of Booz Allen, a Pentagon contractor. The war game, which was held in June 1999, involved more than seventy officials from the National Security Council, the Defense Department, the CIA, and other agencies. Saddam had often employed the metaphor of a river crossing to extol Iraq’s supposed march toward a better future and to celebrate his own revolutionary exploits, which, lore had it, included a dramatic swim across the Tigris. So the command’s intelligence experts recommended that the war game be dubbed “Desert Crossing,” calculating somewhat naively that the name would unnerve Saddam if news of the secret exercise somehow leaked.


But it was the Desert Crossing participants themselves who were unnerved by the magnitude of the task before them. The refashioning of Iraq presented daunting challenges at every turn. If a new group of Iraqis grabbed power—the exercise described this as the “inside-out” approach—policymakers in Washington would be confronted with the fact that they might know precious little about the new leadership, let alone how the United States might attempt to influence it. American officials knew some of the exiles who had taken up residence in London but hardly the Iranian-based or Syrian-based contingents. And any new government that was likely to rise out of the ashes was bound to include Iraqis who had endured Saddam’s rule as well. When it came to the welter of Iraq’s tribes, underground parties, and mid-level bureaucrats the country was a virtual black hole. The “inside-out” strategy would relieve the United States of the burden of trying to secure and reorganize Iraq, but Washington could not be sure just which Iraqis would push their way to the top of the heap.


If on the other hand the American military moved in and occupied Iraq—the “outside-in” approach, modeled after the American experience administering postwar Japan under General Douglas MacArthur—the United States could determine what political institutions should be established, who should run them, and arrange for elections to be held, according to democratic principles imported from Washington. But the price would be the deployment of hundreds of thousands of troops, the commitment of billions of dollars, and, perhaps more importantly, the will to see the project through some difficult days. “A change in regime does not guarantee stability,” the after-action report of the exercise dryly noted.


Nor would the establishment of a democracy necessarily bring stability to the region. There would be threats galore—to the east, theocratic Iran; to the south, the Saudi kingdom and other autocratic Arab states, not to mention Islamist terrorist groups—who would be eager to snuff out the democratic experiment before the contagion spread. “The presence of a government that may be more representative (i.e. democratic) in its decision-making functions than any of its neighbors may invite the conduct of subversive activities in Iraq,” the report added. “Neighboring regimes will also be concerned with all catalyzing effect on their own pro-democracy movements. In a sense, a western-style democracy may not engender long-term stability without considerable stabilization, preparation, and long-term sustainment.”7


Since the end of the 1991 Persian Gulf War, the American desideratum had, implicitly or explicitly, been regime change. Yet if the moment finally came, Washington would face a choice between a speedy process the United States would be at pains to control and an externally imposed solution that would require extraordinary patience and resources, and which even then would not be assured of success. The removal of Saddam would surely open the door to political change in Iraq, but with unprotected borders, the possibility of looting, sectarian strife, and bare-knuckled power struggles, Iraq might also become a veritable Pandora’s box. If push came to shove, Martin Indyk, the assistant secretary of state for Near East affairs during the Clinton administration and a participant in the Desert Crossing exercise, concluded that the wisest approach would be to opt for minimal American commitment in a region of the world that appeared to offer more peril than promise. “We had very little intelligence on what exactly was going on in Iraq,” he recalled. “So the idea was to take what you had in there and build on it, the inside-out model. There was no discussion about democratization or elections. That was simply not on the agenda. We were not democratic crusaders in the Clinton administration, especially when it came to the Middle East.”8





George W. Bush saw things differently. While his predecessors considered the occupation of Iraq to be a debilitating snare, Bush viewed it as a strategic opportunity and even a moral crusade. The president and his aides had been caught short by the September 11 terrorist attacks. Missile defense, military competition with China, the pursuit of high-tech weaponry, and the nation’s defense overall—these had been the pressing security issues in the early months of his administration.


But after the terrorist strikes in New York and Washington and the administration’s improvised campaign in Afghanistan to topple the Taliban for their role in harboring Al-Qaeda, Bush had searched for a doctrine that would confer a larger meaning on the fight against terrorists. Iraq would be the second phase in the administration’s self-described “War on Terror.” Washington would resolve, once and for all, its anxiety over Iraq’s suspected WMD programs and frustration with Saddam’s persistent efforts to punch a hole in the economic sanctions. The demonstration of American power would strengthen the United States’ position in the Middle East, recruit a new Iraqi ally in the fight against extremism, and send a message to Iran, Syria, and other miscreants in the region about the risks of pursuing WMD.


Reflecting a new “freedom agenda,” the United States would join the ideological struggle for the hearts and minds of the Muslim world by implanting a democracy in the heart of the Middle East. The bold vision was outlined in August 2002 in a classified document that Bush had signed six months before the invasion. Blandly titled “Iraq: Goals, Objectives and Strategy,” the document proclaimed that the United States would midwife a new Iraq whose society would be “based on moderation, pluralism, and democracy.”9 With his reversal of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, the president’s father had vowed to preserve international norms against the forces of chaos; this new president would upset the established order to spread the gospel of freedom.


The philosophical differences between the two Bush administrations emerged when Condoleezza Rice, the younger Bush’s national security adviser, sat down with Brent Scowcroft, her former mentor and counter-part in the administration of the elder Bush. Over dinner at 1789, a swank Georgetown restaurant, Rice revealed her goal of bringing democracy to Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. “I said, ‘Condi, it’s just not going to happen,’” Scowcroft recalled. “‘You can’t build democracy that way.’ She said, ‘Oh yes you can.’”10


As the clock ticked down on the invasion of Iraq in the spring of 2003, Deputy National Security Adviser Stephen J. Hadley convened a meeting of the Deputies Committee, a panel of sub-cabinet-level officials, to ponder the vexing question of how the United States might respond if a band of Iraqi generals took matters into their own hands. “The question came up: What if a group of generals sent us a message that they were willing to topple Saddam if we promised to support them?” recalled Hadley. “Would it be sufficient if they said they would not do anything that troubled the U.S.?” The answer the officials settled on, and which Hadley dutifully reported to his boss, was that the United States would be content to let the generals do the dirty work of disposing of Saddam on two conditions: the United States would be allowed to retrieve the presumed stocks of WMD and the United Nations would be allowed to supervise elections and the transition to a democratic government. Absent those steps American forces would still march in.11


Zinni, who had conducted the Desert Crossing exercise and had retired from the military in 2000, publicly opposed the invasion. But, concluding that the war was all but inevitable, Zinni was prepared to fly to Tampa to advise his successor at CENTCOM, Tommy Franks, about the need to face up to the challenges of dealing with the failed state that might well follow the American invasion. That plan was thwarted when the Pentagon blocked the trip.12 The Bush administration never studied Desert Crossing. Yet more than any other president, Bush keenly experienced the vicissitudes of the “inside-out” and “outside-in” options.


“There were two conflicting concepts at play for some time for what we would do after liberation,” recalled Zalmay Khalilzad, the Afghan-born senior NSC staff member for Iraq and the highest-ranking Muslim in the Bush administration. “One idea was that we could form a government very quickly, à la Afghanistan. The competing narrative was ‘No, we will govern ourselves for a while and transition ministries to the Iraqis as they get ready to take over responsibility. The Iraqi political exiles and some from inside will be appointed as advisers to us.’”


Khalilzad was very much in the first camp, as was, initially, the president himself. Bush had campaigned for the White House as a skeptic of the sort of nation-building the Clinton administration had undertaken in the Balkans, and the Bush administration’s early months in Afghanistan had reinforced its belief that regime change could be carried out without a major commitment to reconstruction or lingering deployments. “He repeatedly said in meetings, ‘We need to give this to the Iraqis as quickly as possible to form a government,’ ” said Khalilzad, who was responsible for taking the official notes of the president’s meetings on Iraq. Rice, Bush’s loyal national security adviser, was also fully on board.13


The American-led invasion force would pry Saddam’s followers from the levers of power, snap enlightened technocrats into place, and quickly hand over responsibility to the new Iraqi authorities, who would be made up of exiles and internal players recruited after Saddam’s fall. The changes in Iraq (and eventually the broader Middle East) that followed would be more like the sweeping transformation of Eastern Europe in 1989 than the prolonged and costly rebuilding of Germany after the Second World War. An oppressive, authoritarian regime would be removed, the liberated masses would breathe a sigh of relief, and new officials would grab hold of the levers of power and administer the new state.


Khalilzad, who had played an important behind-the-scenes role in the deliberations that elevated Hamid Karzai to power in Afghanistan after the Taliban were toppled, served as Bush’s envoy to the Iraqi opposition. With one regime change already under his belt, Khalilzad would oversee the caucusing over the sort of government that should take over after Saddam was ousted, which began in London before the dictator was toppled.14


The closest Khalilzad would come to fulfilling his vision involved a helter-skelter episode during the early days of the American-led invasion in 2003, when American troops, to their surprise, encountered stiff opposition from the Fedayeen Saddam and the dictator’s other paramilitary forces. The White House had dispatched Khalilzad to Ankara to keep the pressure on the Turks not to intervene in northern Iraq. Late one night, as he was holed up in a hotel in Ankara, he was woken up by a phone call from an agitated John Abizaid, the deputy head of CENTCOM, who wanted Khalilzad to slam his political plan into fast-forward.


Abizaid, an American general of Lebanese descent, had been convinced from the start that American troops would be an “antibody” in Iraqi society and had been looking for a way to put an Iraqi face on the American military campaign since its inception. Barking instructions, Abizaid told Khalilzad that he needed to round up the Iraqi exiles and bring them straightaway to Umm Qasr, the ramshackle port city at the southern tip of Iraq, so they could immediately stand up a new government. The Iraqi resistance to the American liberators was greater than anticipated and Abizaid was convinced that it was because they did not want to surrender to the Americans.


Khalilzad said that he needed to be sure the new government included not only exiles but also Iraqis in the country, and he was uncertain as to whom among them to invite. Abizaid brushed this consideration aside. “Those are goddamn details,” the general bellowed. “It’s about American lives. Today, this morning, it was discussed at an NSC meeting. The president has asked me to tell you this.” Several days later, the American military juggernaut resumed its advance to Baghdad and White House interest in an Umm Qasr–based government vanished as quickly as it had materialized. Still, Khalilzad believed his strategy to quickly stand up a new Iraqi authority was on track and convened meetings with Iraqi exiles, sheikhs, and other leaders near Nasiriyah and, after Saddam was toppled, in Baghdad.15


Khalilzad’s partner in those early meetings was Jay Garner, a retired three-star Army general with a background in air defense whose formative experience in Iraq was a humanitarian effort to help the Kurds in the wake of the 1991 Persian Gulf War. As the head of the Office for Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance (ORHA), Garner expected mainly more of the same. The mission was to cope with the expected flood of refugees and the oil field fires the Americans feared Saddam’s henchmen would set, avert famine, and, in general, deal with the short-term dislocations that would be endured by what was presumed to be a largely grateful population. In keeping with his mandate, Garner planned to administer the country by assigning advisers to the government’s ministries, which he projected would be intact; remove only senior members of the Baath Party; and quickly recall the Iraqi Army, which had dispersed in the face of the American-led onslaught, to help rebuild and secure the country—an approach endorsed by Bush himself in a March 12 National Security Council meeting and energetically supported by David McKiernan, the three-star general who led the land war command that oversaw the invasion.


Soon after American forces reached Baghdad, there were intimations that the White House thought the hardest part of the mission had been accomplished. During the first weeks of the occupation, Richard Armitage, the powerfully built deputy secretary of state and confidant of Secretary of State Colin Powell, received a call on the Red Phone that connected him to the White House. Stephen Hadley, Bush’s assiduous deputy national security adviser who was known for always being prepared for anything the president might ask of him, wanted to know how the Pentagon had organized the victory parade for American forces following the 1991 Desert Storm campaign to evict Iraqi forces from Kuwait. Armitage discussed the call with Powell, who thought the question was odd and never got back to the White House.16


The civilians were not alone in thinking the main fight was over. On April 16, just a week after Baghdad fell, General Tommy Franks, the CENTCOM commander, told his subordinates that some form of Iraqi government would be functioning in thirty to sixty days. Franks’s position was evident a few days later when General Richard Myers, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, called Franks at his forward headquarters in Qatar, to let him know that he might need to defer his retirement from the military while the Pentagon sorted out some important personnel decisions, including who would serve as the next head of the Army and who would look after Iraq. “More than out of the question,” Franks shouted, according to notes of the conversation taken by a military aide. “Not going home? Butt-fuck me.” It was not necessary, Franks added, to have the CENTCOM chief “doing three-star work.” As far as Franks was concerned, the heavy lifting had been done. When it came to finding a new Army chief of staff, Franks said that the only way he would consider such a post was if Rumsfeld promoted him to five stars and made him General of the Army, a rank that had not existed since Omar Bradley. Myers rode out the outburst—he would later observe that Franks had “taken his pack off”—and by early July, John Abizaid had taken the reins from Franks at CENTCOM.17


It had always been envisaged that a former governor or ambassador would assume the lead role for the American mission in Iraq after Garner’s ORHA had several months to address the country’s humanitarian problems. But Iraq’s infrastructure was in shambles after years of mismanagement and United Nations sanctions. Much of the middle class was gone. With the looting of Baghdad’s ministries and the collapse of the fragile electrical grid after the toppling of the regime, the once seemingly all-powerful state had, much as Zinni forecast, fallen apart like a cheap suit. Seeking to bring order to the chaos of the occupation, the Bush administration decided to expedite the transition. On April 30, just two weeks after he arrived in Baghdad, Garner learned that he and his team were to be supplanted. L. Paul “Jerry” Bremer III was to take over the civilian mission.


Bremer had an impressive set of Washington credentials. During the span of his State Department career, he had worked for Henry Kissinger, led the department’s counterterrorism bureau, and lately overseen a blue-ribbon commission on fighting terrorism. He was an amateur chef, a serious jogger, a faithful convert to Roman Catholicism, and looked a decade younger than his sixty-two years, but he had never served in the Middle East. For a White House wary of old Middle East hands—shades of Desert Crossing—who saw nothing but difficulties in carrying out Bush’s project to bring democracy to Mesopotamia, that was not a minus. When Bremer was first interviewed by Bush for his Iraq post, he passed on a message from his wife, Francine, her favorite passage from the president’s State of the Union address: “The liberty we prize is not America’s gift to the world. It is God’s gift to mankind.”18 Bush smiled and shook Bremer’s hand, convinced that he had the right man.


In preparation for his post, Bremer pored over a RAND Corporation study of classic nation-building efforts, including those in Japan and Germany. The report had been given to him by his friend James Dobbins, a former State Department troubleshooter in Afghanistan, the Balkans, and other failed states. It encouraged Bremer’s view that Iraq needed a dramatic reassertion of the American role and a substantial increase in American troops.19 Before Bremer’s selection was formally announced, Bush invited him to a one-on-one lunch at the White House. Bremer knew that Bush was a fitness buff, so, employing a sports metaphor, he told the president that Iraq was not going to be a hundred-yard sprint but a marathon, and alluded to the RAND report. Putting his trust in his newly appointed envoy, Bush told Bremer to take whatever time he needed. “We’ll stay until the job is done,” the president said, an assurance Bremer intended to take literally. As for more troops, the president was noncommittal but noted that his aides were soliciting troop contributions from allied nations.20


Khalilzad had planned to go to Baghdad with Bremer to introduce him to the Iraqi leaders with whom he had been meeting and to attend a conference he had already arranged for May 15 to form the new interim Iraqi government. But Bremer had no use for Khalilzad’s conference or for Khalilzad himself. The intricate wheeling and dealing that Khalilzad had done in London, Kurdistan, Nasiriyah, and Baghdad to quickly stand up a new Iraqi authority was over. Bremer was not interested in presiding over the Iraqi equivalent of an Afghan Loya Jirga. Instead, like General MacArthur in Japan, Bremer would run Iraq as the head of an occupation authority while nurturing a Western-style government. So Bremer used his lunch with the president to stake out his position: the new Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), as it was to be called, needed clean lines of authority with a single master. Khalilzad was not needed. Less than an hour before the White House announcement of Bremer’s appointment, Khalilzad learned to his amazement that he would not be joining Bremer in Baghdad.


At the State Department, Colin Powell was just as taken aback. Before Bremer was picked, Powell had met with him in his seventh-floor office at the State Department and come away with the impression that he merely intended to be a more dynamic and articulate steward of the American project than the rumpled Garner. There was nothing in Bremer’s presentation that suggested to the secretary of state that he was planning a radical departure from Khalilzad’s mission or was planning to make himself the de facto, if provisional, government of Iraq. Powell called Rice and told her it was a mistake to exclude Khalilzad, one of the few American officials who knew the Iraqi players. But Rice responded that Bremer had set this as a condition for taking the job.21 This was more than a personnel matter. A new phase in Iraq’s governance had begun: the pendulum had radically swung to “outside-in.”





Few diplomats had been given an opportunity to shape history on so grand a scale. Bremer’s office in the Republican Palace, his new headquarters, featured a carved wooden sign: “Success Has a Thousand Fathers.” But the organizational chart of his CPA was steeply vertical. Stomping around Iraq in a business suit and hiking boots, he was consumed by a sense of mission. There was an enormous amount to do, and those who challenged first principles were either sidestepped or rebuffed.


In an effort to raze the old political structures and clear the ground for the new state he was determined to erect, Bremer issued a decree just ten days after arriving in Iraq that barred officials who served in the top four ranks of the Baath Party from serving in the new Iraqi government. To the consternation of Abizaid and American commanders in Iraq, he followed that up with an edict to formally disband the Iraqi military and methodically build a new and considerably smaller force from scratch. Only three divisions, or some forty thousand troops, were to be recruited and trained during the first two years of the occupation, and they were to focus only on defending the nation from external enemies, not on putting down troublemakers at home.


Operating on the assumption that he had Bush’s full support for an “outside-in” approach, Bremer also elaborated a seven-step, 540-day strategy to organize the drafting of a new Iraqi constitution, conduct a referendum on the final text, arrange for the Iraqis to lay down an election law, and, ultimately, hold national, regional, and local elections to seat a sovereign Iraqi government. The goal was nothing less than a representative and democratic state that would feature political parties, an independent media, an active civil society, including women’s organizations, an impartial judicial system, and respect for human rights.22


In his first report to the White House, the CPA chief wrote that he had “re-launched” a political dialogue with Iraqi politicians, but on a new basis: there could be no hasty handover. “My message is that full sovereignty under an Iraqi government can come after democratic elections, which themselves must be based on a constitution agreed by all the people,” Bremer wrote the president. “This process will take time.”


