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“What I fear is not the enemy’s strategy, but our own mistakes.”


—Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War

















PROLOGUE



Bill Crowe’s Warning




“That’s the ultimate. You know, to win without fighting.”





SOON AFTER THE end of the Cold War, in 1991, it occurred to senior military officers that the demise of the Soviet Union was actually a military victory. Among this group was Admiral William Crowe, the eleventh chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who’d served during the Reagan and George H. W. Bush presidencies and was acknowledged as one of the most influential officers of his generation. An outspoken iconoclast and hulking figure, Crowe was celebrated in Washington for dishing out pithy homilies, or issuing homespun lessons to disbelieving senators. “Your mind is like a parachute,” he once told a Senate committee. “If it won’t open when you need it, it isn’t much good.” He added: “I have an open mind.” When he was JCS chairman, Crowe cracked jokes with his military colleagues, especially during tense budget sessions or international crises. “He saved my sleep, my hair, my digestion and my sanity,” Army chief of staff Edward C. Meyer, who served with him, said.1


But during an interview in Washington, DC, several years after retiring, Crowe turned suddenly serious, commenting on the Cold War’s end in an interview that focused on the history he’d observed. “It’s the ultimate irony, really,” he said in his patented Oklahoma drawl, “but it’s true: we not only won the Cold War, we did it without firing a shot. We did it without waging World War III.” For a moment, Crowe seemed surprised by his own conclusion and then was lost in his own thoughts. “That’s the ultimate,” he added, wistfully. “You know, to win without fighting. Think of it. No military has ever done that.”2


Born in Kentucky, Crowe grew up in Oklahoma during the Great Depression, the son of a hardworking lawyer. But Crowe was bored by Oklahoma and vowed that, if given the chance, he’d travel the world. He graduated from the US Naval Academy in 1947, but he wasn’t a seagoing warfighter. He’d once commanded a diesel submarine, and that for only two years, and had actually turned down seagoing assignments with senior officers whose support he needed for promotion. He preferred to pursue his academic studies, notching a master’s degree from Stanford and a doctorate, in politics, from Princeton.


But Crowe was much in demand by the Navy’s senior officers, primarily for his ability to think creatively. It often got him into trouble. “For Chrissake,” one of his Pentagon supervisors told him, “we didn’t send you to Princeton so you could come back and tell us how to run the Navy.” In fact, Crowe was more of a diplomat and Washington insider than a naval officer; he served as a naval assistant to President Dwight Eisenhower, was a naval adviser to the South Vietnamese during the Vietnam War, then became commander of US forces in the Pacific.3


Crowe got his big break in 1984 when he briefed President Ronald Reagan and his secretary of state, George Schultz, in Honolulu. As head of the US Pacific Command, Crowe provided a thumbnail sketch of the forces challenging the United States in the region, and what he recommended the US could do to counter them. Crowe’s no-frills style impressed Reagan, with Schultz telling a colleague that Crowe’s presentation “was the most comprehensive briefing” he’d ever heard during his time in government. The next year, Reagan appointed Crowe as JCS chairman, surprising nearly everyone in his service, who thought Admiral James Watkins, the chief of naval operations, would get the job.4


“Crowe’s appointment is unprecedented,” one of his colleagues, Admiral Eugene Carroll, noted at the time. “He is a political scientist, not a warfighter. He knows the limits of military power.” In fact, while Crowe and Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger often disagreed on major budget and military service issues (Weinberger seemed intimidated by the more expressive Crowe, observers noted), they saw eye to eye on the issue of war and peace. Weinberger had once scoffed at a reporter who said he thought the Reagan defense build-up was dangerous and cost too much money. “Good lord,” Weinberger explained. “We’re not building up our military in order to use it, we’re building up our military so that we don’t have to.” Crowe agreed.5


NOTHING IN CROWE’S official biography speaks to his enormous influence. During his tenure, Crowe presided over two events that would indelibly shape the American military over the next three decades. The first was the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA), a technical revolution spurred by engineers, computer scientists, aerospace experts, military policymakers, and weapons developers in the early 1970s to “offset” the Soviet conventional threat in Europe. The United States could never match the numerical advantage the Soviets enjoyed in troops, tanks, and aircraft, but it could offset those numbers by fielding more lethal and more precise weapons and developing stealth technologies that would shield them from detection. The Soviet Union had more, but the US would have better. Much better.6


By the early 1980s the RMA was a reality, with the United States developing precision-guided munitions that eliminated the requirement of using dozens of bombs to destroy a single target, and perfecting stealth innovations that made fighter-bombers safe from enemy radar. The RMA transformed the nature of conflict, taking advantage of the advances in “network-centric warfare” that fielded laser target identification systems, remote-controlled drones, enhanced digital information assets, predator and surveillance weapons, and satellite-based positioning systems. The innovations spread through every service. The Soviets could not hope to compete, knowing that it would drive them to bankruptcy to even try. That is, in fact, what happened: the RMA won the Cold War, to use Crowe’s phrase, “without firing a shot.”


The second event was the passage of the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act. Named for Arizona senator Barry Goldwater and Oklahoma congressman William Nichols, the law overhauled the US military command structure. While the legislation was intended to end the crippling interservice competition that hobbled military operations after World War II, it also reflected the RMA: the military’s new weapons, RMA evangelists preached, placed a premium on lighter and more mobile forces, while requiring the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines to plan and fight together, or “jointly.”7


Goldwater-Nichols also recast the responsibilities of the nation’s military hierarchy by taking the heads of the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines out of the chain of command. The four service chiefs’ sole responsibility now was to “organize, train and equip” the military. Under the new arrangement, the military chain of command went “from the President to the Secretary of Defense” to the unified combatant commanders—in Europe, North America, Africa, Latin and Central America, the Pacific, and Middle East, and to the three “functional” commands—for special operations, strategic nuclear weapons, and global force projection. That is, the US chain of command now bypassed the JCS altogether. They commanded no one.