“You have my full support and confidence,” Bush wrote back. “We will fend off the impatient.”23 At the start, Bush gave Bremer enormous latitude to pursue his vision—so much so that neither the president nor his closest aides balked when Bremer told the president and his National Security Council in a videoconference that he was on the verge of issuing the decree to formally disband the army and security ministries, a move that stood the president’s initial decision to vet and retain much of Iraq’s armed forces on its head and that all but shut the door on the original scheme to quickly hand over control to the Iraqis. “I talked to Rice and said, ‘Condi, what happened?’” recalled Powell, who was attending an international meeting in Paris when the May 22 NSC meeting was held. “And her reaction was: ‘I was surprised, too, but it is a decision that has been made and the president is standing behind Jerry’s decision. Jerry is the guy on the ground.’ And there was no further debate about it.”24


Some of the United States’ closest allies, however, were concerned by the unyielding nature of Bremer’s vision and the inflexibility of his tactics. Jeremy Greenstock, who as the British ambassador to the United Nations had helped the Bush administration shepherd the Iraq issue through the Security Council, got a taste of that when he arrived in Iraq in September to serve as Britain’s top representative. Greenstock had met Bremer three decades before when Bremer was an aide to Kissinger and Greenstock was the private secretary of the British ambassador in Washington. But in Baghdad, Greenstock later told the official British government inquiry on the war, he found a changed man: an American envoy who was more conservative politically, more religious, less humorous, and more impatient.25


There were some early indications that the lengthy nation-building exercise Bremer intended might meet resistance from some of the Iraqis. A new Governing Council was being established to give the Iraqis a voice, but not a veto, in the decision making. In July, Bremer’s chief of staff, Pat Kennedy, grabbed a rail-thin, newly arrived young American staffer from Houston named Ali Khedery and drove him to a compound that had previously been home to Saddam’s vaunted Ministry of Military Industrialization in the Green Zone, the fortified international enclave that housed the CPA and the Iraqi government. Khedery, who was of Iraqi descent and was one of the handful of CPA aides who spoke fluent Arabic, was given two weeks to evict a U.S. Army colonel and his troops from the building, remove the dozens of murals of the omnipresent Saddam, have a twenty-five-person conference table custom-built, landscape the ruined grounds, and locate and install a generator in time for the first televised Governing Council meeting—all while Baghdad was wracked by looting, an emerging insurgency, and had no electricity.26


Over the coming year, the relations between Bremer’s occupation authority and the Governing Council would prove tumultuous. While Khedery and his colleagues furnished Iraqi council members with offices, weapons, villas, cars, cell phones, and the highly prized Green Zone access badges, the Iraqis grew resentful of the foreigners’ authority. On July 13, the day of the Governing Council’s inaugural session, Ahmed Chalabi, the Iraqi exile who had helped beat the drums for war and had emerged as a major political player in postwar Iraq, was nearly prevented from attending the session by Kennedy, who insisted that there was no room inside the new compound for Chalabi’s twenty-car convoy. More importantly, for some senior Iraqi politicians, providing advice to an American proconsul was not the sort of relationship they were looking for. “When he came he asked all of us, the political leaders, to see him in Baghdad,” Massoud Barzani said of his first meeting with Bremer. As Barzani, who would later emerge as the president of the Kurdistan region of Iraq, recalled the encounter, Bremer told the Iraqis that he had come with the full support of the U.N. Security Council, was the legitimate authority in Iraq in the eyes of the international community under the law of occupation, and was considering uniting them in a consultative committee. As much as they did not like the concept of occupation, they should try to accept it. “We were all looking at each other like, ‘What is he saying?’” Barzani said. “And then afterwards, I told him, ‘I will be going back to [Kurdistan], I have nothing to do here. This is where my headquarters is, I am not based in Baghdad. If you need me, I’m there.’” With that, the Kurdish leader gathered up his retinue and left in a convoy of SUVs.27


Bremer flew north a few weeks later to coax the Kurdish leader back. Upon arriving at Barzani’s guesthouse, which had been the site of numerous plots to topple Saddam during the 1990s, Bremer asked Barzani, “Who is that guy in the painting?” Barzani remained silent and there was an awkward pause until an aide blurted out: “That’s the late Mullah Mustafa Barzani, Massoud’s father and the founding father of modern Iraqi Kurdistan. The U.S. government worked with him for decades.”28


Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Husseini al-Sistani, the preeminent Shiite cleric in Iraq, was also concerned about the new governing arrangements. In July, Sergio Vieira de Mello, the Brazilian diplomat and veteran United Nations official who was dispatched to run the first U.N. mission in Iraq, and his deputy, Jamal Benomar, met with Sistani. Vieira de Mello began the meeting by talking about the advisory body Bremer had established to give the Iraqis a voice in the CPA’s decisions, which following the U.N. envoy’s recommendation, had been given an important-sounding name, the “Governing Council.” Sistani, however, was focused on a much more fundamental issue. He did not trust the Americans and their anointed representatives to draft the nation’s constitution, a central provision of Bremer’s plan, and insisted that only Iraqis who were elected could play that role. Bremer would need to back away from that element of his plan, Sistani suggested, and if he did not, the cleric implied he might issue a fatwa against it.


Sistani’s arguments were conveyed to Bremer, who thought he would find a way to mollify the ayatollah. But they made more of an impression on Greenstock, who had previously served in Saudi Arabia and Dubai and was more inclined to give weight to the views of prominent clerics. When Powell visited Baghdad in September and met with Bremer and Greenstock, the British diplomat used the occasion to argue that the seven-step plan the CPA had hatched should not be considered sacrosanct. “Bremer brought up, under Powell’s questioning, the political process, and I said, because I wanted to get the point across to Powell, we must also think about how we handle Iraqi resistance to this, particularly with Sistani, we may need some alternative approaches,” Greenstock told the British inquiry. “And Bremer shouted at me in front of Powell, ‘the President has decided on the seven steps. This is our approach. Either you give me loyalty—I don’t want to hear talk about alternative approaches—or we find some other way of working together,’ and Powell changed the subject. He was quite surprised.”29


Powell, indeed, was struck by the session. He found it distasteful that Bremer had dressed down a diplomat from the United States’ most loyal ally and compounded the indignity by doing so in front of a visiting secretary of state. It was not just the substance of the issue that bothered Powell. The tone suggested that the mission was not under control.


The switch from the strategy of a speedy transition to a prolonged and intensive rebuilding of the Iraqi state caught the commanders in the field by surprise and laid the groundwork for persistent friction between the military and Bremer’s CPA. Major General Ricardo “Rick” Sanchez had entered Iraq as commander of the last-arriving division, but after Rumsfeld soured on overall ground commander Lieutenant General Dave McKiernan, Sanchez was promoted to three-star rank and took the helm of a new Iraq headquarters, Combined Joint Task Force 7. The most junior three-star general in the Army was now running its largest combat operation. Abizaid advised Sanchez to stand “shoulder-to-shoulder” with the hard-charging Bremer. But it took months for Sanchez’s military command to figure out that their vision and Bremer’s differed profoundly.


In July, Sanchez’s aides put together a six-month plan, which was more of a series of PowerPoint slides than a detailed counterinsurgency campaign. The United States was to “defeat internal armed threats,” disarm the militias running around Iraq, and find the supposed caches of WMD that military and intelligence experts still thought might exist. By February 2004, the main responsibility for securing the country was to be transferred to the Iraqis. Sanchez figured that he would probably leave Iraq by then. The word was that he would be tapped to serve as the first Hispanic head of SOUTHCOM, the four-star command that oversaw Central America. In effect, the military command’s policy remained “inside-out” even as the civilian viceroy’s had changed to “outside-in.”30


“[Sanchez] was supposedly going to be a caretaker commander,” Lieutenant Colonel Bjarne “Mike” Iverson, Sanchez’s political-military adviser, later told a military historian in a classified interview. “When we did those plans in July of ’03, they were thinking that six months later, things would be back to normal and we would be moving out of there,” he added. “How they thought that the Iraqis would be ready to take over those institutions, all of their ministries, and the defense and security of the country, when we had just disbanded the very apparatus that had been running it for the past thirty-five years is beyond me, but that’s what we did.”31










CHAPTER 2


[image: Images]


Politics of the Gun


The first few weeks of the occupation in the spring of 2003 had been deceptively quiet. Looters had picked the ministries clean down to the electrical wiring and even ransacked decades of weather records. Many Iraqis, however, had been too stunned by the sudden appearance of American tanks in their streets to know how to respond and were sitting on the fence waiting to see what their liberators had in mind. By June, that started to change.


The first inkling Mike Iverson had that American forces were contending with something more than the usual postwar mayhem came as he was driving with his sergeant major on Baghdad’s traffic-clogged streets. Coming upon a tangled mass of metal, Iverson found two dead Americans, one of whose brains were splattered across the highway. “It was a pretty brutal scene,” Iverson recalled. “We went in and picked up what we could and put the parts in MRE bags.”1 It was only later that Iverson learned the destruction had been caused by a weapon that had not been seen before in his part of Baghdad: an improvised explosive device, or IED. Before long these homemade bombs would become the war’s signature weapon and the greatest killer of American troops.


As the insurgency grew in strength, Abizaid asked his staff to determine just whom the American-led coalition was fighting. As they grappled with the question, one senior analyst was advised that the Defense Department did not welcome references to “the resistance,” a term that some Pentagon officials appeared to think gave the insurgents some sort of legitimacy.2 Abizaid avoided the terminological minefield but made headlines nonetheless when he declared at a press conference shortly after taking over from Tommy Franks in July that the United States was confronted with a “classical guerrilla-type campaign” and cautioned that year-long troop deployments were possible.3 It was a far cry from the “pockets of dead-enders” Rumsfeld had described just one month prior.4


In Baghdad, much of the burden of figuring out what was going on with the budding insurgency fell on Colonel Derek Harvey. Mild-mannered but fiercely independent, Harvey had served as an intelligence officer for Dave McKiernan during the invasion and stayed on to help Sanchez, who had assumed the command of Combined Joint Task Force 7 with a handful of trusted aides, no interpreter, and few of the resources that would be needed to run a major military operation for an extended occupation.


Installed as the head of the intelligence cell that was to decipher the enemy threat, Harvey was given a double-width trailer at the sprawling American military base near the airport, a small staff, and several vehicles. At times, Harvey seemed to have the weight of Iraq on his shoulders. An American embassy official later noted in his memoir that Harvey seemed to be “so worried about what was going on in Iraq that it was hard to look at him.”5


Digging through the classified data, Harvey discovered that the situation was even worse than it seemed. In a classified assessment he prepared in early 2004, Harvey examined the official number of attacks Sanchez’s command had recorded—“significant activities” or SIGACTS in the argot of the military—and concluded they represented a substantial undercount. A fair number of insurgent attacks on Iraqi forces—what the military called “Red-on-Green”—and even some terrorist strikes had been left out of the count for the simple reason that United States troops had not been around to witness them. Harvey offered some vivid examples: an explosion that demolished a police station in Suwayra, which killed four police officers, and the bombing of the Sheraton Hotel in Baghdad. It was as if the American command believed that if a tree fell in the forest and nobody was around to hear it a sound had not been made.


Harvey’s analysis as to just who was unleashing these attacks was even more disconcerting. Debriefs of Saddam and his inner circle after their capture, as well as a treasure trove of captured records, made it clear that the Iraqi leader had not anticipated the Bush administration’s decision to march on Baghdad. First and foremost, Saddam was worried about the sort of Shiite and Kurdish uprisings that erupted in 1991 when an American-led coalition reversed his invasion of Kuwait. As for external threats, the Iraqi dictator had considered Iran his primary adversary, which accounted for his reluctance to be completely transparent about the dormant state of his once-thriving WMD programs.




Taking steps to avoid another insurrection, Saddam expanded paramilitary organizations like the Fedayeen Saddam and the Baath Party militia. Networks of safe houses and arms caches for the paramilitary forces, including materials for making improvised explosives, were also established throughout the country. If the Shiites or Kurds mounted another rebellion, the regime’s paramilitary forces would hold its enemies at bay until the Iraqi Army and Air Force could be brought in to establish order. It was, in effect, a counterinsurgency strategy to fend off what Saddam saw as the most serious threats to his rule.


But the preparations Saddam had made to put down a Shiite or Kurdish insurrection also had an unintended effect that haunted the Americans during the early months of their occupation: weapons, explosives, safe houses, and paramilitary fighters were distributed throughout Iraq. The force Saddam had established to conduct counterinsurgency against his internal foes had morphed into an insurgency all its own. In fashioning its initial Iraq strategy, Bush administration officials had hoped to piggyback on Iraq’s institutions and bureaucracy to build a new Iraq. That hope had vanished in the chaotic first weeks of the occupation: now, it was the insurgents who were using the instruments of the collapsed state to take on the Americans.


Taping sheets of butcher-block paper to the walls of his trailer, Harvey and his team began to trace the complex interrelationships among the former denizens of Saddam’s regime, the jihadists sneaking into the country, the tribes who were sympathetic to the brewing insurgency, and Al-Qaeda’s affiliate in Iraq, a group called Tawhid wal-Jihad. The results were included in a classified assessment entitled “Sunni Arab Resistance: Politics of the Gun.”6 The very title suggested that the insurgency had legitimacy in the eyes of many Sunnis and roots in the Sunni community. Harvey reported that when Saddam was toppled, there were 65,000 to 95,000 Special Republican Guard officers, Iraqi Intelligence Service officers, Fedayeen Saddam paramilitary forces, Baath Party militia, and the like who had gone to ground in and around Baghdad.


Even the front companies Saddam had set up to evade the United Nations provided some handy relationships, as did the organized crime tolerated by the regime. The family of Izzat Ibrahim al-Duri—Saddam’s vice president, one of the handful of plotters who had brought the Baath Party to power in Iraq, and the King of Clubs in the famous deck of cards the Americans had distributed in their hunt for remnants of the regime—had operated a stolen car ring during Saddam’s years in power that smuggled vehicles from Europe through the Jordanian port of Aqaba. Now that very car theft network, complete with auto body shops, had been pressed into service to supply vehicles for car bombs and suicide attacks.


Other Saddam survival mechanisms had also become valuable tools for the insurgents, Harvey concluded. Saddam’s intelligence agents had infiltrated the mosques, the better to keep tabs on the fundamentalist Islamic movements that the secular Iraqi dictator had tried to mollify with small gestures—“God is Great,” in Saddam’s handwriting, had been added to the Iraqi flag in 1991—and that he feared might pose a danger to his rule. Now they were using that network to funnel suicide drivers into Iraq from Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, North Africa, and Syria.7 The practice had been documented in October when insurgents carried out suicide car bomb attacks on five police stations in Baghdad. One attacker had survived when the bomb he was carrying failed to detonate, and American intelligence had traced his movements to a house in Ramadi, which was controlled by Sulayman al-Khalafawi, a brigadier general in Saddam’s military who had penetrated the religious institutions in Anbar Province.


Saddam’s security services had also established relationships with terrorist groups to monitor their activities and pursue some of the regime’s enemies. According to Harvey’s analysis, one member of Saddam’s Special Republican Guard who was involved in the terrorist training was Muhammad Khairi al-Barhawi, who, captured documents indicated, had been training the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, the Palestinian Jihad, and Algerian groups before the American invasion. Barhawi had been installed as the police chief in Mosul during the early part of the American occupation but later played a role in helping the Sunni insurgency operate in northern Iraq, Harvey assessed. This assertion, which was never publicly disclosed, was one of Harvey’s most controversial conclusions. During his year in Mosul as commander of the 101st Airborne Division, Major General David H. Petraeus had worked closely with Barhawi and was adamant that the police chief had initially worked with the Americans in good faith until he came under pressure from the insurgents to shift to the dark side.8


Iraq’s tribes also figured heavily in Saddam’s strategy to stifle challenges to his rule. Saddam and his aides decided that it would be asking too much to try to disarm the tribes and that they should instead be allowed to keep weapons as long as they worked with the regime. The tribes provided a potential pool of manpower for the insurgents as well.9


Two of the insurgency’s major brains, Harvey argued, were Izzat Ibrahim al-Duri and Muhammad Yunis al-Ahmed, ranking Baathists who had been given refuge in Damascus and were trying to guide the insurgency from there. Harvey did not argue that the insurgency had a monolithic and hierarchical structure, but he did see the sanctuary former Baathists enjoyed in Syria as important.


Not everybody in the intelligence community accepted Harvey’s points. The CIA held to the view that the insurgency was largely an indigenous reaction against the American occupation and tended to denigrate the “Syrian brain theory,” as some analysts called it.10 Major General Stan McChrystal, the commander of Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC), gave much more weight to the efforts of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, a thirty-seven-year-old Jordanian terrorist leader his troops were hunting in Anbar.11 Zarqawi had begun his career as a militant in Afghanistan, but had been turned away by Ansar al-Islam, the Al-Qaeda-linked terrorist group in northern Iraq, when he entered the country in 2002 and sought to play a dominant role in the organization. Now he had struck out on his own as the leader of Tawhid wal-Jihad, which sought to become Iraq’s franchise of Al-Qaeda; the group had been responsible for some of the earliest suicide bombings against civilian targets in Baghdad.


Still, there was no question that Iraq’s overmilitarized society and a plethora of paramilitary and intelligence organizations Saddam had established provided the foundation for a well-trained and disciplined insurgency. Some of the insurgents, Harvey established, had even been involved in the former regime’s “Gafiki project” to develop IEDs and small backpack-size bombs, skills that had a diabolical utility in the campaign against the occupiers.


Beyond the order of battle, there was every reason to think that the insurgency would not be easily defeated. After more than fifty years of rule, the Sunnis were angry that they had been displaced from the top strata of Iraqi society and were fearful that they would be marginalized politically. The Sunnis comprised no more than 20 percent of Iraq’s population but, Harvey noted, were “concentrated in the geostrategic heartland of Iraq,” which enabled them to pose a powerful challenge to a new Iraqi state. Mao Zedong had famously observed that guerrillas needed to move among the people the way fish swim in the ocean. By 2004, the Sunni insurgents who were making war on the American-led coalition and the Iraqi government appeared increasingly to be maneuvering in a warm and inviting sea.


Nobody in the military command, Harvey concluded, seemed to have a good handle on just how many Sunni insurgents the American-led coalition might be fighting. The initial estimate during the summer of 2003 was that the insurgents were some three thousand strong, but the United States had detained more than ten thousand in Abu Ghraib, the massive prison where allegations of abuse would soon arise, and killed many others. “It is like mowing the grass,” Harvey noted in his brief. “When we take down operations and cells the capability tends to return to an area over time.” Numbers aside, the insurgents had been extraordinarily adaptive. They had started out with primitive roadside bombs and moved to ones with remote-control detonators, antitampering devices, and multiple charges.


It did not take long before they had the American command center itself in their sights: a captured insurgent map provided a detailed lay-down of Camp Victory, the American headquarters by Baghdad Airport, with notes about when the soldiers gathered for meals at the dining hall. As the Americans sought to stiffen their defense, the insurgents shifted to softer targets, including Iraqi forces. The campaign of intimidation had forced the resignation of the mayor and police chief in Haditha. Indeed, the violence directed at Iraqis was far worse than anything the Americans had to contend with. More Iraqis had been killed in the month of February than Americans in the war to date, Harvey noted.





The American military’s inability to establish security was an enormous burden for Bremer, since it jeopardized the United States’ efforts to restore electricity and rebuild the economy, and even made it difficult for CPA civilians to get around the country. During the early months of the occupation, the military and the CPA were involved in a dialogue of the deaf. The civilians complained there was only so much they could do unless a modicum of security was established.


The military, for its part, argued that the civilians’ failure to jump-start the economy, and put a dent in Iraq’s soaring unemployment, provided legions of potential recruits for the metastasizing insurgency. From the lowliest captain to the generals in the field, most military officials believed that Bremer’s decision to dismantle the Iraqi security forces and methodically build a new three-division army from scratch over a two-year period was little more than a self-inflicted wound, and that the Iraqi soldiers who had gone AWOL could have been recalled.


The military’s frustrations came to a head in a closed-door meeting of American commanders, which was convened by General Abizaid during a September 2003 trip to Iraq. According to confidential records of the meeting, Major General Martin Dempsey, the commander of the 1st Armored Division in Baghdad, who would later be picked by Barack Obama to serve as chairman of the Joint Chiefs, said that he had thought that many of the insurgents his soldiers were confronting were foreign jihadists but the detainees they had captured during Operation Longstreet, a series of raids in and around Baghdad, had shaken that assumption. Of the 550 insurgents the division had captured, only 9 were foreigners, an ominous indication that much of the problem was a budding native insurgency among the Sunni Arab minority that had been unseated from power. Some of the insurgents, Dempsey added, had become so confident that they had begun to keep meticulous records of their attacks, calculating that they would be rewarded when the Americans were routed and Saddam was back in power.


Colonel David Teeples, whose 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment had been saddled with a huge swath of territory that the invasion force had bypassed in the Sunni province of Anbar, complained that the CPA had failed to provide the radios, weapons, vehicles, and even uniforms it had promised to the local police that his soldiers were trying hard to stand up. The regiment kept ordering supplies from the CPA to no avail. Unless the province had police, the Iraqis would not be able to protect themselves or help the Americans secure their supply lines. More importantly, the CPA’s lapses, Teeples said, were undermining his unit’s credibility with the Iraqis.


Major General David Petraeus, whose 101st Airborne Division was in Nineveh Province and who would later emerge as Obama’s choice to run the CIA, had some problems of his own. Taking advantage of his distance from CPA headquarters in Baghdad and his recent experience in Bosnia, Petraeus had made a push to get the local government up and running, picked a police chief, opened a trade route to Syria, and, in general, mounted his own brand of nation-building. Petraeus had preached that the money commanders were authorized to spend for civil projects was ammunition. The slowness in getting those funds replenished—Petraeus called them “reloads”—was killing the credibility of his soldiers with the Iraqis. Nor was Petraeus happy with the performance of Bremer’s representative in the region, noting that the head of the CPA office in the north had identified ten or so projects to improve the supply of electricity and gone on leave without taking any action. It seemed to take a crisis, Petraeus complained, to get any action by the CPA. Already, there was a three-month backlog in pay for teachers. When it came time to replace his unit, the Pentagon needed to dispatch more soldiers who could do “engagement work,” such as civil affairs units. It was an implicit criticism that the Pentagon did not have the right doctrine and had not sent the right mix of troops.




Major General Ray Odierno, the towering two-star commander of the 4th Infantry Division and future chief of staff of the Army, who was headquartered in Saddam’s old stomping ground in Tikrit north of Baghdad, expressed frustration with the CPA’s rigid de-Baathification policies, its decision to abolish the Iraqi military, and its big-ticket approach to reconstruction, which steered projects to large foreign corporations but failed to generate many jobs for the Iraqis. Odierno told Abizaid that he had been in touch with a Sunni former general who was looking for a way to be part of the solution. Some way, he cautioned, had to be found to bring the Sunnis into the political process. Most of the Iraqis in his area were sitting on the fence and could throw their support behind either side if progress was not made. Odierno would later be criticized for some of the heavy-handed tactics his division employed as it struggled to contend with a brewing insurgency. But he was also anxious to give the Sunnis, including former Baathists, some sort of stake in the new Iraq. “If they can’t get jobs, they will turn on us,” Odierno warned, according to the notes of a participant. “If we are not going to solve it by paying them we might as well arrest them right now,” he added with exasperation.12





As Bremer sought to realize his master plan, however, one of his immediate challenges was not in Iraq but in Washington, where opposition was already beginning to build within the Bush administration over his ambitious and time-consuming version of the “outside-in” approach. Before returning to Washington to testify to Congress on the billions of dollars of new reconstruction money the Bush administration planned to spend on Iraq, Bremer published on September 8 an op-ed in the Washington Post—“Iraq’s Path to Sovereignty”—outlining his seven-step plan.13


Bremer had stated the intricacies of his plan in internal cables and discussions, but with casualties on the rise and the American involvement in Iraq growing increasingly complex and deeper by the day, what Bremer considered a mere account of his position in the article seemed to strike the Defense Department like a thunderclap. Bremer had not proposed the quick in-and-out war that the Pentagon had hoped for, but an occupation plan that some Defense Department officials feared would take two or even three years. It was less akin to the post–Soviet Union awakening in 1989, in which the newly liberated populations of Eastern Europe willingly took over the machinery of their states, and more like the laborious postwar nation-building exercise that the United States had carried out in Japan and Germany after World War II. Bremer had told Bush the process would be a marathon; now not everybody wanted to join the race.


At the White House, Condoleezza Rice was becoming uneasy. As national security adviser, she had been more of a coordinator than an architect and had to contend with men with outsized egos—Rumsfeld, Vice President Dick Cheney, Powell—each of whom had thought at one time that he should be president. But Rice understood Bush and was doing her best to advance his vision. While she was an apostle of the president’s “freedom agenda,” Bremer’s grand plan appeared to portend more of a financial, military, and political burden than the Bush administration had bargained for, and was ill-suited to the Pentagon’s wish to keep the occupying force to a bare minimum. Broad swaths of Iraqi territory, including Anbar, were only thinly occupied. Violence was on the rise and the Iraqis who were supposed to begin the much-ballyhooed constitutional drafting effort were falling behind schedule. Bush had told Bremer he could have the time he needed, and over the long, hot summer of 2003 the CPA chief had heard nothing to indicate that the president was unhappy with his schedule. But now, Rice confided to her aides, the White House had come to the conclusion that it had signed on to a wrong timeline.14


On September 13 Rumsfeld called Bremer with an idea: the United States should immediately confer sovereignty on the Iraqis. In effect, the secretary of defense was reviving Khalilzad’s “inside-out” position to which Bush himself had initially adhered, by advocating a quick handover to Iraqi rule. Bremer, however, was not about to surrender his vision and sought to head off the defense secretary’s brainstorm with a memo entitled “No Quick Fix on Sovereignty.”15 Handing over control to Iraqi Governing Council members who had been brought in to advise the occupation authority but who had “no popular support” would be a blunder, Bremer argued. The CPA chief thought Rumsfeld had accepted the point, but when Bremer traveled to Washington in late September to testify to Congress and consult with the administration, Rumsfeld invited him to his house for a Sunday night chat and reargued the issue.16


In early October, Rice moved to grab back a measure of control from Bremer by establishing a “stabilization group” to coordinate the administration’s Iraq policy and arranged for Robert Blackwill, a colleague from the George H. W. Bush administration who had served as George W. Bush’s ambassador to India, to be named as the White House point man on Iraq. Richard Armitage and Colin Powell had cautioned against the move. Blackwill was smart and savvy, no doubt, and had enjoyed an impressive academic career at Harvard, but he had a volcanic temper and had browbeaten the embassy staff in New Delhi so hard that the State Department had mounted an internal investigation and even dispatched a psychiatrist to inquire about the emotional health of the New Delhi diplomatic team. For Rice, Blackwill had the confidence and bureaucratic wiles to deal with Bremer and she was firm regarding her choice. Bremer learned of the move when his son called to say he had just read about it in the newspaper.17


Bremer was scheduled to return to Washington again in October and Rice convened her senior aides on October 15 to discuss the next steps. “We already know that we are on a schedule that won’t work,” said Rice, according to notes of a participant. Blackwill, Rice said, needed to plant the notion with Bremer so that he would think that any changes to the plan were his idea. It was imperative, she stressed, to “camouflage Plan B.”18


In the meantime, Rice said, the White House planned to press George Tenet, the CIA director, to step up his efforts to find out what was happening on the ground. Colonel Marty Sullivan, a Marine assigned to the NSC, and Frank Miller, the staff member in charge of defense issues, were reading through the tactical reports that the units were filing in Iraq and were convinced that Bremer and Rumsfeld had not been giving the White House the entire story. Rice encouraged them to press their contacts for information and to report their findings to her. She also instituted a nightly report for Bush—the POTUS Iraq note—which Harriet Miers, the White House counsel, stipulated be no longer than four pages long. The document was intended to provide the president with the most reliable and up-to-date reporting and was in great demand during the 2004 presidential campaign as White House officials worried about the political reaction to the rising casualty count.19


The White House’s determination to modify Bremer’s prolonged timeline for achieving a sovereign government in Iraq set the stage for a high-stakes, behind-the-scenes debate. Less than four months before, Rumsfeld had played the central role in supporting Bremer for his post, and had arranged for the CPA chief to report to the president though the Pentagon. But now the two strong-willed executives were at odds over the most fundamental goals of the American occupation.


The CPA chief was coming around to the view that Rumsfeld and the hard-liners in the Defense Department had sold Bush a bill of goods: an Iraq invasion that would be quick and easy with all the hard problems shifted to a fledgling Iraqi government, including Ahmed Chalabi, that was hardly up to the task. The military, Bremer worried, was also beginning to back Rumsfeld’s stance, if only to alleviate the burden on its overstretched forces. To maintain substantial force levels, the military was looking at a twelve-brigade rotation in the spring of 2004, which would need to include a substantial number of National Guard units—no small political or military risk for an administration heading toward a presidential election.


Rumsfeld and his deputies had their own suspicions. Bremer, they complained privately, had hijacked the Iraq mission and was expanding its political goals far beyond what the president and most of his team had ever anticipated. The hard-charging CPA administration was no longer an instrument of Pentagon policy and was acting with extraordinary autonomy and publishing op-eds without Defense Department sanction. Bremer, in effect, had become his own Rumsfeld.20


As soon as he returned to Washington on October 27, Bremer plunged into two days of meetings at the Pentagon, the details of which he chronicled in letters to his wife. Paul Wolfowitz, the deputy defense secretary who was one of the foremost advocates of regime change in Iraq and Bush’s freedom agenda, had prepared a paper arguing for handing over sovereignty to the Iraqis on April 9, 2004—the one-year anniversary of the toppling of the statue of Saddam in Firdos Square and the capture of Baghdad by the American-led coalition, and Rumsfeld used the sessions to throw his weight behind the proposal. Operating within the strictures of the Wolfowitz plan, there would be an interim prime minister and, Rumsfeld also insisted, an interim national assembly, which the defense secretary argued would broaden the political base of the government and make it possible for the Sunnis to be more involved. But there was no time to organize and conduct elections before handing over sovereignty. The prime minister and assembly would need to either be appointed by Bremer or be named by the Governing Council, the panel of Iraqis who had themselves been appointed by the Americans. Pluralism, not direct democracy, would be the initial goal. The main point would be to take the sting out of the occupation for the Iraqis by committing the United States to a fast track to sovereignty, which the defense secretary calculated would allow the American military to shrink its footprint in Iraq, reduce American casualties, and find a way out of the morass.


Bremer was hardly persuaded. As soon as the Americans conferred sovereignty on the Iraqis, he argued, they would lose control of the political process. It was the same dilemma that had been identified in the Desert Crossing war game. How was the CPA supposed to fulfill Bush’s vision of a democratic Iraq if the reins were turned over to the Iraqis before they had a post-Saddam constitution and the legal and political framework were established? Nor did Bremer see how proclaiming that Iraq was sovereign would stop the insurgency. The insurgents would simply make the new Iraqi government their target.


Frustrated by Rumsfeld’s attempts at political engineering, Bremer asked what powers the unelected legislature that the defense secretary proposed to establish was supposed to have. “Whatever you say they should be,” Rumsfeld shot back. Bremer said that since he thought the Pentagon plan was a poor idea, he had no clue as to what the legislature’s powers should be. The defense secretary responded tartly by encouraging Bremer to be creative and think of some. Attempting to meet Rumsfeld partway, Bremer argued that he could speed up his plan and wrap up the CPA’s mission by December 2004, but insisted there was no point in discussing the Wolfowitz plan in detail, as he could not support its assumptions.


Having agreed to disagree at the Pentagon, Bremer took his case the next day to the Principals Committee, a cabinet-level body that included the most senior policymakers in the government, excepting the president. As the meeting got under way, Vice President Cheney asked the crucial question: how would speeding up the handover to the Iraqis lead to a reduction of attacks by the insurgents? The insurgents were not concerned with such legal niceties as whether the United States was formally an occupying power; they wanted to frustrate the broader American project in Iraq.


Then the discussion got down to specifics as Bremer presented the two options from the Pentagon debate, identifying them only as “Option A,” which entailed sticking with Bremer’s program through December 2004, and “Option B,” which was the Wolfowitz plan. Powell was quick to note one drawback of “Option B”: it was similar to the plan to end the American occupation and hand over authority to the Governing Council that the French had pitched at the United Nations and that the United States had managed to block just the week before. In his determination to put an end to the occupation, Wolfowitz had inadvertently found himself aligned with the French foreign minister, an odd pairing given France’s opposition to the American invasion. For her part, Rice zeroed in on the need to adjust Bremer’s schedule so as to end as soon as possible the status of American troops as “occupiers.” After the principals staked out their positions, Bremer gave his recommendation, arguing that “Option A,” extending the CPA mission through December 2004, was the most likely to fulfill Bush’s vision.


The issue was put on the docket of the National Security Council for October 29, which meant that Bush himself would preside. The president was well informed on the debate and, after hearing the options, suggested a compromise. “Perhaps there is something between ‘Option A’ and ‘Option B,’ ” he said. Then seeking to rally his team, lest anybody conclude that the White House was backing away from its vision, Bush said that he was determined to do the right thing. The United States would succeed in Iraq and its success there would change the world. Nobody should doubt it. The United States might not be able to demonstrate success by the time of the next presidential election in the United States, but so be it. The president insisted that he did not care what the media said and was prepared to live with the political consequences.


After the NSC meeting broke up, Rice met privately with Bremer in her office, which, sports fan that she was, was festooned with helmets and other football paraphernalia. The Pentagon, she told Bremer, appeared to be panicked by the long road it saw ahead in Iraq and was looking for a way out. Rice said that she also wanted to get out of the occupation phase as quickly as possible but understood that this was difficult. Then hammering the president’s point home, Rice asked if Bremer could work on the compromise plan Bush alluded to, which she called “Option A Prime.” In her discussions with Blackwill, Rice had dubbed the fallback scheme she was prodding Bremer to devise “camouflaged Plan B.” But now that she was alone with the CPA chief she was trying to put the best face on the option to secure his support.


Bremer capped off the day by accepting Bush’s invitation to come by the Oval Office so they could hit the White House gym and continue the conversation. After the workout, Bremer shared his apprehensions about the Pentagon. The military, he complained, had the tendency to treat Iraqi policemen as if they were as competent as American soldiers when it chronicled the number of boots on the ground in Iraq. The numbers game seemed designed to strengthen the case for withdrawing U.S. forces, but it was grossly misleading. There was no way a fresh Iraqi recruit with a few weeks of training was the equal of a trooper in the 101st Airborne. Warming to his subject, Bremer continued his lament. Abizaid had expressed the hope during the NSC meeting that the coalition would deal a body blow to the insurgents over three months, but Bremer said that, too, appeared calculated to minimize the need for another American troop rotation. The problem, Bremer insisted, was not the CPA’s policies, but the fact that the military was not finding and killing enough bad guys. Too much of the intelligence effort, he added, was still devoted to finding out what happened to the supposed WMD. In public, Bremer seemed determined and even stoic. But alone with the commander in chief, he confessed that he was afraid that he was being set up by the Pentagon as the fall guy: the one who stubbornly refused to end a difficult occupation and, thus, prolonged an increasingly unpopular war.


Bush said he had not thought of that possibility and told him not to worry. The president had his back, and the United States was not going to fail in Iraq. But Bremer was not off the hook. When it came to the project of building democracy in Iraq, there would need to be an “Option A Prime.”21





In early November, Blackwill traveled to Iraq to take the pulse of the country and the American effort there. The weeks around his visit would be marked by a dismaying series of firsts. November 7 saw the first reported use of a remotely controlled IED, in an attack on an American military convoy in Baghdad. Five days later, in the first successful attack against a coalition base, a dozen Italian soldiers were killed in Nasiriyah when a truck breached the perimeter of their compound, enabling a car packed with explosives to slip through the gap.22 Car and truck bombs like this would become so common that they were given their own military acronym: VBIEDs, for vehicle-borne IEDs. The violence was not limited to the ground. During the first six months of the occupation, six helicopters were lost, mainly in the Taji, Yusifiyah, and Fallujah areas surrounding Baghdad; in a two-week period in October and November, three helicopters were downed by shoulder-fired SA-16 missiles, including a Chinook crash that killed sixteen troops. Cargo planes taking off from Baghdad International Airport came under fire as well, although without success: on November 22, a civilian A-300 transport was hit on the wing by an SA-7 shoulder-fired missile, and two weeks later one of the military’s huge gray C-17s was damaged by a more advanced SA-14.23


When Blackwill returned to the White House to brief the NSC, on the security front he reported that the situation was “very grim.” In Baghdad, the insurgents appeared to be operating around every corner. The CPA was “an embattled island in a hostile city,” and Bremer’s personal security precautions were so stringent they resembled those of the president.24 The Americans sorely lacked intelligence about what was going on in the country, and the best intelligence officers and generals in the Iraqi armed forces had fled the country fearing reprisal. The buzz on the street was that the United States would soon withdraw as well. In a disturbing allusion to Vietnam, Blackwill quoted John McNaughton, the Pentagon aide to Robert McNamara, who once observed that he had “signed up on the wrong side—the side that’s going to lose this war.”25 The parallels to Vietnam continued: Blackwill noted that porous borders were allowing a highly motivated and organized enemy to enter the country with the goal of attacking the United States’ political will. As for Bremer’s CPA, all decisions had to be personally approved by him. The plan to write a new constitution had ground to a halt. Sistani’s concerns had registered with the Governing Council, which had no desire for a confrontation with the cleric in Najaf. Effectively, Blackwill observed, Sistani was dictating the constitutional process.


There was little Bremer could do to address security concerns. His task was to develop “Option A Prime.” Bremer’s governance team had already determined that a fallback plan to hand over sovereignty might be needed and had drafted ideas to shift the strategy. Based on his conversations in Washington, he now told them that he needed a plan that would let the occupation wind up by the end of June—six months before Bremer’s most optimistic deadline. Yielding to Rumsfeld’s demand, Bremer agreed that a transitional national assembly would be established, which in turn would settle on a transitional prime minister. The rest of Bremer’s democracy-building program, including the all-important national elections, would need to come later. The Iraqi leaders’ agreement to draft an interim constitution gave Bremer the confidence to move forward.