But while Goldwater-Nichols took the JCS out of the command chain, it named its chairman “the principle military adviser to the President of the United States, National Security Council and Secretary of Defense,” and established the position of vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. At first, it was thought that the new law weakened the JCS chairman’s influence, but that didn’t happen, in large part because of William Crowe. Crowe strengthened the role of the Joint Staff (the JCS chairman’s in-house think tank and policy implementer) and was a constant and persistent presence in the Reagan White House. Crowe understood the power that Goldwater-Nichols gave him as the one senior military officer with direct access to the Oval Office.


In many respects, Reagan’s appointment of Crowe could not have come at a better time, despite the admiral’s inherent conservatism. At first, Crowe was an RMA skeptic, doubting that its adherents could overcome service fears that their “big platforms” (aircraft carriers, bombers, and masses of tanks) would be sacrificed in the name of smaller and better. The precision weapons promoted by RMA enthusiasts were simply too expensive to purchase in large numbers, Crowe added. But eventually, Crowe endorsed the deployment of smaller and lighter units and the new technologies that the RMA made possible, as well as the concept of jointness—a reform he thought long overdue. In truth, Crowe was the first chairman to have spent most of his career as a joint officer. In military parlance, Crowe was “purple,” a word that signaled the blending of Army and Marine green with Air Force and Navy blue. “I suppose I am more purple than anyone,” he said. Finally, as Crowe later ruefully admitted, his early opposition to both the RMA and Goldwater-Nichols had turned out to be wrong. America’s 1991 war to deliver Kuwait from Saddam Hussein’s clutches had redeemed both. During Operation Desert Storm, the US military’s new RMA-developed weapons and the streamlined leadership made possible by Goldwater-Nichols performed superbly.


The US military’s expulsion of Saddam’s forces from Kuwait, it turned out, was a kind of showcase for the RMA. In Desert Storm’s first hours, the United States and its allies deployed stealth F-117 fighter-bombers and a fleet of radar-jamming aircraft, drones, and air-launched cruise missiles in an onslaught that demolished Iraq’s military infrastructure. But it wasn’t only the Air Force and Navy that benefited from this high-tech revolution. The Army’s “Big Five”—the M1 Abrams main battle tank, the M2 Bradley infantry fighting vehicle, the AH-64A Apache attack helicopter, the sleek UH-60A Black Hawk transport helicopter, and the Army’s Patriot Air Defense System—were all RMA products. In fact, the Iraqi army never had a chance: US ground formations saw the enemy sooner than the enemy saw them, had more sophisticated communications systems, used lasers to spot and destroy enemy tanks, navigated over the vast desert with the help of satellites, fired high-tech shells that easily pierced enemy tanks, and sported thermal mounts that lit up the battlefield.


Additionally, in Desert Storm, General Colin Powell (Crowe’s successor as JCS chairman) had proven to be a strong commander, using his Goldwater-Nichols mandate to exert his influence with civilian leaders at the same time that he carefully managed the war’s overly sensitive and sometimes volcanic ground commander, Army general Norman Schwarzkopf. Which is exactly what Goldwater-Nichols had intended. Powell was not in the nation’s chain of command, which now went from George H. W. Bush to Defense Secretary Dick Cheney and then to Schwarzkopf, but that didn’t matter. Powell exerted enormous influence, and all without issuing a single order. So it was that the RMA and Goldwater-Nichols triumphed.


Had they? Seated in his Washington office, his celebrated military career behind him, William Crowe praised both the RMA and Goldwater-Nichols. But then he shook his head and offered a corrective. What nagged at him, he said, was “the central question” of war and peace, and he worried that America would squander its opportunity as the world’s lone superpower. There were two problems, he said. The first was that a professional, and inbred, military establishment would not be able to find in the future the same kind of leaders who had led it to victory in two world wars and a four-decade nuclear standoff. The second was “overreach,” the idea that America, now unchallenged, would somehow be able to shape the world as it saw fit. “Bending another culture to your will can’t be done on the cheap,” he said, “and very often it can’t be done at all. It’s fated to fail.”8


The term nation building hovered on his lips, but instead he reprised his judgment on the end of the Cold War. The ideal, the “ultimate,” as he said, “is to win without fighting.” In the new world, where America was the unchallenged military power, that was the thing to do. Unfortunately, for the thirty years from Crowe’s retirement to the end of Barack Obama’s second term, the US military ignored Crowe’s warning, engaging in a series of military adventures that cost it thousands of lives and trillions of dollars. What had happened, and why?


THE PENTAGON’S WARS is an attempt to answer that question by giving an account of the internal battles between America’s highest-ranking military commanders and the nation’s most powerful and senior civilian officials over the nearly thirty years since the end of the Cold War. The story begins with the military’s internal squabbling over Operation Desert Storm, a victory ensured by the RMA and the passage of the sweeping Goldwater-Nichols reforms, but ultimately squandered, as key senior military officers believed, by an uncertain civilian leadership that failed to provide an answer to the most fundamental of questions: What next?


That question, and the attempt to answer it, plagued our nation’s elected officials and military commanders for the next three decades, as America engaged in a series of interventions that saw US soldiers, sailors, and airmen (and women) fighting conflicts in Kuwait, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Serbia, Kosovo, Sudan, Iraq (three times), Afghanistan (twice), and Libya. At the heart of these costly and controversial interventions are the virtually unknown behind-the-scenes battles pitting the nation’s often recalcitrant, and quietly dissenting, military establishment against political leaders whose vision of a world made safe by American arms, with nations rebuilt according to our ideals, ignored Bill Crowe’s warning: that such an effort was “fated to fail.”