But, not all the members of Bremer’s inner circle were happy with “Operation A Prime.” Meghan O’Sullivan, a young former academic and policy aide at the State Department who had emerged as one of Bremer’s closest advisers on Iraqi governance, had agreed that there needed to be a quicker route to Iraqi sovereignty. But she was not pleased with the way Washington had gone about it. Distressed by the postponement of elections, she fired off a memo to her boss warning that the Bush administration’s enterprise in Iraq was at risk. An unelected government would lack legitimacy. Iraqis would interpret the new policy as a sign that the United States was not willing to trust Iraqi voters to pick their own leaders.26


On November 9, Bremer hopped a flight out of Iraq on a C-141 filled with wounded soldiers. Meeting with Bush the next day, he outlined two alternatives: the CPA could try to organize elections before the scheduled transfer of sovereignty in June and accept a delay if the election arrangements required more time; or the CPA could rely on a system of caucuses to pick the members of the national assembly, which would ensure that the deadline would be met, but would at first turn Iraqi politics into an insiders’ game. Bush opted for caucuses.


The end result became known as the November 15 Agreement. For the better part of a year, the American political strategy for Iraq had been like a car hurtling down the road with many hands on the steering wheel as the vehicle fishtailed back and forth. “Inside-out” had yielded to “outside-in” as the Bush administration’s agenda in Iraq expanded from the minimalist goal of regime change to the lofty ideal of democracy promotion. Now a complicated hybrid plan was in the works. The one saving grace from the White House’s point of view was that the details of the plan were too arcane to be grasped by the American electorate, which would likely be more impressed by the symbolism of conferring sovereignty on the Iraqis, assuming some way was found to tamp down the escalating violence and limit American casualties.


Having overhauled his seven-step plan and won the approval of Washington, Bremer’s next step was to get the Iraqis on board. But even meeting with them was becoming tricky: in early November, the Governing Council’s oldest member, Muhammad Bahr al-Ulum, had a near miss as he approached the Green Zone—not at the hands of insurgents but at the hands of trigger-happy American troops. As Bahr al-Ulum’s car approached one of the Green Zone checkpoints, its American guards signaled for it to stop; when the driver failed to do so, the troops opened fire, missing the senior council member by inches. In response, the entire Governing Council had decided to boycott the CPA’s Green Zone facilities. Bremer would need to present the new plan at the Baghdad residential compound of Jalal Talabani, the Kurdish political leader and council member.27


When Bremer presented the November 15 Agreement to the Governing Council, the room erupted in protest. Many of the Governing Council members, especially Chalabi, wanted more control over the political process that would lead to the new government. There were rumblings that the clerics in Najaf might not accept the transfer of sovereignty to an unelected body. Bremer chalked up the dissension to Shiite machinations to control the political process that would lead to the new government. The CPA chief told the council that if they did not sign the document, he would hold a press conference to announce exactly that: that the CPA had tried to hand sovereignty to Iraq’s leaders and they had rejected the idea. The American ultimatum worked, and the council members signed the document.28


The new American plan represented a balance of bureaucratic forces in Washington. The president had not abandoned his vision of a democratic Iraq, but had insisted on a shortcut as he sought to realign ends and means. The question was whether the amended approach would work.





While Bremer was adjusting deadlines in both Washington and Baghdad, the officers in the military’s intelligence cell were developing an idea to blunt the insurgency: reaching out to tribes, just as Saddam had done and the insurgents were doing.


As the team saw it, the reasons for the insurgency were deep-seated and would not be fully addressed by the scheduling of elections, the drafting of a constitution, or the formal transfer of sovereignty. If the United States was going to defeat the insurgency, or even blunt it, it needed to reach deep into the fabric of Iraqi society and find allies where it could. Strikingly, there were indications that some Sunni tribal leaders wanted a better relationship with the Americans.


Harvey’s team raised the issue in the fall with the Iraq hands on the Joint Staff, the team of military officers who worked for the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, hoping that the Pentagon would spur Bremer’s occupation authority to reach out to the Anbar tribes. The Joint Staff team drafted a classified two-page memo in October. Entitled “Sunni Outreach to the Governing Council and Coalition Provisional Authority,” it was stamped “NOFORN,” meaning not for sharing with allied officials, and approved by Major General Ronald Burgess, the director for intelligence on the Joint Staff. General Myers, the JCS chairman, scribbled his endorsement in the margin: “Good paper. Pls ensure CPA and CJTF-7 see this.”29


The October memo summed up the problem. Sunni tribal leaders in Anbar did not need to be persuaded to work with the American-led coalition. They were already offering to do that but complained they had been rebuffed. Coming on top of the CPA’s de-Baathification decree, which had already hit some of the tribes hard, tribal leaders were increasingly worried that they were becoming marginalized. The leader of the Albu Nimr, among other sheikhs, had offered to organize a tribal force to provide border security as part of a “Coalition venture.” There would be a cost if the CPA ignored such offers. “Leaders of these tribes—many of whom still occupy key positions of local authority—appear to be increasingly willing to cooperate with the Coalition in order to restore or maintain their influence in post-Saddam Iraq,” the memo noted. “If they perceive a failure, they may take other actions, to include creating alternate governing and security institutions, working with anti-Coalition forces, or engaging in criminal activity to ensure the prosperity and security of their tribes.”


For all that, getting the CPA’s attention was not easy. After Harvey returned to Washington in the fall, his successor, Colonel Carol Stewart, the head of the intelligence plans section at CENTCOM, worked doggedly on the issue. One of Stewart’s aides, Stan Silverman, had come to know Russell Khatib, an interpreter for the CPA and an American of Arab descent. Khatib explained that he had been in touch with several sheikhs from Anbar, who reported that Fallujah was “broiling.” Silverman, who was a Vietnam veteran, saw the potential to work with the locals and urged Stewart to press ahead.


Meeting with a group of Anbari sheikhs—with scant attention from the authorities in Baghdad—Stewart developed a plan to bring them into the fold. The sheikhs said that they needed help evicting insurgents and could keep the roads clear of IEDs if the Americans would allow their tribes to be armed. In a classified paper, Stewart outlined what each side would do.


The strife-ridden Ramadi and Fallujah areas would become a tribal security zone. Eighteen sheikhs would participate at the start, with perhaps more to come. Tribal leaders would be asked to police their own areas and given vehicles, ammunition, and money to pay their men, who would be dubbed the “Anbar Rangers.” The entire program would cost less than $3 million from the end of January through June, a tiny sliver of the multibillion-dollar reconstruction budget the Bush administration would later propose for Iraq.


Along with American and British intelligence officials, Stewart went to brief the plan to all of the division chiefs at Bremer’s CPA and Sanchez’s command. Stewart received some positive feedback, but when she briefed Meghan O’Sullivan and Catherine Dale, Sanchez’s political adviser, O’Sullivan gave the party line: the CPA did not intend to plan to make the tribes a formal part of Iraq’s security or political structure.30


Leaving the meeting, Stewart muttered in frustration, “If the United States was not going to be working with the tribes in the new Iraq, where was this new Iraq going to be? On Mars?”


Undeterred, Stewart continued to press her case. Encountering Bremer in the hallway of the Republican Palace, she quickly pitched her plan. Bremer wanted a detailed financial plan and formal approval from all of the American divisions in Iraq, which Stewart secured. The final roadblock was money. Bremer said that he did not have the $3 million to spare and that the funds would need to come from the emergency response funds that Sanchez controlled. The British deputy to Sanchez, Major General Freddie Viggers, was no more accommodating. He declined to provide the money.


The occupation authority later established an office of tribal affairs, but it fell well short of the sort of military and political alliance with the tribes that some in the American military had in mind. Although not all of the Sunnis in Anbar were ready to work hand and glove with the Americans at this point, some notable tribal leaders, including those of the Albu Nimr, clearly were.


There was a parallel with the relative lack of regard Bremer’s governance advisers expressed for Sistani. The CPA had a plan for building a political system, and to the occupiers, some of Iraq’s most time-honored traditions were merely timeworn. Tribes and clerics could coexist with Bremer’s team, but unlike the Iraqis on the Governing Council they were not to get a favored place at the table.31


Recalling the episode in a still-classified interview with an Army historian, Harvey concluded that the conditions for a tribal awakening were better three years later, after Anbar’s Sunnis had gone through the stages of denial of their reduced status in Iraqi society, anger at the Americans for being the agent of change, and, finally, acceptance and a desire to forge a place for themselves in the new order. Still, Harvey asserted, the United States might have mitigated many of the problems in Iraq by working with the tribes sooner. There was a glaring need, he argued, for an initiative to reach out to the Sunnis and try to bring them into the fold. Instead, the CPA and the White House were focused on elections that were likely to cement the Shiites’ advantage.


“We said, look, the fabric of society is gone. We’ve done de-Baathification. You don’t have the competent cadres. The technocrats and the military have been pushed aside. There is insecurity. The normalcy of life has been ripped asunder, the people are falling back on two things: the mosque and their family, which was the clan, the tribe,” Harvey told the Army historian. “We didn’t have to keep travelling down this dead end.”


“Bremer never understood the art of the possible here,” Harvey added. “Never did. He never understood the issue of time in relation to all this, and he was too enamored of process, just as the administration was too enamored of process, of making benchmarks, and having a transfer from the CPA to the Interim Iraqi administration and apportionment by sectarianism, and then building a constitution, and a referendum, and an election, and at the end, the process will achieve the goal. Those benchmarks and timelines replaced fundamental issues.”32




[image: Image]





As 2003 drew toward a close, there was a military breakthrough that led Bremer to think the United States might finally be turning the corner. While conventional troops grappled with the Sunni insurgency taking shape around them, the military’s most secretive branch, the Joint Special Operations Command or JSOC, had kept up the hunt for Saddam Hussein and his Baathist henchmen. Led since October by Major General Stan McChrystal, JSOC’s small, elite force was split between Iraq, Afghanistan, and the continental United States, and it relied heavily on conventional troops to help with its raids, most of which were focused on trying to pick up Saddam’s trail.


A series of raids during the fall led JSOC’s teams to a site in Baghdad where, on December 12, they captured Muhammad Ibrahim Omar al-Musslit, one of two men the military judged likely to know where Saddam was hiding. In an interrogation, Musslit described a rural area near the town of Dawr, across the Tigris from Tikrit, and the next day he was flown to an American base in the area along with a Delta Force squadron. That night, December 13, the Delta squadron and more than six hundred soldiers from one of Odierno’s conventional brigades in Tikrit descended on the area Musslit had described, bringing him with them. The cavalry and artillery troops manned a double-layered cordon while AH-64 Apaches, AH-6 and MH-6 Little Birds, and an AC-130 Spectre gunship all circled overhead.


After the force spent fifteen minutes fruitlessly searching the area’s buildings and orchards, Musslit led the Delta Force team on the ground to a patch of dirt next to a flowerbed, under which was a Styrofoam block—the hatch to a tiny underground hiding site inside which the commandos found a disheveled, bearded man, a Glock handgun, a rug, a fan, a pair of flip-flops, and, somewhat incongruously, a poster depicting the biblical scene of Noah’s Ark. The soldiers dragged the man out and, through an Iraqi-American translator, asked who he was. “I am Saddam Hussein, the duly elected president of Iraq, and I am willing to negotiate,” he answered. “Well, President Bush sends his regards,” quipped one of the Delta Force soldiers.33


As one of the Little Birds landed and picked up the captured dictator, the Delta Force squadron commander and Colonel Jim Hickey, the brigade commander, informed Odierno and the JSOC chain of command. The next morning, Bremer broke the news at a press conference: “Ladies and gentlemen, we got him.”34




But Saddam’s capture did not stem the growing tide of attacks. Just twelve hours after Hussein was captured, a massive car bomb exploded outside the Iraqi police station in Khalidiya, a town sixty miles west of Baghdad in Anbar Province. Seventeen policemen were killed and thirty-three were wounded; the attackers had waited until the policemen were changing shifts in order to maximize the toll.35 The attack was a grim indicator that Saddam’s capture would not be as decisive as the Americans thought. The dictator’s legacy—the decentralized Sunni insurgency that he had unwittingly enabled and equipped—had metastasized during the seven months of American waffling on what course to pursue. By January, McChrystal’s commandos were focused on Anbar, the site of the abortive tribal outreach efforts, where escalating violence around the cities of Fallujah and Ramadi suggested that there was much more to the threat than “former regime elements.”










CHAPTER 3
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“Sovereignty with Limits”


One person the White House had not heavily factored into its decisions concerning the November 15 Agreement was the senior Shiite cleric in Iraq, Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Husseini Sistani. Born in Mashhad, Iran, in 1930, Sistani came from a long line of Shiite religious scholars and spoke classical Arabic with a Persian accent. Residing in the Shiite holy city of Najaf, Sistani had been jailed for a time during Saddam’s reign, and like other Shiite clerics, had been carefully monitored by the regime’s intelligence services. For all that, Sistani belonged to the “quietist” school of Shiite theology, whose clerics eschewed the kind of domineering political role that underpinned the Iranian theocratic model.


For Sistani, politics was a vulgar game that clerics ought to hold at bay unless the very existence of the faith was in danger. Civil institutions, not religious ones, should run the country. Sistani made his views on political life clear a year later when he met with Haydar al-Khoei, the son of a venerated Shiite cleric who was murdered by supporters of Muqtada al-Sadr in April 2003. When Haydar told the ayatollah that he had switched his university major to political science, Sistani solemnly shook his head. Politics had killed his father, Sistani observed tartly, and it would kill him, too.1


But while Sistani refused to meet with American officials and studiously avoided endorsing political parties or candidates, he grasped that the machinery of democracy the United States had pledged to introduce would empower the long-suffering Shiite majority, whom he saw as the rightful stewards of the Iraqi state. Adil Abd al-Mahdi, the Shiite political leader, once confessed to the U.N. team in Iraq that the Shiites were bound to love democracy since they had numbers on their side. Sistani’s logic was much the same.2 History had deprived the Shiites of their chance to be in control in 1920 when the British imposed a Sunni monarchy on Iraq; they were not about to squander another opportunity. As opposition groups returned from exile, the lines of the postwar Shiite political structure had begun to emerge: Muqtada al-Sadr’s populist movement and the Iranian-backed Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq, or SCIRI, had the greatest sway among Shiites, but smaller parties, like Dawa and Fadhila, were carving out places for themselves, too.


For all of his disdain for politics, Sistani followed it closely and even received regular reports on the work of the Governing Council. Sistani had been unhappy with the notion that an unelected group of Iraqis anointed by the Americans would draft the nation’s interim constitution, and he liked the plan to have the national assembly chosen through a system of caucuses even less. Iraq, it seemed, had powerful advocates of direct democracy, just not ones that the Americans had expected to encounter or who were willing to acquiesce to Bremer’s latest plan.


Soon after the November 15 Agreement was settled in Washington, several Shiite members of the Governing Council, worried about the aspect of the plan calling for caucuses to choose the transitional parliament, took their concerns to the Grand Ayatollah. Sistani issued a legal clarification: if there was to be a parliament, it must express the will of Iraqi voters; an unelected assembly would not do. The intervention by the reclusive cleric in Najaf was enormously frustrating to Bremer’s team, who saw it as a challenge to their strategy for building the new Iraqi state.


In a memo to Bremer, Meghan O’Sullivan complained that the American-led occupation should not “allow Iraqi clerics to overrule and/or nullify decisions made by Iraq’s political authorities.”3 Rarely had a memo so succinctly captured the misconceptions that marked the first year of the occupation. None of the decrees the CPA could issue or the billions of dollars the United States was prepared to spend could replicate the moral authority of the Shiite cleric, who with a single fatwa could mobilize support or opposition for the American vision. In Washington, Richard Armitage, the deputy secretary of state, recognized the problem. At a December 2 Deputies Committee meeting of subcabinet officials, Armitage attacked the issue head-on. “Are we going to fight Sistani?” Armitage asked before answering his own question. “I think that would be a mistake.”


Ahmed Chalabi, who had secured an important position on the Governing Council but had no real party apparatus to drum up popular support, continued to champion the idea of handing power over to the Governing Council, insisting that Sistani might yet be won over and elections avoided. But other members of the Governing Council knew that Sistani’s demands could not be so easily ignored. Ayad Allawi, one of the more secular Shiites, who also had ties to the Sunni community, summed up the political realties this way: when the Governing Council held its deliberations, “Sistani is in the room.”4


With the Americans insisting that there was no way to organize elections before sovereignty was conferred in June 2004 and Sistani ruling that Iraq’s voters had to go to the polls, Abd al-Aziz al-Hakim, the leader of the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq, decided to take the issue to the United Nations. Hakim’s SCIRI party was closely tied to the Iranian patrons who had sheltered it in exile—hence the “Islamic Revolution” in its name—but it was one of the largest Shiite parties in Iraq, and Hakim was the rotating head of the Governing Council for the month of December. To the consternation of the Americans, on December 28 he sent a letter to U.N. secretary-general Kofi Annan seeking his views on the matter. Annan responded by inviting the Governing Council delegation to meet with him in mid-January in New York.





The White House’s attitude toward the United Nations had been conflicted from the start. Bush, counseled by Colin Powell and urged on by British prime minister Tony Blair, had taken the allegations about Iraq’s WMD programs to the United Nations in 2002. But the president was prepared to proceed with the invasion even if, as it turned out, the Security Council was gridlocked and unable to approve military action. Even so, Powell had pushed to keep the United Nations in the picture after the invasion, calculating that sooner or later—and he hoped it would be sooner—the administration would want to hand over at least some of the problems following the invasion to the world body.


The United Nations’ initial foray in Iraq had ended abysmally in August 2003 when its poorly secured headquarters in Baghdad’s Canal Hotel was destroyed by a car bomb, killing Sergio Vieira de Mello and twenty members of the United Nations staff. After the attack, there was fierce debate at the United Nations headquarters about the wisdom of associating the international organization with Bush’s Iraq agenda and about the terms of its reengagement in Iraq. As part of its push to enhance the legitimacy of the American project in Iraq, the Bush administration had supported a Security Council resolution in October authorizing Bremer’s CPA, had appealed for multinational troops to assist the overextended American military, and had called on the United Nations to play a role in assisting in the political transition in Iraq. Jamal Benomar, who had been jailed for years in his native Morocco for his human rights activities before emerging as a U.N. expert on post-conflict issues and who had escaped the Canal Hotel disaster by sheer luck, argued that the United Nations should not wash its hands of Iraq. There were still ways the U.N. could influence the political process there, he insisted. To replace Vieira de Mello’s conspicuous headquarters and undefined mission, Benomar proposed sending a small U.N. team to address election issues, with a view toward quickening the transition to Iraqi sovereignty.5


In December, Larry Diamond, a political science professor at Stanford who was tapped for a stint on Bremer’s staff, stopped by the U.N. headquarters to consult with Benomar. During the course of their conversation, they discussed what it would take for the Bush administration to grant the U.N. a decisive role in Iraq. Their consensus was the involvement of Lakhdar Brahimi, the former Algerian foreign minister who, as a U.N. official, had played a critical role in the Bonn conference that propelled Hamid Karzai to power in Afghanistan. Diamond, who knew National Security Adviser Rice from her days as the provost of Stanford, broached the idea with her and Bob Blackwill at a White House meeting on December 12. Brahimi might conceivably be able to overcome Sistani’s objections, Diamond argued, which could facilitate the administration’s sprint to hand over sovereignty to Iraq by the end of June.6


As eager as it was for help in winning Sistani over, the White House was wary of any unscripted meeting between U.N. officials and the Iraqis. On December 30, two days after Hakim sent his letter to the secretary-general of the U.N. seeking his views on electoral matters, Bush’s most senior aides gathered to discuss how to respond. Bremer, who had returned to Washington for the Christmas holiday, described the problem as he saw it: the head of the Governing Council had dared to appeal to the U.N. without coordinating his action with the CPA, Bremer complained, according to confidential notes of the meeting. Bremer had little control of the world outside the Green Zone, riddled as it was with violence. But he and his staff believed they guided the political processes in Iraq, and the viceroy was miffed. The Bush administration, it seemed, was eager to confer at least a symbolic sovereignty on the Iraqis, but it was not always happy at their flashes of independence.


Trying to make the best of the situation, Paul Wolfowitz wondered if the move might not represent an opportunity. If the White House could persuade the United Nations that elections were indeed not feasible before sovereignty was granted, perhaps Sistani would listen. Kofi Annan might carry more sway in Baghdad than Bremer, and the United States could use that to its advantage. “If the U.N. could be steered in the right direction, could Sistani climb down?” Wolfowitz asked.


“Yes, but we can’t let Kofi get cross-threaded with us,” responded Bremer. If the U.N. secretary-general came up with yet another new set of political options, it would call into question the American strategy. Bremer added that John Negroponte, the United States ambassador to the United Nations, “must head this off.”


Colin Powell offered to take on the matter himself. There was a lot at stake, and Powell knew how to work the U.N. “Send me the letter,” Powell said, referring to Hakim’s communication. “I’ll talk to Kofi.”


Bremer was still concerned that the January meeting might lead to a scenario beyond the Bush administration’s control. “What the Governing Council asks for might not satisfy Sistani,” he said. “We must stand by the November 15 Agreement.”


Rice gave the marching orders. Powell, she said, would contact the secretary-general “to freeze Kofi in place.” The administration, meanwhile, needed to have a fuller discussion to prepare for Hakim’s visit.7





Having discussed the latest twists and turns in Iraq’s tangled politics, the participants turned to security in Iraq and in the region. As Vice President Cheney saw it, the United States was on a collision course with Muqtada al-Sadr, the fiery anti-American Shiite cleric, and would have to face that fact sooner or later.


For Cheney and the NSC, Sadr was yet another Iraqi enigma. Descended from a distinguished line of Shiite clerics, his father, Grand Ayatollah Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr, had run afoul of Saddam and was murdered by the regime’s security services in 1999. Although Muqtada enjoyed a certain amount of residual popularity thanks to his martyred father, he lacked the religious qualifications of an ayatollah like Sistani. Nevertheless, after the fall of Baghdad, Sadr’s angry sermons against the occupation endeared him to Baghdad’s impoverished Shiite population; soon thereafter, he began recruiting his followers into a militia called Jaish al-Mahdi—known by most American troops as JAM or the Mahdi Army—while simultaneously establishing a political wing, the Office of the Martyr Sadr.


By the summer of 2003, Sadr controlled a nascent organization similar to Hezbollah in Lebanon—a quasi-political, quasi-militia group with ties to Iran, led by a revolutionary figure with a strong cult of personality. Like Hezbollah, the Sadrist Trend, as it was called, was the de facto authority in certain neighborhoods and had engaged in violence against both coalition forces and its domestic political rivals.


In August, the Iraqi Central Court that Bremer stood up had implicated Sadr and seven others in the murder of Abdul Majid al-Khoei, a potential clerical rival of Sadr and Haydar al-Khoei’s father. An Iraqi judge had issued a secret warrant for Sadr’s arrest. While Bremer wanted to act, the plan was shelved after Rumsfeld began second-guessing the idea, fearing that it would further entangle the United States in Iraq and interfere with the quick turnover he still hoped for. But the tensions between American forces and Sadr’s Mahdi Army militia had continued. Marty Dempsey’s 1st Armored Division intelligence staff had stood up a group called the “Sadr Fusion Cell” to monitor developments on the Sadrist front, and the NSA began to covertly eavesdrop on the cleric’s inner circle.


Now, Cheney wanted to put the arrest option back on the table: Muqtada al-Sadr and his organization were quickly becoming problems that directly challenged the Bush administration’s vision for Iraq. “We made a decision to get Sadr,” observed Cheney. “Long term we are likely to be better off getting him now. We need to decide one way or another next week.”


“I agree completely,” Rumsfeld added enthusiastically, making no mention of his earlier reluctance to take on Sadr. Rice instructed Bremer’s CPA and Sanchez’s CJTF-7 to produce an assessment of the implications of going after Sadr so the Bush administration could decide the matter.


Rice then raised her concerns about Mujahideen e-Kalk, an Iranian opposition group that had made common cause with Saddam, earned a place on the State Department terrorism list, but which had forsworn opposition to the United States and was seeking Bush administration support. Confined to a camp north of Baghdad, denizens of the compound were no longer undertaking any operations in Iran, limiting their activity to radio transmission of anti-Iranian propaganda. Abizaid wanted time to “condition” the MEK to the new realities in Iraq before pressing the dissident group to shut down its radio, Wolfowitz reported.


Rice had little patience for that. She was trying to persuade the Iranians to detain Al-Qaeda operatives who were seeking refuge or transiting their territory. To be sure, Bush had put Iran in the “Axis of Evil” in his 2002 State of the Union address, but Rice saw an opportunity to mollify the Iranians to achieve a goal of the Bush administration: “It is important to shut it [MEK radio transmission] down,” she said. “Don’t let it slide. We need to get this done to make sure the Iranians get the Al Qaeda in Iran. Make sure that Abizaid understands the urgency to shut down the radio.”


The enormous earthquake that rocked Iran in December and devastated the southern city of Bam, killing more than 26,000 people, also presented an opportunity for a diplomatic opening toward a nation that the Bush administration had publicly deemed to be implacably hostile. Rice wondered if it was possible to organize a “large-scale private effort sparked by the president” to provide humanitarian assistance. The White House could get a figurehead to launch the effort, such as former Secretary of State George Shultz or a member of the Bush family. Powell suggested Elizabeth Dole, the Republican senator from North Carolina and former head of the American Red Cross. Bush, Rice added, might even arrange to waive sanctions imposed on Iran for its suspected nuclear program and support of terrorism for a short period so as not to interfere with the aid effort. Its public denunciations of Iran aside, the Bush administration had its hands full in Iraq and was prepared to engage with Tehran. Such was counterterrorism realpolitik.





On January 19, 2004, representatives of the Governing Council of Iraq arrived at the United Nations headquarters in New York for a meeting with Kofi Annan. Annan agreed to send Brahimi to assess the feasibility of elections before the handover of sovereignty at the end of June, and to determine how else the world organization might help. The next day, Bush delivered his State of the Union address, his first since the invasion of Iraq, and used the occasion to talk about his “forward strategy” of spreading freedom in Iraq and the broader Middle East. “As long as the Middle East remains a place of tyranny, despair, and anger, it will continue to produce men and movements that threaten the safety of America and our friends,” he said. America was dealing with that threat by building democracy in Iraq.8


Adnan Pachachi, who served as the rotating head of the Governing Council in January and was also a senior statesman in the Sunni camp, was seated in the Senate gallery as an official guest of Laura Bush along with Hoshyar Zebari, Iraq’s interim foreign minister. Still, the machinations of Iraqi politics once again confounded the Americans. Ahmed Chalabi had managed to attach himself to Pachachi’s delegation as a representative of the Shiites and to the surprise of Bush turned up in the row with Laura Bush as well. The morning after the speech Bush convened an NSC meeting. After his aides congratulated him on his address the president turned to Richard Armitage, who as deputy secretary of state was sitting in for Powell. How, the president wanted to know, had Chalabi managed his way into the chamber and found himself seated in the same box as Laura? Armitage replied that he had no idea; no one else knew either.9


Brahimi brought some unique qualities to his U.N. assignment. He was an Arab nationalist, a Sunni, and, thanks to his experience contending with a fundamentalist Muslim rebellion in Algeria, had little empathy for Islamic parties or Iranian-based groups. He was a generation older than most of the Iraqis who were in the Governing Council: he had known Gamal Abd al-Nasser of Egypt. He had also opposed the Bush administration’s decision to go to war and had even argued against sending Vieira de Mello to Iraq. The Bush administration, Brahimi argued at the time, seemed determined to run Iraq by itself and would come crawling to the United Nations only when it discovered that the task was more onerous than it had imagined. But now that the Americans were prepared to fast-track Iraq toward sovereignty, both Brahimi and Annan believed that it was time for the U.N. to get back into the thick of things despite the risks to life and limb.


The United Nations had a dubious reputation among many Iraqis. The sanctions that had been imposed by the Security Council as a result of Saddam’s resistance to United Nations inspections had taken a toll on the Iraqi economy, and the Oil-for-Food Program that was intended to alleviate the hardship had fostered official corruption. The Iraqis were well aware that Brahimi had not favored regime change. But if there was a bias on the part of the United Nations it was in favor of empowering the Iraqis and ending the American occupation as soon as possible. On this point, at least, the U.N. was in agreement with Sistani and most of the country’s politicians.


After arriving in Baghdad in February, Brahimi made his way to Najaf for his audience with the Grand Ayatollah. Seated on the floor in a spare room, Brahimi told Sistani that it was critical that security be in place for the elections, that there was no way this could be done before June, and that a six-month postponement of the elections was not the end of the world. Sistani’s son, who insisted on the need for early elections, sought to intervene but Brahimi asked him to be quiet. He had come to talk to the Ayatollah, and only to the Ayatollah.


As the NSC was informed, Sistani and Brahimi had agreed on five key points. National elections were essential. They would be held near the end of the year. The United Nations would stay through that process. The newly elected legislature would select the government ministers, including the prime minister. The new legislature would write the new constitution.


Those points were incorporated into the broader American and U.N. strategy. Sovereignty would be transferred by the end of June; the Americans would make their deadline. An assembly of Iraqis would be convened during the summer, including Governing Council members and Iraqis who were not represented in the body. They would select members of an interim parliament. By the end of January 2005, the elections Sistani so badly wanted would be held. There would be an unelected interim Iraqi government but it would not be in power long before Iraqis went to the polls and Sistani’s conditions were met.





On February 13, Bush convened an NSC meeting to take stock of the situation. According to notes of the session, Bremer reported that Brahimi had acquitted himself well with Sistani and that the CPA was still anticipating handing over sovereignty at the end of June. Rumsfeld was worried that the United States would lose leverage as the Iraqis began to assume more control. In the fall, the defense secretary had been pressing Bremer to hand over sovereignty as soon as possible. Now he was worried that the June deadline might undermine the Bush administration’s ability to shape events in Iraq. If Iraqi politicians understood they would be taking over, what incentive did they have to be guided by Washington? “We shouldn’t be supplicants. We will work with them to gain what is agreeable to us. We have leverage, right?” Rumsfeld asked. “We can be flexible on date of sovereignty, to make sure that we are not disadvantaged?”


Bush was skeptical about missing the date. The administration could try quietly to negotiate a delay but the perception would be that the United States had been unable to make good on its promises to grant sovereignty. “We can negotiate that in private, but the public view will be that we failed,” he said. Powell sought to redirect the discussion toward the critical issue at hand. The important thing was that the post-CPA government that took over in June could handle its responsibilities. “We can’t have a collapse after 30 June,” he observed.


The president summed up the discussion. It was all well and good for the Iraqis to declare Iraq sovereign but the country would not be ready to stand on its own feet yet. The United States would still need to have a role in securing the country and guiding the politics behind the scenes. “We have to have sovereignty with limits,” Bush observed. “We need to calibrate this.” As for security, Abizaid took the floor and said that American commanders were beginning to see a shift on the battleground in Iraq. The major threat was no longer coming from former members of Saddam’s regime, he insisted, but from hard-core Sunni terrorists affiliated with Al-Qaeda, like Ansar al-Islam in northern Iraq and Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s Tawhid wal-Jihad in Anbar. The enemy seemed intent on attacking Iraq’s fledgling forces as soon as they were stood up, to undermine the new super-structure of security before it could be built. “Zarqawi looks at this as a race,” Abizaid added. The “ISF is on edge,” Abizaid said, using the military acronym for Iraq’s security forces. “But more folks are trying to hold Iraq together than are pulling it apart,” he concluded optimistically.


Given that the United States was in a race with Zarqawi, Bush wondered about the problems the Americans had encountered in training the Iraqi Army and police. Did the United States need to step up training? “We need a report on police problems,” the president added. “Get it on my desk.” The hope had long been that the Iraqi police would take the lead for securing Iraq’s cities once the insurgency had been blunted; they did not appear remotely ready.


Bush pointed out that new information gained from the capture of Hassan Ghul, a Zarqawi courier detained by the Kurds the previous month, “gives us a propaganda advantage.” A lengthy letter that American intelligence believed had been written by Zarqawi himself had been found on a computer disc Ghul was carrying, and it called for suicide car bombs and other attacks to spark a civil war between Sunnis and Shiites. “Let’s use it,” Bush added.


Bremer said the letter had already been shared with the Governing Council. “Is the message sinking in?” Bush asked. Bremer said he would report on this the following week. What Bush did not know at that time was that Ghul’s capture would lead to much more than a propaganda coup. During his years in CIA custody Ghul divulged the name “al-Kuwaiti” as an alias for one of Osama bin Laden’s couriers who was still at large. That piece of information helped the CIA pick up bin Laden’s trail in late 2010, and culminated in the raid on the Abbottabad compound in Pakistan that finally killed the Al-Qaeda leader on May 2, 2011.10


Are we getting good intelligence from normal Iraqis? Rice asked. “Yes,” Abizaid responded. The average “person on the street is cooperating,” he added before expressing his belief that “Ansar al-Islam is almost extinct” in Iraq. Abizaid’s upbeat assessment contrasted starkly with Harvey’s earlier analysis of developments on the ground and Blackwill’s grim report from his November trip to Iraq. Bremer had warned the White House that the military might oversell its accomplishments in order to justify drawing down, but Abizaid was the most senior military officer in the chain of command. His words carried weight with the NSC.11





Cheney had raised the question of what to do about Sadr. In February 2004, as Paul Wolfowitz swung through Iraq, he was briefed on a highly classified plan to snatch Sadr, dubbed “Operation Stuart.”12 The National Security Agency was “currently monitoring [communications] between women of Sadr’s household,” Wolfowitz was told. The CIA and British intelligence did not have the ability to routinely track Sadr’s whereabouts but had reliable sources who could provide “intermittent notification of potential early movement.”13


The plan outlined a number of options. The first sought to put an Iraqi face on the effort by stipulating that the Baghdad police’s nascent Special Crimes Unit, backed up by a U.S. military police platoon on the ground and helicopters above, would intercept Sadr the next time intelligence came up that he was moving between Najaf and Karbala; upon arrest, he would be flown to Badush Prison in the north, well away from his political base in Baghdad and the Shiite south. A second option called for raids by elite American troops on various houses in Najaf, and left open the possibility that Sadr could be killed instead of arrested: one of Stan McChrystal’s JSOC strike forces, Army Special Forces troops, and a tank company would “conduct simultaneous operations to Kill/Capture Moqtada al Sadr and key lieutenants [Mustafa al-]Yacoubi and [Riyadh al-]Nuri.” The commandos, the briefing noted, had already surveyed the houses in Najaf where Sadr was known to stay and rehearsed the mission. The third and most drastic option involved the movement of a large U.S. conventional force—two full battalions—into the city, with Latin American coalition forces, Iraqi police, and the nascent Iraqi 36th Commando Battalion supporting them. The force would deliver a “verbal demarche” to Sadr, and if he did not respond, the 36th Battalion and its American Special Forces advisers would launch the actual raid against him.


All of the plans carried risks, identified in the briefing as “Unintended Consequences.” The paradox was that the more the Americans relied on Iraqi forces to carry out the politically sensitive mission, the less assured it was of success. An Iraqi police raid was assessed as being the least risky option politically but also likely to be less effective in catching Sadr than an American commando raid. Conversely, a U.S. raid would likely succeed when it came to capturing Sadr, but there was a real risk that the arrest would be a Pyrrhic victory if it also sparked an uprising in Iraq’s Shiite community. The conventional assault would almost certainly run into heavy resistance. A major problem, the briefing noted, was that Rumsfeld kept such tight control of politically sensitive operations in Iraq that he had to approve the operation at least forty-eight hours in advance, a requirement that needed to be relaxed, the briefing noted, if the military planned to pounce on as elusive a quarry as Sadr.


Each time, however, that it looked like Operation Stuart, or some version of it, might be implemented, the Bush administration backed off, fearing that moving on Sadr would stir up more political trouble than it would resolve. In one instance in February, the Baghdad police unit was actually sent down to Najaf in preparation for launching the operation, but with policemen calling home on their cell phones, the unit’s presence leaked and the mission was scrubbed.





In early March, the NSC’s Principals Committee met again and struggled to flesh out how the United States could confer sovereignty on the Iraqis in June while maintaining the legal latitude to conduct military operations in Iraq. The plan was to write a provision to this effect into the Transitional Administrative Law (TAL), the legal mechanism that would be adopted prior to the handover of sovereignty, which in deference to Sistani would not have the status of a formal constitution. The measure would make clear that the United States military would have a free hand militarily under the terms of previous U.N. Security Council resolutions. Colin Powell was unclear how the provision would be fulfilled. The TAL language was referred to as the “self-limiting clause,” the idea being that when it came to security, the Iraqis would agree to limit their own sovereignty in exchange for the coalition’s continued assistance. “How does the self-limiting clause become enacted?” Powell asked. Via an annex that has yet “to be written,” Blackwill responded. “Brahimi’s mission is to get concurrence on that annex,” he added.


“If they are self-limited, who gets the option to exercise the constrained rights?” Powell asked again, a little confused by the quasi-sovereign democracy the administration was proposing for Iraq. There was precedent for this, noted Rice, who had coauthored a book on the reunification of Germany. After the Second World War, West Germany had political sovereignty but the Allied occupation forces were empowered to carry out collective security.


As to how the interim government should be fielded pending elections, Brahimi, Blackwill reported, favored a government run by technocrats rather than Iraq’s ambitious and scheming politicians. As to the structure of the interim government the Americans planned to hand off, Blackwill stressed that it was important that its character be more executive than legislative. The bigger the government got, Blackwill cautioned, the more it would look and act like a legislature and the less it would get done. Bremer added that checks and balances—a judicial system—were needed to protect against Iraqi abuse of power.


Bremer also insisted that, even though the Governing Council would be phased out after a new government was formed, he wanted now to expand it. Many Sunnis were unhappy with their modest representation in the body, and if Sunnis were added to the council Shiites would need to be added as well so as to remain a majority. The problem of the Sunnis’ alienation from the new nation Bremer was building, underscored by both Harvey and the Defense Intelligence Agency, was finally receiving high-level attention at the CPA and Bremer was trying to find his own way to address it. Cheney countered that there was an argument to be made for only minimal changes to Iraq’s governing structure at this juncture so as to create the smallest number of “perturbations” before conferring sovereignty. Powell supported Cheney’s line. This was no time for “exotic governments.” The United States had to have something in place by June. This urgency had to be conveyed to Brahimi.