Fated to fail? How is that possible? The United States had emerged from the Cold War as the world’s unchallenged military power and the globe’s most productive economy, an event unprecedented in world history. Such power should have triumphed. Why didn’t it? The answer lies, in part, in Bill Crowe’s worry that the nation’s military would not be able to find the kinds of leaders that had led it in its previous conflicts. It wasn’t simply a matter of finding warfighters, for the US military provided the best combat and advanced leadership training of any military in the world, but rather of finding warfighters who understood Washington—and the value of politics and diplomacy. Even in World War II, the most effective of the nation’s highest-ranking military commanders proved to be sophisticated political thinkers and adept diplomats, while in Crowe’s era (and during the Cold War), visionary policymaking was most often the result of a strong partnership between the Pentagon’s ranking civilian leader and the JCS chairman—the kind of partnership solidified between Crowe and Caspar Weinberger and later between Crowe and Weinberger’s successor, Frank Carlucci.


But Goldwater-Nichols, for all its intentions, could not legislate visionary military leadership, enforce cooperative partnerships, or mandate reasoned dissent. So it was that, at key points in the thirty years from William Crowe’s retirement to the end of Barack Obama’s second term, the nation’s top civilian officials purposely named military officers they believed they could control to head the JCS or lead the military services. The promotion of top military officers to influential policy positions rewarded agreement, and so stifled dissent. The result was that, at key points in America’s wars, the heads of America’s military services found themselves in a series of bitter conflicts with the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff—and the president of the United States.


As crucially, while the 1986 defense reorganization law effectively and successfully streamlined the US chain of command, it opened a chasm between the JCS—those who organized, trained, and equipped the US military—and the nation’s combatant commanders, who fought the nation’s wars. The result was that while Goldwater-Nichols successfully dampened parochial interservice battles over defense dollars, it replaced that crippling conflict with another, pitting Pentagon officers who were focused on readiness against field commanders focused on winning battles. Additionally, while the military’s combat capabilities were enhanced by the revolution in military affairs, the weapons developed to fight the Soviet Union in Europe were nearly useless when it came to fighting a dedicated, lightly armed, and hidden enemy, or to rebuilding a nation destroyed by American arms. For thirty years, America’s elected officials have recoiled from any suggestion that the US military should be required to engage in nation building—and for thirty years America’s elected officials have required the military to do exactly that. It never worked. Nation building has been and remains an ideal that, in Crowe’s phrase, is “fated to fail.”


And so the answer to the question of why it is that the RMA and the sweeping reforms of the 1980s were squandered in a series of seemingly endless interventions seems almost rhetorical, though the answer to the question of what happened and why lies not on the battlefields of southeastern Europe, East Africa, or the Middle East, but in the offices of the Pentagon. At the heart of this account are the generals and admirals who recruited, trained, equipped, and led the American military through two and a half decades of conflict, and the nation’s most senior civilian leaders, who directed them. The debates waged inside the Pentagon and the White House, and between America’s senior military leadership and our nation’s policymakers, proved the difference between victory and defeat.


The Pentagon’s Wars is not a recounting of America’s recent wars, but a narrative account of the politics of war—the story of civil-military relations from Operation Desert Storm to the rise of the Islamic State. At its center is what one officer called “that great chasm” between American elected officials and those they command. Ironically, this nearly three-decade account starts with a victory—and a parade.













CHAPTER ONE



John Warden’s War




“Why are we stopping? Doug? Why are we stopping?”




ON JUNE 8, 1991, four months and twenty-two days after the beginning of Operation Desert Storm, General Norman Schwarzkopf led a parade celebrating the victory down Pennsylvania Avenue. Dressed in combat fatigues, Schwarzkopf marched at the head of a contingent of soldiers from the US Central Command (CENTCOM), while a squadron of helicopters roared overhead. By prior arrangement, Schwarzkopf broke ranks to salute President George H. W. Bush, who’d left the reviewing stand to greet him. Schwarzkopf introduced Bush to his staff and then, feigning surprise that he would even be asked, he joined the president and other dignitaries to watch his troops march in review.


“And the friendly bear has made a lot of friends not just here, but all over the world,” celebrity announcer Willard Scott intoned to a national television audience as Schwarzkopf greeted Bush. “A great American ambassador, a great American. We luv ya, we luv ya, General.”1 The description of Schwarzkopf seemed oddly over-the-top, but it fit the parade’s intent, which was elaborately choreographed not only to celebrate the Desert Storm triumph, but to expiate the ghosts of the nation’s defeat in Vietnam, then less than twenty years in the past.2


The chagrin over the parade’s triumphalism was keen among senior military officers who’d served with Schwarzkopf during the war, for while nearly all of them admired the six foot four New Jersey combat veteran, none of them would have described him as a “friendly bear.” Stormin’ Norman, a nickname he wore with pride, was impatient, petulant, and volcanic. At one point during the war, Schwarzkopf’s temper tantrums became so intense that Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney considered firing him, while Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) chairman Colin Powell repeatedly counseled him to control his rage. Finally, desperately, Powell assigned Lieutenant General Calvin Waller, who’d served with Schwarzkopf on and off for twenty years, to serve as Schwarzkopf’s deputy while providing an essential damper for his notorious expletive-laced tirades.3