This time the arrangements for Brahimi’s trip to Iraq were far more problematic than those for his first. The Algerian diplomat had irritated much of the Governing Council by reaching an understanding on the political way forward with Sistani behind their backs. Nor had he hidden his disdain for Chalabi and other politicians he deemed too friendly toward Iran. (Brahimi had initially been reluctant to even meet with Chalabi until prodded by Benomar.) Given his interest in technocrats, Brahimi did not see the Governing Council as the nucleus of the new Iraqi government. That portended problems, since Ibrahim al-Jaafari, the leader of the Shiite Dawa Party, and other members of the council had been constantly jockeying for the prime minister post since the day the Governing Council was formed.


As Brahimi prepared to fly to Baghdad, word from the Governing Council was that the Iraqis had had their fill of the self-confident U.N. envoy and did not want him back. Rice was adamant that a way had to be found for Brahimi to continue his work. As the national security adviser saw it, the U.N. was instrumental in fielding a politically credible government. “Brahimi must come,” she said in a March 8 White House meeting.




American diplomats scurried to make the case that Brahimi’s role was essential by translating the issues in dollars and cents: without the U.N. imprimatur the World Bank and other international financial institutions would find it difficult to provide assistance to Iraq. Acting on Rice’s request, Bremer called Brahimi, who was in Abu Dhabi, and urged him to come. The CPA chief acknowledged that there were some on the Governing Council that did not welcome the U.N.’s active role, but insisted he was trying to lay the groundwork for a successful trip. Brahimi said that he did not want to come to Iraq only to be “sniped at” but finally agreed. The Bush administration had gone from restricting the role of the United Nations in Iraq to trying to open the door for the secretary-general’s envoy; so important had the deadline for handing over sovereignty become.


Two days later, Blackwill offered more observations at a meeting with Rice and a handful of aides that further complicated the situation. “The U.N. doesn’t like the Transitional Authority Law. The U.N. doesn’t even want to be in Iraq, except for Brahimi, and it thinks the CPA and Governing Council are colluding to keep it out.” Blackwill added: “We must reduce expectations of a pure Iraqi government. It has a culture of corruption.”14


In struggling to shape events in Iraq, Bush regularly consulted with Tony Blair. On March 15, Bush discussed the planning to stand up a sovereign Iraqi government with the British prime minister. There were a lot of members on the Governing Council, but Bush had clearly had his fill of some, particularly Chalabi. It was the Americans who had established the panel to rid the government of senior Baathists, but Chalabi had grabbed hold of the Council’s de-Baathification portfolio with a vengeance and was using it, the Americans thought, to pursue a sectarian agenda.


“What’s Chalabi up to?” Blair asked.


“No good,” Bush responded.





If Iraq was to have “sovereignty with limits” by the end of June the United States would need to open an embassy in Baghdad—its first since the one April Glaspie headed was shut down soon after Saddam’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait. John Negroponte, the Bush administration’s ambassador to the United Nations, called Powell to volunteer for the job.15


The polyglot son of a Greek shipping executive, Negroponte prided himself on his challenging assignments. Inspired by John Kennedy’s clarion call to explore the New Frontier and roll back communist insurgencies in the Third World, Negroponte had withdrawn from Harvard Law School to join the Foreign Service, where he became friends with another intrepid young diplomat: Richard Holbrooke. In a few short years, he had made enough of a name for himself as a young diplomat in Vietnam that he was plucked from the field and made an aide to Henry Kissinger, President Richard Nixon’s domineering national security adviser.


It was a heady assignment for a precocious foreign policy hand but not one that Negroponte was prepared to cling to at the expense of his convictions. After concluding that Kissinger was negotiating behind the backs of the South Vietnamese, Negroponte broke with his boss. The move endeared him to conservatives, as did the discretion with which he had carried it out. There had been no angry blasts to the papers, just a quiet transfer to Latin America, where he served as an economic officer in Ecuador. After Ronald Reagan became president, Negroponte’s discreet protest led him to return to the world of counterinsurgencies. Appointed as ambassador to Honduras, he played a supporting role in the secret war against the Sandinistas in neighboring Nicaragua before going to prestigious ambassadorships in Mexico and the Philippines and posts at the State Department. Significantly, he had also worked as a deputy to Colin Powell when the general was called back to Washington in the wake of the Iran-contra scandal to serve as Reagan’s national security adviser.


When the Clinton administration did not offer him a high-level post he followed the trajectory of many well-connected foreign policy hands and secured a lucrative position in the corporate sector. Summoned back to the world of diplomacy, Negroponte was named as the American envoy to the United Nations, taking up his post just days after the September 11 terrorist attacks. For all of his conservative credentials, Negroponte had not been among those who stumped for regime change in Iraq. When the administration decided to detail its claims that Saddam was concealing programs to make chemical, biological, and even nuclear arms, he had even advised against making the presentation at the United Nations Security Council. Despite the mountain of allegations emanating from Washington, he did not think the threat was so dire that it amounted to an Adlai Stevenson moment.


But like most administration officials, Negroponte figured that Saddam was up to no good. When the president decided to bring the Iraq issue to the Security Council, Negroponte labored loyally to build support for the resolution that found Iraq in “material breach” of its disarmament obligations, the charge that became the formal casus belli of the 2003 war. When Powell appeared before the Security Council a month before the invasion to argue that Iraq had failed to disarm, Negroponte sat behind him, paired with George Tenet, the director of Central Intelligence.


One conclusion Negroponte had drawn from the debacle in Southeast Asia was that the process of helping the South Vietnamese military and government to stand on their own—what President Nixon dubbed “Vietnamization”—had begun too late. As ambassador in Baghdad, he would have a chance to apply that lesson while the war still hung in the balance. To the NSC staff, the transition to the embassy could not come too soon. Blackwill had praised the work ethic of the CPA hands during the fall of 2003, but during the March deliberations with the NSC staff he unburdened himself. The organization, he complained, was stovepiped, undisciplined, and, apart from the small number of CPA experts in the field, disconnected from the Iraqi populace. “They think they know more than the military,” he added.


For all that, Negroponte’s appointment was hardly assured. Rice, for one, was wary. The Washington Post had published an article that portrayed Negroponte as the voice of caution on invading Iraq, and the national security adviser was concerned that the veteran diplomat might not share the president’s vision. Powell went to bat for Negroponte, and eventually it was agreed that he would get an audience with the president. Negroponte knew the Bush family well. He had been in the same Yale fraternity as the president’s uncle, and worked for his father. Still, the president would need to be persuaded.


On March 30 Negroponte strode into the Oval Office for his interview with the president. As he settled into an overstuffed chair, Negroponte figured that Bush would ask him about his tours in crisis zones or thoughts about the monumental problems that lay ahead. But the president had just one question: “What I want to know about you, John, is whether you think democracy is possible in Iraq?”


Surprised by the president’s query, Negroponte muttered a response: “It is not beyond the wit of man.” Negroponte got the job.16










CHAPTER 4


[image: Images]


Vigilant Resolve


The day after Negroponte’s meeting at the White House, four armed contractors from the American company Blackwater drove into the Sunni city of Fallujah with an Iraqi military escort to pick up some kitchen equipment. Ambushed in broad daylight, they were abandoned by their Iraqi military escort and killed. Two of the bodies were hung, upside down, on a railroad bridge that spanned the Euphrates, a grisly warning of what would happen to any Americans who dared to venture into the city.


At Camp Blue Diamond in nearby Ramadi, the staff of the 1st Marine Division watched the grisly episode on a video feed from a small, remotely piloted drone. The division, led by Major General Jim Mattis, had just arrived in Anbar Province two weeks before. It was already too late to help the contractors, and the Marine commander decided that the best thing to do was to let the riot play out and go after the culprits later. It would be dangerous and counterproductive to react emotionally or with too much force.


The next day, Brigadier General John Kelly, the assistant commander of the Marine division, sent a memo to the division explaining the command’s thinking. “We are convinced that this act was spontaneous mob action. Under the wrong circumstances this could have taken place in any city in Iraq. We must avoid the temptation to strike out in retribution,” Kelly wrote. “Going overly kinetic at this juncture plays into the hands of the opposition in exactly the way they assume we will.” The Marines’ strategy was to work with the population as much as possible, and they had every intention of sticking to plan.1


Fallujah had been a problem since day one. The Euphrates valley running through Anbar, a province of 1.2 million Sunni Arabs, was scattered with former military bases and the homes and retirement communities of officers loyal to the Baath Party. In late 2002, Saddam had relocated the headquarters of his intelligence service from Baghdad to Karma, to keep it out of the way of the looming American bombing campaign. With a porous border with Syria that was easily infiltrated by foreign fighters, it was a natural petri dish for the various strains that would become the Sunni insurgency to organize and regroup.


Despite its potential to serve as an escape valve for the remnants of Saddam’s security forces, Anbar had been treated as a virtual afterthought. The American military juggernaut that bulled its way to Baghdad had barely touched Anbar. David McKiernan, the three-star general who led the land campaign, had planned to send the Army’s 1st Cavalry Division to the area near Fallujah and Ramadi, the provincial capital, so it could control the western approach to Baghdad and provide additional combat power for what was expected to be a tough fight to seize the capital. But when the battle for Baghdad turned out to be easier than expected, Rumsfeld pressed Tommy Franks to “off-ramp” the division, to McKiernan’s disappointment. The result was that only a thin American presence had been allocated to control Anbar following the fall of Baghdad. It was not for nothing that when it was time to flee the city Saddam Hussein and his sons Uday and Qusay had headed west, first to Ramadi and then to the palm groves outside Hit, where they split up, the better to elude coalition forces.2


The speed with which Army units had rotated through Fallujah and Ramadi had also made it all the more difficult for the military to forge ties with the locals. The Anbar occupation had started out on a sour footing in April 2003 when soldiers from a battalion of the 82nd Airborne Division, who had made camp in a schoolhouse inside Fallujah, killed seventeen Iraqis and wounded more than seventy after coming under fire from some militants in the crowd. After the soldiers from the 82nd left in May, the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment worked briefly in Fallujah until Colonel David Perkins’s 2nd brigade from the 3rd Infantry Division, which had carried out the famous “Thunder Run” through Baghdad on April 5, 2003, arrived.3


By the end of the summer, it was time for the 3rd Infantry Division to leave Iraq and plans were made for another 82nd unit to come back again. The Iraqis’ experience with the 82nd had been so fraught that Buford Blount, the 3rd ID commander, offered to extend his unit’s tour of duty in Fallujah so that paratroopers wearing the 82nd patch would not need to come back. But Rick Sanchez, who was determined to make the troop rotations work according to schedule, turned down the recommendation. By fall, Anbar was the domain of Major Charles Swannack, the 82nd Airborne commander, who oversaw a hodgepodge of units: one of his brigades was in Fallujah, a brigade from the 1st Infantry Division was stationed in Ramadi, and the 3rd ACR was responsible for the far west.


Under Swannack, the city grew into even more of a hotspot. On November 2, insurgents downed a CH-47 Chinook south of the city with a shoulder-fired missile, the first of several helicopter shoot-downs that would occur in the area over the fall and winter. In response, Sanchez ordered the 82nd to plan for a four-battalion assault on the city, but Abizaid and the battalion commander in Fallujah objected and the attack never went forward. Abizaid visited the city in the fall to remonstrate with tribal leaders and see why violence was escalating.4 The helicopter downings continued, though, in Sunni cities elsewhere in Iraq like Tikrit and others closer to Fallujah. During the first two weeks of January 2004 alone, three Army helicopters—an OH-58 Kiowa, an AH-64 Apache, and a UH-60 Black Hawk medevac aircraft—were brought down by insurgent fire near Fallujah. On February 14, insurgents in Iraqi National Guard uniforms staged a mass prison break from the city police station.


When the Marines took over from the 82nd, Jim Mattis—who had led the 1st Marine Division during the invasion a year before and went by the call sign “Chaos”—knew that Anbar would not be easy. In a message to his division before it deployed, he stressed the stakes of the campaign the unit was heading back to. “We are going back into the brawl,” he wrote. “This is our test—our Guadalcanal, our Chosin Reservoir, our Hue City.”


Even so, Mattis and his superior, Lieutenant General James Conway, the Marine commander who would oversee all forces in the province, were convinced they could manage the area better than the Army by being more discriminate about the use of force and building relationships with local residents. To reduce the risk of collateral damage, the military’s anodyne term for the inadvertent killing of civilians, the Marines vowed not to fire artillery based on nothing more than radar projections of enemy mortar positions, drop bombs with abandon, or rely heavily on their M-1 tanks. To show respect, they would take off their sunglasses and look the Iraqis in the eye when speaking to them. When it came to military operations, the Iraqi police and military—the Marines hoped to create an Iraqi marine battalion or brigade—would be the first line of defense, backed up by a Marine quick reaction force. The measure of success would be the number of tips about insurgent hideouts by an indulgent, if not grateful, population, not the number of enemy killed or captured. Inside the velvet glove would be a mailed fist, but the Marines would first seek to restore a degree of civility. The Marines would take things slowly, build civil capacity and the Iraqi security forces—all while pursuing any insurgents who took up arms—without alienating the population. “The enemy will try to manipulate you into hating all Iraqis,” Mattis advised his Marines. “Do not allow the enemy that victory.”5


Taking control of Anbar in the last week of March 2004, the Marines had just enough forces to cover the province and an adjoining area south of Baghdad with no battalions as a reserve. The Marines’ Regimental Combat Team 1 took over the east of the province, including Fallujah, Regimental Combat Team 7 took over the west, and an Army brigade, with Marine attachments, stayed in Ramadi. That same week, Fallujah began to present itself as the Marines’ most difficult problem. On March 25, three days before RCT-1 formally took the reins in Fallujah, a special operations patrol was ambushed in the city, wounding two commandos. The very next day, the Marine battalion that had encamped itself just east of Fallujah sent two companies into the northern part of the city to feel out the situation, got into a gunfight, and pulled back at the request of the Fallujah city council.


Ominously, the insurgent threat was made up of more than resentful Baathists. By March 2004, Stan McChrystal’s task force of elite JSOC commandos was venturing frequently into Fallujah and Ramadi in pursuit of suspected leaders of Tawhid wal-Jihad, the radical Sunni terrorist group led by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi that was seeking to establish itself as Iraq’s affiliate of Al-Qaeda. Both volunteers from neighboring Arab countries and larger numbers of religiously conservative Anbaris were joining the group in Fallujah and Ramadi. “In 2004 Al-Qaeda began to appear,” an Anbari sheikh later told a Marine historian. “We warned General Swannack at the time.”6





Even with the killings of the Blackwater contractors, Mattis’s plan did not require rushing into anything. But that approach did not stand for long. Rumsfeld, then traveling in Europe, Abizaid at CENTCOM, and Bremer in Baghdad all agreed that what was needed was quick and decisive military action. On April 3, Sanchez’s command sent Conway a written order directing him to take away the insurgents’ sanctuary in Fallujah and apprehend the men who killed the contractors. Wearing a pistol on his hip, Brigadier General Mark Kimmitt, the command’s spokesman, vowed there would be an overwhelming response to “pacify that city.” Though Marine commanders believed the timing was wrong and the mission ill advised, orders were orders. They dubbed the operation “Vigilant Resolve.”


The Marine forces already in the vicinity of Fallujah—two infantry battalions and a reconnaissance battalion—cordoned off as much of the city as they could on April 5 while Navy engineers constructed a berm to limit access to the south side of town. That first day, one infantry company found itself in a heavy gunfight in Jolan, a neighborhood in Fallujah’s northwest corner whose narrow, curving streets were difficult for Humvees to traverse. On day two, a third Marine infantry battalion arrived, pulled from duty south of Baghdad, and for two days the three battalions pushed slowly into the edges of the city—one from the east, one blocking the south. On the fourth day, one more battalion joined the fight after making the long move from western Anbar.


Thanks to Bremer’s decision to dismantle the Iraqi military, few Iraqi units were available to join the Marines. Two battalions of the Iraqi Civil Defense Corps, a regional militia that CENTCOM had promoted as a stopgap until a new army was raised, were ordered to help secure the periphery of Fallujah, but only one actually showed up. The Marines’ experience with the Iraqi Army was even worse. Only a handful of Iraqi Army battalions existed. One, which was training at Taji north of Baghdad, was tapped for Fallujah. It was a delicate mission, which Major General Paul Eaton, who was in charge of training the Iraqi military, sought to smooth over. Eaton assured the Sunni commander that his soldiers would not be roaming Fallujah’s mean streets with the Marines or engaging in house-to-house fighting. Their job was to maintain a few checkpoints outside the city and patrol some of the major supply lines. Still, it was not an easy sell. In building a new Iraqi military, Eaton recalled, Iraqi recruits had been told that their role would be to protect the nation against external threats. Nothing had been said to the recruits about pursuing enemies, the vast majority of them Iraqi insurgents, inside Iraq. Officially, the battalion numbered about seven hundred, but in practice there were no more than 450 due to desertions and leaves.


Heading out for their first combat test, the Iraqi soldiers loaded up in a convoy of trucks and began the long drive to Anbar only to run into angry crowds and a few sniper rounds, which wounded one of their American military advisers. That was enough to create mayhem with the battalion and the convoy turned back. Hoping to sidestep the problem, U.S. Army officers arranged for the Iraqis to be flown by helicopter to Anbar. But the Iraqi soldiers had never trained with helicopters and were anxious about what might be in store for them: more than seventy of the Iraqi soldiers refused to budge and the battalion’s mission had to be scrubbed. Eaton took full responsibility for the setback, which said as much about the Americans’ efforts to build a new Iraqi military after the old one had been dismissed as it did about the soldiers themselves. For his part, Mattis was bitter about the Iraqis’ reluctance to join the fight. The Iraqi security forces, he told his Marines in frustration, were “little more than a jobs program.”7 Now that the Marines were asking the Iraqi troops to stand up beside them, “it would seem many are either voting with their feet—or their allegiance.”


One Iraqi unit pushed alongside them into Jolan, though, and performed well for the first few days of the fight: the 36th Commando Battalion, the unit tapped for Operation Stuart. Formed from recruits from the five major political parties in post-Saddam Iraq, including an ample number of Kurdish Peshmerga, the unit had been trained in less than a month by American Special Forces advisers, seventeen of whom accompanied the commandos to Fallujah.


As the four Marine battalions pressed the attack, echelons far above them began to have second thoughts. From afar, and filtered through the lens of Al-Jazeera, the battle did not look like it was nearing success, as Mattis and his regimental commander in Fallujah believed despite the problems with Iraqi troops. Reports—some of them put out by doctors who were pressed into service as medics to the insurgency—were circulating that hundreds of civilians had been killed in indiscriminate attacks, forcing Fallujans to turn two soccer fields into makeshift cemeteries. The leading Sunni member of the Governing Council, Adnan Pachachi, denounced the operation as a wanton form of collective punishment.8


Brahimi was also concerned and made his unhappiness known, even threatening to resign: the Americans had brought in the U.N. to find a way out of the political logjam only to find itself in the middle of a swirling dispute over an escalating battle that was being chronicled exhaustively and often one-sidedly in the Arab media. For the first time, the initiative to bring in the United Nations and the mission to pursue insurgents had collided. Nor were some of the White House’s allies pleased: the British let Bremer’s occupation authority and Sanchez’s command know that what was happening in Fallujah did not look like any kind of counterinsurgency with which they wanted to be associated.