Waller arrived at Schwarzkopf’s headquarters in Saudi Arabia in December 1990 to find the general’s staff walking around with “a stunned mullet look.” Schwarzkopf’s explosions had rubbed everyone raw. Waller’s solution was to suggest he be the buffer between the staff and Schwarzkopf, or as Schwarzkopf phrased it, the American triumvirate of Powell, Schwarzkopf, and Waller could replicate World War II’s command arrangement of George Marshall, Dwight Eisenhower, and Omar Bradley, with Schwarzkopf slotted into Eisenhower’s role. The more he thought about it, the more Schwarzkopf liked the sound of that: he always wanted to be like Eisenhower. Accordingly, Powell would be Marshall and Waller would be Bradley, the beloved World War II ground commander in Europe. That suited Norman just fine.4


Waller reluctantly agreed to Schwarzkopf’s model, serving as a buffer between Schwarzkopf and his staff, and between Schwarzkopf and his two most important command subordinates: Lieutenant General Fred Franks (who headed up the Army’s VII Corps) and Lieutenant General Gary Luck, the commander of the US XVIII Airborne Corps. This decided, Waller went to work, mediating Schwarzkopf’s tantrums while soothing the traumas he left in his wake. Waller had seen all of this before: “I certainly understood what was required in working with Norman Schwarzkopf,” he later noted. Schwarzkopf’s staff officers might have been walking around with “a stunned mullet look,” but Waller empathized with Schwarzkopf, who’d been the target of unrelenting pressure to accelerate the flow of US and coalition troops into the Persian Gulf and then plan a response should Saddam’s army vault across the Kuwaiti border into Saudi Arabia. Back then, in August 1990, at US Central Command headquarters in Tampa, Schwarzkopf had directed his staff to develop options for retaliating against Saddam, but the options he was given proved starkly inadequate. Schwarzkopf was disgusted: “Not good enough,” he shouted at his staff. “Terrible.”5


The questions preyed on him: what should he do if Saddam began executing the hundreds of foreign nationals, including large numbers of Americans, he’d swept up—and then detained—in Iraq and Kuwait after his invasion? How should the United States respond to increasing Iraqi air incursions along the Kuwait-Saudi border? What should he do if Saddam began using chemical weapons? And if Schwarzkopf was ordered to lead a US offensive to expel Saddam’s military from Kuwait, just how would he go about doing it? One of his staff officers suggested that, while waiting for reinforcements, Schwarzkopf could bomb Iraq’s dams; another suggested that he take hostages of his own as bargaining chips (“Norm nearly exploded,” a now retired staff officer remembers); while a third suggested the US threaten the use of tactical nuclear weapons. This left Schwarzkopf sputtering in disbelief: “Are you out of your fucking mind? God damn it, I want options, real options, not some fairy tale,” he screamed.6


THE PROBLEM SCHWARZKOPF faced was that his Tampa staff was filled with intelligence and supply officers (“eggheads and bean counters,” as Schwarzkopf described them), and hobbled by its devotion to implementing the AirLand Battle doctrine—the counterpunch, tank-heavy warfighting strategy the US military had adopted to defend Western Europe should the Red Army come pouring into West Germany. In many respects, as Schwarzkopf knew, the doctrine was outdated: the Red Army was not only not the threat it had once been, but the capabilities of the US military reflected the result of the far-reaching technological advances made possible by the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) during the 1980s. What Schwarzkopf wanted was a strategy that would take advantage of this technological dominance by projecting US military power into the heartland of an aggressor engaged in an attack-and-hold operation, like the one that Saddam had used to seize Kuwait. Additionally, while Schwarzkopf knew that the use of US airpower was his best option for deterring Saddam, General Albert “Chuck” Horner, his primary air commander, was spending eighteen-hour days overseeing Air Force deployments to the Gulf region.7 He had little time for anything else, and certainly not for planning a war.


“It was about a week into the war,” Schwarzkopf later remembered. “They [the Iraqis] had all the hostages and guests. There was a lot of rhetoric on how they better not hurt our guys or else. I am thinking retaliation. I want a list of options, minimal up to full-scale attack. If the president comes to me and says ‘I have to retaliate,’ I have got a platter to pick from.”8


On August 8, six days after Saddam’s legions swept into Kuwait, Schwarzkopf called JCS chairman Colin Powell to tell him that he wanted to speak with “whoever was in charge” of the air staff at the Pentagon. Schwarzkopf told Powell that he needed a team that could come up with air options to strike at the center of Saddam’s power. Powell, in keeping with his “anything you want, Norm” practice, said that Schwarzkopf should call the Air Force vice chief of staff. He would know what to do, Powell said. So it was that, on that very afternoon, while seated at his desk in the Pentagon, Air Force general John M. “Mike” Loh picked up his telephone and heard the voice of Norman Schwarzkopf on the other end.9


Schwarzkopf was polite, but brusque. “We are doing a good job on AirLand Battle—on tactical application,” he told Loh, “but I need a broader set of targets, a broader air campaign, and I need it fast, because if he [Saddam] attacks with chemicals or nuclear, I have got to be able to hit him where it hurts right away, and that is a strategic air campaign.” Schwarzkopf paused for a moment, then continued. “All I’m getting out of my air team at MacDill [Air Force Base in Tampa] is this standard AirLand Battle stuff, you know, close air support, battlefield air interdiction, but nothing of a strategic nature. We can’t go out piecemeal with an AirLand Battle plan. I have got to hit Saddam at his heart. I need it kind of fast, because I may have to attack those kinds of targets deep, that have value to him as a leader.”10


“I could hardly believe what I was hearing,” Loh remembers. “Here was an army commander talking like an airpower advocate.” Loh told Schwarzkopf he could help. “I will take the lead in fleshing it out as best we can and bring it to you,” he promised. “I need a day or two to make sure it works your problem, and I will bring it to you ASAP.” Schwarzkopf was relieved. “Thanks,” he said, “please hurry.” In the years that followed, Schwarzkopf’s call would be cited as evidence that, after years of bickering, the Army and Air Force had finally learned how to cooperate. In fact, however, Schwarzkopf’s request sparked one of the most divisive controversies in US Air Force history. And it all started with Loh.