As the political squabbling escalated, Abizaid, Bremer, and Sanchez met in Baghdad and agreed that the advance into Fallujah had to stop. The final call, Bremer recalled, was made by Bush after Bremer advised him that continuing the fight might lead to the fracturing of the Governing Council, the failure of Brahimi’s mission, and, ultimately, a delay in the projected June date for transferring sovereignty.


On April 9, Abizaid flew to the Marine base outside Fallujah and, over Conway’s objections, ordered a halt to the attack. But though the Marines on Fallujah’s edges could no longer advance, they had not been called entirely off, either. They settled in for a siege until an order came to resume the advance—a call that Conway and Mattis expected would eventually come after the Bush administration soothed the concerns of the Governing Council.


Figuring that he was dealing with a pause, Mattis sought to beef up his forces near the embattled city. The rural areas around Fallujah had become insurgent staging areas, and on April 6 violence had also exploded in Ramadi. After submitting a request for more forces, which took months to trickle in, the Marine commanders stripped western Anbar of troops and sent them toward Fallujah, a move that left the west secured by no more than two infantry battalions and a task force scrounged up from an amalgam of small support units: a riverine boat company, engineers, Reservists, and Azerbaijani troops. The Marines continued to lose men in skirmishing on the edges of Fallujah, and three special operations troops were wounded mid-month when an RPG downed their MH-53 Pave Low helicopter outside the city. But the insurgents were taking losses, too, and the Marines were convinced they had the upper hand. “As late as the 25th, we thought we were going to reattack the city,” Conway said.9


In Washington, the episode had come as a shock. One week into the fight, Hadley convened a restricted session of the Deputies Committee and talked about his disappointment with the Iraqi forces and the generals who had been reporting their progress. “It’s been a rough seven days,” Hadley said, according to notes of the meeting.


The poor performance of the Iraqis had “changed our assessment of the ISF [Iraqi security forces],” Hadley confessed. CENTCOM and CJTF-7, he complained, had been passing “overly optimistic reports” about the training and equipping of the Iraqi forces. Something needed to be done. The administration needed to consider stepping up its funding of the program to train and equip the Iraqis. Hadley also wanted an assessment of the reliability of the Iraqi forces and a plan on how they could be improved. “A rejuvenation entails more information on what we will do with spending and training,” Hadley noted. “What does the Secretary of Defense want to do, and what has the relevant violence done to cripple the ISF and cause the loss of weapons?”


Shifting to the foreign fighters that had crossed the porous Syria-Iraq border to fortify the insurgency in Anbar, Hadley noted that the Bush administration would make a quiet diplomatic push to reach out to Bashar al-Assad, the Syrian leader, and persuade him to clamp down on the militants. Rich Armitage, the deputy secretary of state, would be visiting Damascus and bringing a demarche from Secretary of State Powell. A separate demarche was being sent by the Central Intelligence director, George Tenet, through intelligence channels. Hadley instructed the State Department to devise economic sanctions that could be imposed if the Syrians refused to cooperate. It was the beginning of years of fruitless efforts to enlist Syria’s cooperation.10


Once it became apparent that the pause in offensive operations was indefinite, the Marines went to their Plan B. Negotiations in the middle of the month among Governing Council, CPA, and Marine representatives had not been promising; when the Marines agreed to establish locations for Fallujah residents to turn in heavy weapons ahead of a possible cease-fire, no weapons materialized. Conway had already been discussing another solution with General Muhammad Abdullah al-Shawani, a Sunni hero of the Iran-Iraq War who had been installed as the head of Iraq’s newly formed intelligence service with the CIA’s blessing and support. If the Iraqis on the Governing Council could not abide a Marine solution, then perhaps the Marines could pull back entirely and put together an Iraqi unit of some kind to take care of Fallujah. Shawani liked the idea and said that he would find some Iraqi generals in the area, officers who had been shunned since the disbandment of the Iraqi Army the previous year. In a meeting at the Presidential Palace in the Green Zone, Bremer and Sanchez discussed the idea of a “Fallujah Brigade” with Mowaffak al-Rubaie, a prominent member on the Governing Council, and other Iraqi officials. As Rubaie remembered it, he was opposed to the idea, warning Bremer and Sanchez that arming the unit in Fallujah would work out just as well as arming the mujahideen in Afghanistan had, a comparison that infuriated Bremer.


On April 25, Conway and Mattis met with the retired generals and discussed forming the Fallujah Brigade, a motley collection of former soldiers that included more than twenty out-of-work generals. Abizaid and Sanchez gave the Marines the go-ahead to proceed with the idea. Despite the objections, the Fallujah Brigade began to assemble outside the city on April 28. Two days later, as the Marine battalions inside Fallujah retreated from their battle positions, the Fallujah Brigade’s commander and five hundred of his men met with Conway at the cloverleaf just east of the city, and soon after they began to move in. The battle later known as First Fallujah was over. It had cost twenty-seven American lives and ninety more wounded. Two Recon Marines and two Delta Force soldiers would be awarded the nation’s second-highest valor medal for their actions in the battle. All this had resulted in a solution that inspired little confidence: the deployment of a largely unvetted brigade of Sunni military veterans that melted away within weeks.





While the Fallujah fight was under way, a smaller but equally fierce battle had been unfolding just up the Euphrates in Ramadi, Anbar’s capital. Lieutenant Colonel Paul Kennedy’s battalion, 2/4 Marines, which had missed the invasion the previous spring, had set up shop there alongside an Army mechanized battalion that had been there since the summer.


On the morning of April 6 a platoon from the battalion’s Golf Company was moving west through Ramadi’s downtown Government Center when it was ambushed. As the platoon waited for relief, a Marine who had already been wounded was shot in the head and killed. Outside the city, a team of four snipers could hear the gunfire a few miles away when they, too, came under heavy attack. A lieutenant from Echo Company piled a squad into a Humvee and came to the team’s aid but, as they fought off the attackers, two Marines were shot and killed. Later in the day, another relief column from Echo Company was ambushed. The fighting lasted until a nearby Army mechanized battalion massed its forces and swept into the city on a wide front. In all, thirteen Marines had been killed and twenty-five wounded: excepting helicopter crashes, the one-day toll remains among the highest for any firefight in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars.


The next morning it started up again, and by April 10 the battalion had lost another four Marines and, along with the Army unit, had killed an estimated 250 insurgents. “Within the blink of an eye, the situation went from relatively calm to a raging storm,” Kennedy, the battalion commander, wrote to his Marines’ families. “Where did this organization come from?” Echo Company’s commander, Captain Kelly Royer, asked. “Were they always here? Did they come from outside Ramadi?”11 Mattis, whose division headquarters was just across the Euphrates from Ramadi’s densely packed streets, was surprised at the ferocity of the fighting, too. “I thought I had a pretty good idea what was in Ramadi,” he recalled, until Kennedy’s unit “kicked over a real hornet’s nest.”12




Largely out of the media’s glare, the battalion’s fight in Ramadi continued into the summer; eventually the battalion would lose thirty men, including a team of scouts and snipers that was overrun by insurgents in June. When the battalion did not have enough troops to man all the guard posts at their positions—which was often, especially until additional Army troops arrived in Ramadi from Korea in July—the Marines put uniforms on cardboard cutouts.13 It was a desperate measure to cope with a chronic insufficiency of forces. Finally, the fierce fighting devolved into something of a stalemate. Kennedy agreed to requests from local leaders to keep his troops out of their neighborhoods so as not to inflame violence, and the battalion mostly confined itself to trying to keep the main road through Ramadi, Route Michigan, clear of IEDs as insurgents became more and more entrenched in the city.


In the far west portion of Anbar, the fight was escalating, too. The insurgents’ grip on the area was so firm that they had begun to enforce their own curfews in the border town of Husaybah to set up their attacks before the Americans’ curfews took hold, according to intelligence reports trickling back to Sanchez’s command. They also penetrated the local security forces. A classified Marine history of the Anbar insurgency noted matter-of-factly that the Marines “clashed with the entire pro-insurgent Husaybah police department.”14


Led by Lieutenant Colonel Matt Lopez, 3/7 Marines was tasked with securing Qaim and several other towns on the Syrian border. On April 14, Lopez’s convoy came under attack in Husaybah, and a bullet lanced through the colonel’s Humvee, striking him in the back. Hearing that their commander had been wounded, a fourteen-man patrol from the battalion’s Kilo Company jumped in their Humvees and raced toward the scene, where they began searching cars for weapons. As Kilo Company searched a white Toyota Land Cruiser, its driver assaulted Lance Corporal Jason Dunham, who wrestled the assailant to the ground. As a grenade rolled free from the enemy’s hand, Dunham slammed his helmet over the device and rolled onto it to keep it in place.


Dunham was wounded badly, with shrapnel lodging in his brain. The assailant was hurt but tried to run away, only to be cut down by two dozen bullets. The insurgent and the Marine who had tackled him were evacuated together by Army helicopter. Between the April 14 incident and the fighting that continued for the rest of the spring, the battalion lost ten Marines killed and twenty-seven wounded. One of the dead was Dunham. He had survived treatment at Al-Asad Air Base, in Baghdad, and in Germany, and brain surgeries at Bethesda National Naval Medical Center. But Dunham was never going to recover and soon after the Marine commandant pinned a Purple Heart on his pillow, doctors removed his ventilator at his parents’ decision. Nearly three years later, in January 2007, President Bush presented Dunham’s parents with the Medal of Honor—he was the first Marine to be given the award for actions since Vietnam.15 The heroic episode was worthy of all the attention that was bestowed on it, but it distracted from an uncomfortable fact: much of Anbar was little more than what the military called an “economy of force” operation, a place where the armed forces had too few resources and had to do the best with what it had. The troops on the ground were paying the price, and the momentum that American forces had achieved with the fall of Baghdad had been lost.


At the White House, the hope was that the push toward sovereignty would soothe the Iraqis’ grievances over the occupation and take the steam out of the insurgency. Politics, in effect, was to enable the military strategy. Abizaid had encouraged this thinking by suggesting that the United States was winning the race with Zarqawi and building up Iraq’s security forces before Al-Qaeda could take them down or spark a civil war that would make Iraq unmanageable. But the developments in Anbar had raised questions on both counts. The talk of a June handover to an unelected Iraqi government appeared to have had no effect on the insurgents in Anbar, who were foes of all of the new authorities—American and Iraqi alike. In Fallujah and Ramadi, the insurgents and the military seemed to be settling in for a long and difficult fight.


The Fallujah battle in particular had been a textbook example of how not to go to war. There could not have been a greater misnomer than Vigilant Resolve. The Marines had been ordered to attack against their better judgment by superiors who failed to secure the necessary backing from the Governing Council or the U.N. and then stopped the attack in its tracks just as they were making progress. There had been a yawning disconnect between the battlefield and the Bush administration’s political strategy. The White House had wanted to put the Sunni insurgents in their place without upsetting the timetable for conferring sovereignty, and the result was that the enemy was allowed to survive to fight another day. But the Marines had miscalculated, too. As much as the Marines had hoped to win over the population, the situation in Fallujah they had inherited had deteriorated so much, and the insurgents were so entrenched that a major fight seemed unavoidable. At best, the day of reckoning had been deferred.
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As the battles of Fallujah and Ramadi raged in the west, Rick Sanchez’s command had another rebellion on its hands in April, this one closer at hand and larger in scope: an uprising across Baghdad and southern Iraq by Muqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi Army. On March 28, three days before the Blackwater killings in Fallujah, Bremer had ordered Al-Hawza, a newspaper the Sadrist Trend put out, shuttered for inciting violence against allied troops. American military policemen padlocked the newspaper’s offices. Sadr was furious. Ali Khedery, the young Iraqi-American CPA staffer, was sitting in his office in the Republican Palace when he got a call from Abd al-Karim al-Muhammadawi, a Governing Council member from Maysan Province who was nicknamed “Prince of the Marshes.” Muhammadawi was sitting with Sadr in Kufa, a suburb of Najaf, and the two had just received the news about Al-Hawza.


“I’m going to make this very simple,” Muhammadawi told Khedery after asking if he could relay a message to Bremer. “We have a message, and you need to listen to it carefully. Either the newspaper is reopened or there will be hell to pay.” Khedery passed the message to the CPA chief. The Mahdi Army, Bremer responded derisively, was not an army at all but a militia. He would not reopen the newspaper.16


On April 2, Sadr’s weekly Friday sermon was a bitter invective against the United States, denouncing the Americans and even praising the September 11 attacks. In his movement’s main Baghdad stronghold, Sadr City, members of his Mahdi Army marched menacingly in the streets, dressed in their distinctive black uniforms and marching under green banners. At the CPA, the general counsel sent Bremer a legal opinion that the diatribe was a clear violation of the transitional law the Americans had established against incitement to violence and could, once again, subject Sadr to arrest. The next day, the American military arrested one of Sadr’s top advisers and fellow targets of Operation Stuart, Mustafa al-Yaqubi, who had been accused of serving as an accomplice in the murder of Khoei. The Sadrist discontent that had been brewing since the previous summer exploded into violence—and into a second, southern front for the American military.


Like Anbar, Baghdad was in the throes of a major troop rotation when the rebellion struck. Marty Dempsey’s 1st Armored Division troops were on their way home, with replacements from Major General Peter Chiarelli’s 1st Cavalry Division beginning to take over their duties. Like the Marines, Chiarelli was determined that his division’s year in Iraq would be marked not by excessive force but by efforts to win over Baghdad’s population. Before deploying, he had arranged for his commanders and staff to observe how the city of Austin, Texas, delivered electrical power and organized trash collection, and he had sent some officers to Britain, where they huddled with the ostensible masters of counterinsurgency, and to Jordan to learn about Arab customs and traditions.


On instructions from on high, Chiarelli had also left behind the majority of his division’s Abrams tanks and Bradleys, tracked armored vehicles with a 25mm gun that could hold several “dismounts.” Originally, he had been directed to leave them all behind by superiors who appeared to believe that the days of tanks rolling through Baghdad’s streets were over. But after considerable importuning, he had managed to bring fourteen tanks per brigade, a single company’s worth, and twice that many Bradleys. Even as Chiarelli hoped to minimize the fighting, he was unhappy with the decision to abandon his armor. There had been too many unforeseen twists and turns. If tanks and Bradleys were not needed, Chiarelli would park them in the motor pool, but he wanted to have them at hand.17


Like many other commands, the 1st Cavalry Division was forced to use its tankers and field artillerymen as infantrymen. Indeed, the division used its entire artillery section that way. To Chiarelli, it seemed unfair that only infantrymen and Special Forces qualified for the Army’s Combat Infantryman Badge when so many other troops were performing the same missions. So over the course of the deployment he would push the Army to adopt a new variant of the award, the Combat Action Badge, for which any soldier who took part in combat could qualify.


On Sunday, April 4, one of Chiarelli’s battalions was in the process of relieving an outgoing unit in Sadr City when one of its patrols was ambushed in the late afternoon. In the seven-hour gun battle that followed, seven soldiers from the incoming unit and one from the outgoing unit were killed, and the newly arrived brigade commander, Colonel Robert Abrams, saw just how weak the new Iraqi security forces at his disposal were. On the first day of the fighting, 80 percent of one Iraqi National Guard battalion deserted, as did 70 percent of another.18 The next morning, Chiarelli was touring the battlefield with Dempsey and Lieutenant Colonel Gary Volesky, the Sadr City battalion commander, when a soldier asked him why the division had left so much armor at home. It was the only question Chiarelli was ever asked by a trooper that he was unable to answer. Returning to his headquarters at Camp Victory near the airport, Chiarelli began to lobby furiously for the rest of his tanks. With no time to send the armor by ships the M1s had to be flown by “strategic airlift,” C-17 Globemaster transports, which were capable of hauling only one Abrams tank per plane.19


The Sadr City uprising taught Chiarelli another equally important lesson about the Sadrist enemy he was up against. During the first few days of their revolt in Sadr City, the Mahdi Army took over all of the district’s power stations, and instead of rationing the electricity in accordance with the CPA plan kept it going around the clock. The move would be unsustainable in the long run since it would merely drain power from other parts of the Iraqi electrical grid. But it sent a powerful, if misleading, message to the impoverished Iraqis who lived in Sadr City: if Sadr was in charge instead of the Americans or the Iraqis they had appointed, they would have electricity all the time. It was a shrewd move by the Sadrists and a portent of more to come.


In a pattern that would emerge over and over again in the years ahead, when the Mahdi Army took to the streets in Sadr City, it also did so in cities across southern Iraq, throwing the area into chaos. The spiraling violence meant that Sanchez’s command was fighting on multiple fronts. It also exposed one of the command’s conceits: its multinational character. In an effort to foster the impression that the American intervention had international backing and ease the strain on the American military, south-central Iraq had been placed under a multinational force, whose members operated under separate and often restrictive rules of engagement. The international troops had been deployed in the south precisely because the American command considered the region to be one of the most benign in Iraq. Most had come to Iraq expecting to do little more than occupy checkpoints and conduct patrols. But while the Bush administration had touted the “coalition of the willing” it had assembled for the invasion of Iraq, much of that coalition was not that willing or that able.


Across the south, allied forces came under attack, and each national contingent responded differently. In and around Karbala, where two Polish battalions and a Bulgarian battalion were based, the Poles managed to hang on to city hall, but other sites were quickly taken over by the militia. In Kut, the Ukrainian commander kept most of his troops at their rural base, leaving the British-led CPA team, two dozen Ukrainian soldiers, and a handful of armed contractors to fend for themselves downtown, where they quickly ran out of ammunition and then received orders from Baghdad to withdraw. And the Italian governor of Nasiriyah, Barbara Contini, made a deal with the Mahdi Army that her troops would stay on their base across the river from the city, infuriating Bremer.20


In Najaf, the Shiite city of a half million that boasted the Imam Ali Shrine, one of the two holiest sites in Shiite Islam, Mahdi Army fighters besieged the CPA compound. When the small contingent of military and Blackwater guards there took casualties and ran low on ammunition, it was a Blackwater Little Bird helicopter that arrived first to resupply them. Two CPA men, a retired Vietnam veteran named Jim Steele and a colonel named Jim Coffman on temporary duty from the Pentagon, pushed ammunition to the defenders on the roof of the compound before Special Forces and eventually Sanchez himself arrived to survey the situation.21


Robert Ford, the American diplomat who would later become renowned for his outspoken opposition to Bashar al-Assad’s repression as the United States ambassador in Damascus, also had seen some of the problems with the coalition in Najaf in the months before the battle. A career diplomat, Ford had been serving in Bahrain when Powell sent out the call for all able-bodied Arabic-speaking foreign service officers to go to Iraq. Ford had been assigned to Najaf, where he served as the one-man branch office of Bremer’s CPA.