A 1960 Air Force Academy graduate, Loh was trained as an engineer and fighter pilot and had come up through his service with a reputation for never straying from Air Force orthodoxy. Brainy, with wavy jet-black hair, Loh was politically savvy, touching all the right bases as he ascended the Air Force promotions ladder. He had taught pilots, and been one, flying 204 missions in Vietnam while piloting an F-4 Phantom fighter. He had engaged in air-to-air duels with Soviet-made fighters over Vietnam and had landed with his jet riddled with shell holes, but somehow he’d survived. Loh had earned the Distinguished Flying Cross and then gone on to command fighter wings before becoming a graduate student in aeronautical engineering at MIT. In June 1990, two months before Schwarzkopf’s call, he was named vice chief of staff of the Air Force, his service’s second most powerful position.11


Loh’s career was brilliant, but predictable—until Schwarzkopf called. After that conversation, Loh did what he’d never done before: he broke ranks with his fellow Air Force officers over how to fight a war. Loh’s first call after talking with Schwarzkopf should have been to Lieutenant General Jimmie V. Adams, the Air Force’s powerful deputy chief of staff for plans and operations. But, since Adams was on a scheduled leave, Loh made sure Schwarzkopf’s request made its way to Colonel John A. Warden, a controversial airpower thinker whose views didn’t fit with Air Force orthodoxy. Warden had a reputation for going outside of channels, a habit that made him known as “right turn Warden”: when his ideas were rejected he simply made a right turn and circumvented the chain of command. Nor was Warden a member of any of his service’s three power centers: the “fighter mafia” (who believed that tactical air assets should be used to destroy an enemy’s forward units), the “bomber mafia” (who gained prominence for developing strategic nuclear plans during the Cold War), or the “Missileers” (the Air Force’s self-styled nuclear elite). Warden viewed the power centers with disdain, convinced they erected artificial barriers inside the service. Moreover, the Air Force’s fixation on AirLand Battle’s close air support of Army formations, Warden believed, should be replaced by a more flexible doctrine that focused on strategic airpower and the war-fighting technologies of the RMA.12


By 1988, Warden’s views had landed him in the Pentagon’s basement, as head of a strategic planning office called Checkmate, an out-of-the-way group of logisticians, weapons specialists, and intelligence officers. Checkmate was in the Pentagon basement for a reason: the move sidelined Warden and his crew, with the real plans for future wars coming from the mafia staffs, the tactical and strategic offices headed up by the traditionalists. Adams was one of these, as were General Robert Dale “Bob” Russ, the head of the Tactical Air Command; General Michael E. Ryan, Russ’s deputy (and the son of a former, and celebrated, Air Force chief of staff); and John T. “Jack” Chain, the head of the US Strategic Air Command. Mike Loh assumed that Adams, Russ, Ryan, and Chain would oppose anything Warden thought of, but he was confident he could circumvent them. Additionally, as Loh calculated, Warden had friends in high places, including Air Force chief of staff Michael Dugan, wunderkind policy analyst Lieutenant Colonel David Deptula, and the Air Force’s influential civilian secretary, Donald Rice. “Get together with your intel people and get this done,” Loh told Warden, adding that he should be prepared with a briefing within twenty-four hours.13


Warden went to work and the morning after his talk with Loh, he briefed the Checkmate team on his thinking, drawing five concentric circles, or “rings,” as he called them, on a blackboard in his team’s briefing room. The first and smallest circle represented Iraq’s leadership, the second represented Iraq’s war-fighting resources, the third Iraq’s infrastructure, the fourth its population, and the fifth ring Saddam’s military force. Warden then rolled out a map of Baghdad and used pushpins to designate actual targets inside the first ring. There were forty-five pins in all, which Warden compared to forty-five similar targets in Washington, DC—including the White House, Capitol, Pentagon, CIA, and FBI headquarters. Destroy the Baghdad targets, Warden told his staff, and you destroy Saddam’s capacity to wage war. Finally, Warden announced that he’d decided to call his plan “Instant Thunder,” to distinguish it from the ineffective Rolling Thunder air campaign the United States had used in Vietnam. Rolling Thunder had lasted three and a half years and failed. Instant Thunder would take just six days, and would succeed. It would win the war.14


WARDEN’S INSTANT THUNDER idea didn’t surprise Checkmate’s planners, who were as dedicated to their boss as any group of true believers. Hidden away in the Pentagon’s catacombs, behind a vaulted door numbered BF 922, they kept Warden’s gospel alive, while overhead (as they might have it) the Air Force empire they served lurched ineffectively along, unaware that a revolution in airpower was brewing just beneath it. Their catechism was Warden’s 1988 book The Air Campaign, in which Checkmate’s director argued that “command is the true center of gravity” in war, a concept so revolutionary that it overturned two hundred years of military thinking.15


For decades, the US military’s view of war had mimicked the ideas contained in Prussian colonel Carl von Clausewitz’s 1832 treatise On War, which argued that to defeat an enemy you must attack his strength, what Clausewitz called his “center of gravity.” For Clausewitz, and for US commanders, an enemy’s center of gravity was invariably his military. So it was that, during the American Civil War, General Ulysses S. Grant had told Abraham Lincoln that so long as General Robert E. Lee’s army remained in the field, the Confederacy would survive. Defeat Lee’s army, Grant said, and you defeat the Confederacy. The same held true in both world wars, where the defeat of Germany and Japan was predicated on the destruction of their military strength. Germany’s center of gravity wasn’t Berlin or Hitler, any more than Japan’s was Tokyo or the Emperor—it was the German Wehrmacht and the Imperial Japanese Navy.