At that time, U.S. Marines had handed over responsibility for securing Najaf, Karbala, and south-central Iraq to Spanish, Honduran, Salvadoran, and other multinational forces, which shared the zone with a small force of U.S. Army military police. In an effort to maintain a modicum of control, Ford had encouraged the Badr Corps, the armed wing of SCIRI, to keep its militia off the streets and arranged for the U.S. Army’s military police to run the Najaf checkpoints, though they were careful to keep their distance from the Imam Ali Mosque in the old part of the city. His effort to deliver the message had been a memorable one as he and a Marine lieutenant colonel in civilian dress were briefly detained at gunpoint by Badr Corps militiamen while their interpreter was beaten, but the policy stuck. That is, until Spanish commanders gave the Badr fighters carte blanche to set up their own checkpoints. The Badr militia threw its weight around to the point that it and the Army MPs were almost at the point of firefights. With no reliable phone communications with Bremer’s headquarters, Ford sent an urgent email message appealing for the CPA to countermand the decision.22


It had not been the only disconnect between the Americans and their Spanish-speaking allies. After the Iraqi Central Court issued a secret warrant for Sadr’s arrest, Ford was shocked to learn that a Honduran checkpoint had stopped Sadr in October only to release him. The Hondurans explained that nobody had ever instructed them to apprehend Sadr or even to contact Bremer’s man in Najaf if Sadr was found. The episode, never publicly disclosed, was one of the major “what-ifs?” that haunted the war. From his Iranian exile and during his time in his hometown of Kufa, Sadr would continue to vex the coalition for years.23





At first, Bremer’s authority sought to put the best face on the situation. After the CPA reported that its representative in Kut and other bases in the south were pulling back, Dick Jones, a top deputy to Bremer and a former ambassador, insisted in an April 6 teleconference with the White House that the coalition was gaining ground in restoring security. The Iraqis in the south were not rallying to Sadr, and the success of the American-led coalition in bringing Sadr’s Mahdi Army to heel would have a salutary effect by encouraging other militias to put down their arms and join the CPA program to be integrated into the Iraqi security forces. As Jones gave his presentation, an aide on the NSC made a note to himself: “overly optimistic.”24


Sanchez’s command treated the events with less equanimity. Scrambling to respond, Sanchez froze the departure of the units Chiarelli was supposed to replace: Dempsey’s 1st Armored Division and the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment, which was attached to Dempsey’s unit. On April 9, Dempsey announced to his troops that they had been extended and began moving soldiers, tanks, Bradleys, helicopters, and other equipment back from Kuwait and in some cases even from Germany. The division became Sanchez’s on-the-fly reserve, and pieces of it began to be parceled out across the south immediately.


Dempsey’s division’s first blow fell in Kut. The division’s 2nd Brigade commander, Colonel Ralph Baker, led a reinforced battalion to the Ukrainian camp outside Kut on April 8 and, barely pausing to refuel, moved into the city from two directions. While Apache helicopters and an AC-130 gunship demolished the Sadrist political headquarters, Baker’s troops retook the bridges and the CPA compound and occupied them until reinforcements from the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment arrived the next day, allowing the assault force to return to Baghdad and prepare for the next hotspot.


Things were not so easy in two other cities where the Mahdi Army had a firmer grip, Najaf and Karbala. Even getting forces to the outskirts of the cities where they could assess how to proceed was difficult. Central Iraq’s highways were under siege by Sunni insurgents. Resupply convoys were coming under ferocious attack. On April 14, five bridges were destroyed along Route Tampa, the main artery from south to north, leading the occupation authority to declare the highway off-limits to civilian traffic. In effect, Iraq’s major roads had become another front. It was another sign that the resistance had the ability to coordinate, even, it seemed, across sectarian divisions: Sadr, according to an American intelligence report, dispatched weapons and supplies in mid-April to the Sunnis fighting in Fallujah, veiling it as “humanitarian assistance” for the trapped residents of the cities.25


To regain control of Najaf, American battalions and companies were pulled from Baqubah, Tuz, and Mosul and assembled into an ad hoc brigade, Task Force Duke. The unit lost its first soldier before it got to Najaf during the forty-hour, hundred-mile road march to get there. Once the task force got to Najaf it spread out around the outskirts of the city, but Sanchez balked at actually sending them in, fearful that doing so would only inflame the revolt further. For ten days, the unit contained the city before being pulled back and replaced by a smaller force around April 20.


In the meantime, the small CPA compound at the edge of the militia-controlled city remained under a kind of siege, outside the protective sphere of Task Force Duke, which had been ordered not to go that close to the city unless the post was on the brink of being overrun. Ron Neumann, an American diplomat who had been an infantry officer in Vietnam and who was working at the CPA, flew down to see if the precariously situated compound could be held a few days after it was first attacked. He went with the two men who had been tossing ammunition boxes from the Blackwater helicopter on day one, Steele and Coffman. “Everyone was holed up in the main CPA building because their trailers were getting riddled with shrapnel every night,” recalled Neumann. “They would stay there every night, watch war movies, and then go up on the roof and have a gun battle.”26


Unlike Najaf, U.S. troops did push into the cities of Karbala and Diwaniyah. In Karbala, Polish troops defended some government buildings, but the Mahdi Army controlled most of the inner Old City where they turned the Mukhayem Mosque into a headquarters and arms depot. The job of taking Karbala back fell to the 1st Armored Division’s 1st Brigade, under Colonel Pete Mansoor. In the second week of May, Mansoor’s main battalion, 1-37 Armor, joined the nascent Iraqi Counterterrorism Task Force and its Special Forces advisers in attacking the Mukhayem Mosque just outside the Old City, one of the few significant contributions that the Iraqi forces made to righting the situation.


Now all that was left was the Old City, where the militia was entrenched everywhere except the Husayn and Abbas shrines, which guards loyal to the Badr Corps still held. The brigade rehearsed its final assault, but on the evening of May 20 word came that it, like the assault on Fallujah a month earlier, had been called off. The brigade managed to push the militia out anyway, though. The same night, Mansoor sent a tank company to run along the edges of the Old City, daring the militia to fire, from their headquarters next to the Husayn Shrine. The militia took the bait, firing an RPG at a passing tank, and an AC-130 demolished the headquarters. The Mahdi Army pulled out of the Old City, and two days later American troops moved in without resistance. It was another demonstration that even in an urban setting, tanks had their uses after all.


After several more weeks of fighting in the south and in Sadr City, the bloodied Mahdi Army would stand down on Sadr’s orders. The cleric’s June cease-fire was the first of many he would issue throughout the war in order to preserve the militia after it took heavy losses.





On May 5, after the dust had mostly settled in Anbar but with fighting still continuing in the south, Bush convened an NSC meeting to review the military situation in Iraq. John Abizaid, the CENTCOM commander, expressed confidence that the situation was getting under control.


“There is a better mood in the Sunni community,” Abizaid said regarding Fallujah. Abizaid said that he had been in touch with the head of the Fallujah Brigade, and pressed him on the need to restore order. “We have been aggressive and on the 10th of May, the Marines are scheduled to conduct joint patrols.”


Bush wanted to be sure the Iraqi forces did not sit on their checkpoints and were aggressive. “Are we dealing with the sitting duck syndrome?” the president asked. “We need offensive operations and publicity—these oil infrastructure attacks are not isolated.”


“We are going to squeeze Sadr,” Abizaid stated, promising that the Americans and the Iraqis would also be aggressive on their second front. The president seemed encouraged by the move but advised that the military needed to “anticipate another enemy surge.”27










CHAPTER 5
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A Lost Cause?


With the June 30 transfer of sovereignty fast approaching, the White House turned its attention to messaging. There would need to be a presidential speech in anticipation of the event, one that would make clear how the transfer of sovereignty complied with the president’s larger strategy of spreading freedom throughout the Middle East, but a speech that avoided any imitation of the blunder Bush had committed when he landed under the “mission accomplished” banner on the USS Abraham Lincoln aircraft carrier soon after Saddam fell.


On May 6, the Deputies Committee met to focus on strategic communications. Jim Wilkinson, the NSC media man who had overseen the million-dollar press center Tommy Franks had used in Qatar during the invasion, was tasked by Hadley to handle “the optics of the transfer” of power. Hadley wanted his media team to come back with a storyboard depicting the visuals the administration would present, in addition to a script.1 A few days later, Hadley returned to the point. “We need to find a way to describe our strategy between today and June 30 and then beyond the 30th because the events that occur between now and the transition will serve as evidence that the strategy is happening,” he said.


On May 13, Hadley met again with top aides to discuss Bush’s role. As for the presidential address to the nation, each point, Steve Hadley said, would need to contribute substantially to explaining how the Bush administration was going about achieving its strategy in Iraq. The address, Hadley continued, should take note of three to five scenarios that were challenging and for which the United States needed to be prepared. Dan Bartlett, the White House counselor, heartily agreed. “We don’t want others to frame the debate,” he said. The president needed to “give a little to gain a lot.” The administration would have no credibility if it did not acknowledge the mounting difficulties the United States was facing in Iraq. That meant, in part, owning up to the insufficiency of Iraqi security forces while stressing that Dave Petraeus was being sent back to Iraq to train the Iraqi military and police. The message would be that Bush was “steadfast on ultimate goals but can be flexible and agile when faced with challenges about the realities on the ground.”2


Behind closed doors, it was clear there were challenges aplenty, including in the northern city of Mosul that Petraeus had more or less managed to stabilize earlier in the year. While Bremer’s CPA was generally upbeat on the situation in Mosul, the CIA told the White House on May 17 that the occupation authority had painted a picture that was “far too rosy.” The fractious political scene made Mosul very dangerous, the agency reported. Too, there were vexing issues having to do with the transition itself. In a May 20 White House meeting, Hadley put one impolitic question on the table: what if the newly sovereign Iraqi government asked the United States to cease its occupation and leave? “We don’t want that question to be asked,” Hadley mused. “They could ask us to leave despite the UNSCR language, but hopefully they will not.”3


UNSCR referred to a Security Council resolution that was to be passed supporting the transfer of sovereignty. There was some unfinished business there as well. The White House wanted the resolution to stipulate that the Iraqi forces would be “in” the multinational command the Americans led in Baghdad. This was meant to codify the Bush administration’s expectation that burgeoning Iraqi forces would be overseen by American commanders with the power to veto their operations—at least for a good while. The British and other members of the Security Council, Hadley reported, preferred “with,” which left open the possibility that the Iraqi forces would be directed by their newly sovereign government. It appeared that this position would hold sway. It was a small matter, but one that reflected the administration’s concern that it somehow retain a measure of control even as it formally transferred sovereignty.


Armitage raised another issue: how to measure the progress, or lack thereof, that the American-led coalition and the Iraqis were having against the insurgency. “We are having a hard time getting a metric,” he said. Harriet Miers, a Bush favorite whom the president would later unsuccessfully nominate for a seat on the Supreme Court, stressed the importance of measuring and publicizing what progress had been made. “How good we do is limited by how well we can communicate our success,” she said.




On May 24 Bush was to deliver his address to the nation. With opposition to the war growing, the White House had taken to arranging the president’s major speeches at military bases, the better to ensure an appreciative audience and a patriotic backdrop. Bush flew by helicopter to the Army War College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania—the first visit by a sitting president to the college since George Washington’s. In a gymnasium festooned with flags, Bush outlined the plan for a sovereign Iraq firmly on the path of elections and constitutional governance. To ensure that insurgents or militias could not derail the plan, the troop withdrawals the Pentagon had hoped for and even advertised would be temporarily suspended. The stubborn insurgency that had reared its head in April and the inevitability of brutal fighting to come—the very factors that critics had cited as a reason to withdraw—had made it all the more imperative in Bush’s mind to triumph in a titanic struggle between good and evil. The American goal was not merely to beat back the Sunni insurgents, quell the Shiite militias, and stop Syrian and Iranian meddling. It was to build a stable and democratic Iraq in a land that had never known representative government. “The rise of a free and self-governing Iraq will deny terrorists a base of operation, discredit their narrow ideology and give momentum to reformers across the region,” Bush vowed.4


Brahimi, Bush explained, was working on the composition of the new Iraq government. American civilians would do their part rebuilding Iraq’s dilapidated infrastructure, and one of the United States’ most experienced diplomatic hands—John Negroponte—would be there to make sure that the political-military strategy worked. The speech was everything Hadley and Bartlett had imagined: one that acknowledged the hard days ahead but that expressed unyielding confidence. It closed with a full-throated declaration of Bush’s doctrine of freedom. “Our actions, too, are guided by a vision. We believe that freedom can advance and change lives in the greater Middle East, as it has advanced and changed lives in Asia, and Latin America, and Eastern Europe, and Africa,” Bush said. “And when that day comes, the bitterness and burning hatreds that feed terrorism will fade and die away. America and all the world will be safer when hope has returned to the Middle East.”


As the White House worried about the transition, Brahimi and Blackwell were putting the final pieces of the new Iraqi government in place. As Blackwell had told the White House, the U.N. envoy had championed a government of technocrats. When it came to picking a prime minister, Brahimi thought he had found just the man: Hussein al-Shahristani, a nuclear physicist turned Iraqi official. Born in Karbala, Shahristani had received a doctorate in chemical engineering in Canada and had married a Canadian woman. He had returned to Saddam’s Iraq, where he was made the chief scientific adviser to the Iraqi Atomic Energy Commission. Accused of “religious activities”—Shahristani later told an interviewer that he provoked Saddam’s ire by refusing to work on Iraq’s nuclear weapons program—he was arrested in December 1979, interrogated, and imprisoned for eleven years in Abu Ghraib, much of which time he spent in solitary confinement. Deprived of books, newspapers, or a radio, he kept himself busy by inventing mathematical problems and trying to solve them, in addition to reciting the Koran from memory. One night when Baghdad was blacked out and under attack by the Americans during the 1991 Persian Gulf War, Shahristani escaped with the help of a sympathetic guard, linked up with his family, and headed north to Kurdistan and eventual exile in Iran, among other places.


Shahristani’s name as well as others—Ibrahim al-Jaafari, Adil Abd al-Mahdi, and Mahdi al-Hafidh—was floated to Grand Ayatollah Sistani in phone conversations with his son. The Shiite cleric made clear that he had no problem with the appointment of any of them, but made no mention of Hafidh, a former Iraqi diplomat to the United Nations and deputy to Pachachi. Hafidh was soon excluded from consideration simply because Sistani had not acknowledged the name.5


At one point, Shahristani’s appointment as prime minister seemed so assured that the U.N. team began to look for office space for him. Bremer himself had voiced no objections to him. But as the Americans began digging into his background they were unable to account for his entire stay in Iran, a U.N. official recalled, and the apprehension about appointing a figure they were not intimately familiar with got the better of them. Nor did it help that rivals complained that he was too close to Tehran. So the search for an interim prime minister began anew.





Ayad Allawi was not on the initial short list for prime minister. Allawi was the scion of a prosperous Iraqi family—his father was a doctor and parliamentarian while his mother hailed from a prominent Lebanese Shiite family. He came of age in Baghdad before Saddam’s rise to power, a cosmopolitan capital of coffee shops and cinemas, no doubt more fondly remembered through the prism of nostalgia. Allawi attended Baghdad College, a preparatory school for boys that was housed on a twenty-five-acre campus on the east bank of the Tigris. Founded and run by a group of American Jesuits—the school was sometimes known as “B.C. on the Tigris”—the academy accepted Muslims as well as Christians and, before they were expelled from Iraq, Jews. As the school grew in prominence it supplanted Alexandria, Egypt, as the place for the sons of Baghdad’s elite, including Adil Abd al-Mahdi, who would rise to prominence with the Iranian-based Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq, and Laith Kubba, who would serve as a government spokesman.6


The Baghdad of Allawi’s privileged youth did not stay peaceful for long. The Hashemite monarchy, which had been installed by the British, was overthrown in 1958, and Abd al-Karim Kasim, a nationalist Iraqi Army officer, grabbed power and set out to improve ties with Moscow. The Iraqi Communist Party appeared to be getting strong, and a nationalist pan-Arab movement, the Baathists, began to push back. The burly Allawi cast his fate with the Baathists, and managed to insert himself in the thick of things. Years later, Allawi recalled, he had been drawn to the Baath Party by its opposition to communism, its anticolonial ideology, and its embrace of pan-Arabism. After Kasim was toppled by another coup, the Baathists came to power, only to be swiftly deposed nine months later by military officers who sought to unify Iraq with Egypt and Syria. For five years, Colonel Abd al-Salaam Arif governed the country, and the Baath Party was forced underground; Baghdad was convulsed by a round of brutal and often lethal infighting. However, in 1968 the Baathists managed to infiltrate the military and took power in a bloodless coup, which culminated in the ascension of a ruthless party member from a small town near Tikrit, Saddam Hussein.


Allawi and Ahmed Chalabi had crossed paths as youths in Baghdad. Chalabi also hailed from a prominent and prosperous family and attended Baghdad College before his family left the turmoil in Baghdad and moved to Lebanon. Though the Allawis and Chalabis were related, the two boys were never close. “He was not an athletic person and did not have any political inclinations like me and Adil Abd al-Mahdi,” Allawi sniffed almost half a century later. Over the years, their rivalry deepened. Though he came late to politics Chalabi became a formidable organizer and proselytizer for the opposition. After graduating from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and then getting a Ph.D. in mathematics from the University of Chicago, Chalabi taught mathematics at the American University in Beirut for several years and then founded Petra Bank in Jordan, before allegations of fraud prompted him to flee the country.




The differences between Allawi and Chalabi went far beyond personality and extended to the most fundamental questions of how to build a post-Saddam regime in Iraq. Allawi was a living example that an anti-Saddam alliance could include converts from the old Baath Party and military order. His American backers included the CIA, which was also operationally inclined to influence, bribe, and otherwise win over local forces. Chalabi wanted to remove the old power structure root and branch. By the time Zalmay Khalilzad gathered together the Saddam opposition in London in December 2002, Chalabi was already committed to a stringent form of de-Baathification—the term “de-Baathification,” Chalabi proudly recalled later, was coined by his daughter Tamara—and to a purge of the Iraqi Army, an approach that, not coincidentally, would have enabled him to strike at Allawi’s base of support inside Iraq and clear a path to power for himself.7


“We thought that the best way for change is from inside Iraq by the establishment itself,” Allawi recalled. “The differences between me and Chalabi grew wider. He was in support of de-Baathification. This was before the downfall of Saddam, before the war.”8


After a run-in with Saddam and a wave of arrests of party members, Allawi determined that it might be better to live abroad. He decamped for Lebanon and, finally, London, where he pursued his studies in medicine. To what extent Allawi kept up his Baathist affiliations during the early years of exile is a matter of contention. What is clear is that he eventually became a target for the Baghdad regime. After Saddam’s henchmen tried to murder Allawi and his wife in England, Allawi founded the Iraqi National Accord, a movement that sought to elicit support from Iraqi Army officers, diplomats, and high-ranking officials in Baghdad who harbored grievances against Saddam. Traveling throughout the Middle East, he pursued the backing of Turkey, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia, who he hoped would not only back his movement—Hosni Mubarak allowed him to broadcast anti-Saddam messages from Cairo—but also encourage the Americans to do so as well. Along the way, Allawi developed ties with British intelligence and with the CIA.


The Americans figured that Allawi’s long-standing ties with American and British intelligence would make him unacceptable to Brahimi, so they began promoting him to serve as minister of defense. “I said, ‘What is the authority of the minister of defense?’ By then the army was dismantled,” recalled Allawi, who said he turned down entreaties by Bremer, Blackwill, and Brahimi. “Who is going to be prime minister, and who are the rest of the Council of Ministers? They said that the prime minister they are thinking of is al-Shahristani.”9
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