Warden turned Clausewitz on his head.16


For Warden, the center of gravity in the Gulf War was not Saddam’s army, but Saddam’s elaborate network of Baghdad-based command, control, and intelligence centers—Iraq’s leadership ring. This inner ring was surrounded by four others: a system ring (of oil and other resources), an infrastructure ring (transportation), a population ring, and a ring that protected the other four—a military ring. But the inner ring, the leadership ring, was the key; destroy it and the Iraqi military would be leaderless, demoralized, unsupplied, and, inevitably, unable to fight. Warden’s five rings theory was revolutionary. For nearly two hundred years, the United States had attacked its enemies from the outside-in, defeating their armies and navies in order to destroy their command centers. The RMA of the 1980s changed all of that, and it was just what Norm Schwarzkopf needed: it was now possible to destroy an enemy from the inside-out, discarding costly step-by-step ground offensives in favor of direct attacks on an enemy by using precision weapons that would strike over the horizon from a war’s opening moments. Warden’s approach was a new and unique approach to the conduct of war—“an air- and leadership-centric paradigm diametrically opposed to the AirLand Battle doctrine,” as a later commenter phrased it. Airpower was no longer relegated to a supporting role: it was a war’s centerpiece.17


Warden presented his five rings plan to Loh on August 9, then flew to Tampa with a group of officers to brief Schwarzkopf on August 10. Warden knew that in order to sell his plan, he needed to speak to Schwarzkopf in terms that would appeal to an Army officer, so during the flight he sketched out two historical analogies. The first was a reference to Germany’s plan to conquer France in the opening days of World War I, in which the German army had launched a powerful right hook through Belgium. The goal of the Schlieffen Plan, named for German count Alfred von Schlieffen, was not to destroy the French army, but to bypass it. And the plan would have worked, if only the German high command had not weakened its punch. Warden’s second analogy cited General Douglas MacArthur’s surprise landing in Inchon, well in the rear of the North Korean army, during the Korean War. The landing unhinged the North Koreans, sending them retreating, pell-mell, back up the Korean peninsula. Warden’s plan would have the same effect. “You have a chance,” Warden told Schwarzkopf, “to achieve a victory equivalent to or greater than MacArthur’s Inchon landing—by executing an air Inchon in Iraq.”18


Surrounded by his bleary-eyed staff, Schwarzkopf harrumphed his way through Warden’s briefing, but he liked what he heard. Warden punctuated his presentation with a right hand that swooped in on Baghdad, while his immobile left hand shook ever-so-slightly with each dropped bomb. He was a true believer, an officer who was actually excited about what he was saying. As Mike Loh later described it, while the Warden briefing was “heavy on theology, but short on application,” it was laced with battlefield metaphors that had Schwarzkopf and his staff visualizing Saddam and his minions cowering under a rain of bombs. The air campaign would be decisive, Warden said, and it would only take six days to complete. That’s fine, Schwarzkopf told Warden. Come back in a week with more details.


Mike Loh was relieved. The first obstacle standing in the way of Warden’s plan had been overcome. But Loh also knew that opposition to Instant Thunder was growing among the Air Force’s three mafias, whose complaints had reached into Colin Powell’s office. Predictably, Warden’s most outspoken critic was General Bob Russ, his sidekick Michael Ryan, and the group of planners they headed at the Tactical Air Command at Virginia’s Langley Air Force Base. At Loh’s direction, Russ had provided three officers to help Warden, but since reporting to him they’d done nothing but snipe at his efforts. Why are we here? they asked Warden. We’re the ones who should be doing the planning, not you. Additionally, Russ had directed his staff to write a plan to counter Warden’s. The problem with Instant Thunder, Russ told his staff, was that it ignored the threat to Saudi Arabia from Saddam’s army. It lacked “tactical perspective.” Saddam’s army needed to be hit hard, Russ said, in Kuwait—not in Baghdad. His staff followed Russ’s lead, calling Instant Thunder “Distant Blunder.”19


When Warden returned to the Pentagon on the night of August 10, he was told of Russ’s criticism and was handed an outline of his counterproposal. He shrugged it off. What Russ was proposing, he concluded, was a replay of what had happened in Vietnam, complete with bombing pauses. It was AirLand Battle writ large: it was almost as if the RMA hadn’t happened. That hadn’t appealed to Norman Schwarzkopf and it wouldn’t appeal to JCS chairman Colin Powell, whom he was scheduled to brief the next morning. “Don’t get bogged down in the tactical details,” Warden told his staff, and don’t worry about Adams, Russ, Ryan, or Chain. After all, Schwarzkopf had already approved the plan.20


BUT INSTANT THUNDER took a hit the next morning when Warden briefed Powell and a room full of senior officers who were the most influential leaders of the US military. Warden’s audience included Admiral David E. Jeremiah, the vice chairman of the JCS; General Michael P. C. Carns, the director of the Joint Staff; Lieutenant General George L. Butler, the head of the JCS’s plans division; and Lieutenant General Thomas Kelly, Powell’s acerbic J-3, head of the JCS’s powerful Operations Directorate. Powell’s office was too small for a briefing, but everyone squeezed in tight, with Powell motioning them to their chairs. Warden had a right to be nervous. This was a constellation of stars, with Powell, Jeremiah, Carns, Butler, and Kelly arrayed in chairs in front of him, while their aides stood in a line along the walls. Mike Loh, who accompanied Warden along with Lieutenant General Robert M. Alexander, the Air Force’s planning director, thought the room stifling. The crowd was intimidating. While Warden’s presentation had been tweaked since he’d briefed Schwarzkopf, he remained convinced the historical analogies he’d used with the CENTCOM commander would appeal to Powell, an Army officer rubbed raw by the incrementalist approach used to fight in Vietnam. As Warden had predicted, Powell was pleased by Instant Thunder. It was everything that Rolling Thunder wasn’t. Immediate, overpowering, relentless. “Good plan, very fine piece of work,” Powell said when Warden was finished.21


If the briefing had ended then, Instant Thunder would have been adopted and Warden would have been dispatched to Saudi Arabia to implement it. But Powell had some questions. Could Warden have the plan finalized by August 22? Warden answered that he could. Powell then focused on deployment flows, wondering aloud whether the United States could have the air assets in place in Saudi Arabia by September 1. Warden had an answer ready for every question. Powell nodded approvingly, looked down at his notes, and then up at Warden. “Okay, it is day six and the strategic campaign is finished. Now what?” Warden was puzzled. There was no “now what.” If the plan was put into effect, it was likely the Iraqi military would be in full retreat. “This plan may win the war,” he said. “You may not need a ground attack. I think the Iraqis will withdraw from Kuwait as a result of the strategic air campaign.”22


Warden’s response was a blunder. A good military planner never assumes anything, and while Warden had been careful to say that his air campaign “may win the war,” there was no assurance of that. Which is what Powell wanted: certainty, or something as close to it as he could get. He bored in on Warden. Powell said he was confident that Warden’s Instant Thunder would cut out “the guts and heart” of Saddam’s military, but he wanted a plan that would also destroy “Saddam’s hands,” his elite Republican Guard armored divisions, on the ground in Kuwait. “I won’t be happy until I see those tanks destroyed,” Powell told Warden. “I do not want them to go home. I want to leave smoking tanks as kilometer posts all the way to Baghdad.”23


Warden summoned all the courage he could muster. It would be a mistake to rewrite Instant Thunder to target the Iraqi military in Kuwait, he warned. The United States should instead mount a psychological operations campaign to get the Republican Guard to turn on Iraq’s leader. Leaving Saddam’s army intact was the key, because then it could be used to overthrow him.


Unease spread through the room as Warden faced Powell. Here was an Air Force officer, a colonel no less, shaping a political campaign. Warden, as his Air Force detractors had often complained, was “out of his lane.” Warden, sensing he was losing his audience, tried to explain himself. He looked right at Powell. “General,” he said, “one of the things we really need to be careful about is that if there is some action on the ground, we cannot re-role the strategic air campaign. We made that mistake in World War II, and we do not want to do that again.”


A sudden chill descended on the room. Mike Loh shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “This man has a talent for trouble,” Jimmie Adams had told Loh, and now here it was. Big trouble. “Oh, shit,” Loh thought. Warden had not only touched a nerve, he had slurred an officer whose reputation was so hallowed that it ranked just below that of Washington in the Army’s pantheon of leaders. No one in the room, not even Navy admiral David Jeremiah, missed Warden’s meaning. In 1944, Supreme Allied Commander Dwight Eisenhower, whose portrait hung in the hallway leading to Powell’s office, had directed that the then US Army Air Forces “re-role” its priorities from the strategic bombing of Germany to the destruction of transport lines in France in advance of the Normandy landings. The Air Force leadership had bitterly fought the directive, until Eisenhower threatened to resign. The Air Force lost that battle, but the claim that the sainted Eisenhower had botched the European air campaign was a part of Air Force lore, which held that Germany might have collapsed months sooner if only Ike, that dolt, had listened to them. For Army leaders such a view was blasphemy. Powell stared at Warden and said nothing, letting him off the hook. But Lieutenant General Thomas Kelly, the Joint Staff’s powerful operations director, was much less forgiving.24


“Air power has never worked in the past by itself,” he said, dismissing Warden’s analogy. “This is not going to work. Air power cannot be decisive.” Kelly bit off each word as he said them: “this… is… not… going… to… work.” Loh, fearing that Warden’s plan was suddenly in danger, changed the subject, refocusing the discussion on Warden’s strategic concept. This was an integrated plan, he said, and had been used before. He cited Israel’s successful air campaign in the Bekaa Valley in 1982, adding that Instant Thunder was more extensive than the US Linebacker II campaign, which had targeted Hanoi for eleven days in 1972. Powell responded that he knew that Instant Thunder was an integrated plan, but he was opposed to “just sitting around” waiting for Saddam to surrender. “I cannot only recommend a strategic air campaign to the president,” he added. Loh was now seriously worried, fearing that Powell would insist that hitting Iraq’s inner ring be accompanied by a tactical air offensive in Kuwait.25


Ironically, Loh was saved by Admiral Jeremiah, an unlikely ally, who suggested the United States focus on the strategic campaign first, then follow it by hitting the Republican Guard in Kuwait. The two operations would be sequential, satisfying the Air Force while meeting Powell’s requirements. Warden saw his opening, and he took it. Instant Thunder, he said, would target Iraq’s leadership and its command and control centers, while Instant Thunder II would torch Saddam’s tanks. Powell nodded and had the final word. There would be two plans, he said, and (as he insisted) both would be joint plans, involving all the services. Then, to make it clear, he repeated his major requirement: Instant Thunder II would turn Saddam’s tanks into smoking hulks. Powell then directed Warden to provide a more detailed briefing to Schwarzkopf before heading to Saudi Arabia to brief Chuck Horner, the air commander in Saudi Arabia. Powell also told Warden that he wanted a shorter presentation of Instant Thunder that he could provide to the president. None of this was a request. “Yes sir,” Warden responded.


Warden was pleased by the meeting, though not completely. He agreed with Loh that in spite of Powell’s endorsement, the JCS chairman didn’t really believe that Instant Thunder would be decisive enough to pry Saddam’s army from Kuwait. Powell had humored Warden (“Very good. Fine piece of work.”), then set out to subtly undermine his basic premise. This was Powell at his best, agreeable, but always getting his way, so that at the end everyone went away happy. Warden and his team were praised, their plan was endorsed, the Army had been allowed to slam the Air Force, the Navy had played the role of the reasonable mediator—and Powell had arranged it all. Or, as Warden concluded, Powell had shaped an air campaign that was precisely the opposite of what Warden actually intended. For while Instant Thunder would go forward, the real test for Warden’s Checkmate team was to shape a strategic campaign knowing that, after six days of bombing, they would be forced to implement Powell’s plan, not theirs. In the end, Warden’s vision of Instant Thunder was of burning buildings in downtown Baghdad, while Powell’s was of burning tanks in the deserts of Kuwait and southern Iraq.


Warden’s greatest fear was that conceding Powell’s “now what” question would force him to draw the sting from Checkmate’s strategic offensive, re-rolling air assets to focus on Kuwait, the fifth and least important of Warden’s five rings. So when he returned to his offices in the basement of the Pentagon, he turned the planning of Instant Thunder II over to Colonel Emery Kiraly, his assistant, with the admonition that any plan to destroy Saddam’s tanks in Kuwait (“the operational campaign,” as it was called) not take assets away from Warden’s strategic campaign in the skies over Iraq. That should have been enough, but Instant Thunder II nagged at him, even after he’d iced his victory by waving off Russ and Ryan’s “Tac spies,” who presented their plan to him after his return from Powell’s office. It was a sweet victory. He looked at the Russ and Ryan plan and threw it on his desk. “It’s been decided not to use that,” he said.


Warden could have allowed Powell’s “now what” question to nag at him, and under any other circumstance he might have. But Powell was the boss, and that was that. So he swallowed his pride and decided to bask in Powell’s approval. Then too, convincing Powell was a unique triumph, for Air Force officers had spent years being slighted by the Army, whose leaders would always remind them that, until 1948, they had actually been in the Army. While Warden and his team would never say so explicitly, there was a redemptive quality to the Checkmate triumph. Back in 1944, Carl Spaatz, the head of the US Army Air Forces in Europe, had been forced to cede to Eisenhower’s wishes, curbing his strategic vision to the Supreme Commander’s wishes. Now, as a result of Warden’s work, the Air Force could prove what it always knew to be true—that airpower could win a war all by itself. This was Warden’s vision: that after six days of Instant Thunder, Saddam’s dictatorship would unravel, with the Republican Guard forces throwing down their weapons and surrendering. And the US Army would have sat through the whole thing in Kuwait, and not have fired a shot. The war would be over, won.


JOHN WARDEN EXPECTED disagreement from his own service, and he got it. Two days after his briefing of Powell, General Jimmie Adams, the Air Force’s powerful deputy chief for plans and operations, returned from leave and lit into him. Adams believed that Warden had engineered the whole thing: he’d hypnotized the gullible Loh, set up the briefing for Schwarzkopf, and then wheedled a meeting with Powell; he’d made another one of his legendary right turns, circumventing Adams and the chain of command. Adams made his views known when Warden gave him the same briefing that he’d given the JCS, showing open disdain and picking away at his conclusions. Adams insisted that Warden reverse the order of his air sequencing; the attack on the “inner ring” should follow the air attack on Saddam’s army. Adams made the suggestion as close to a direct order as he could. Warden shook his head. That wasn’t what Powell or Schwarzkopf wanted, he said, and he wouldn’t do it. “We don’t want a half-assed air campaign,” he told Adams. Adams could hardly believe what he was hearing. “Right,” he said, “but [we] also don’t want to leave those Iraqi forces in place to kill 200,000 soldiers.”26


While Adams outranked him, and had been designated by General Thomas Kelly as the liaison between Checkmate and the JCS, Warden went on with his work as if Adams didn’t exist. But that wasn’t so easy for Warden’s supporters, including Air Force lieutenant general Robert Alexander, the JCS’s deputy chief for plans and operations. This was interservice arm wrestling at its finest: Adams needed to sideline as many of Warden’s supporters as he could, so he simply cut Alexander out of the planning process, what Alexander called “putting me in the penalty box.” Despite this, the Adams-Warden fight was less personal than it looked. While Adams disliked Warden, his views reflected the concerns of a large number of officers who worried that the reason Warden hadn’t answered Colin Powell’s “now what” question was because he couldn’t. So quietly, Warden sketched out the details of hitting the Iraqi army to his deputy planner, Colonel Emery Kiraly—first, gain control of the air over Kuwait, then hit any chemical weapons depots in Iraq, then destroy Iraqi command and control centers, and, finally, destroy the armored forces of the Iraqi Republican Guard. Warden then conceded to Adams that he would include Instant Thunder II in his briefing if Schwarzkopf asked for it.


By August 14, when Warden briefed Air Force chief of staff Michael Dugan, his plan had become far more detailed. While Warden retained Instant Thunder’s essential character, his briefing slides now included the JCS logo, a signal that this had been approved at the top. Additionally, the plan’s initial tasking order included assets from all the services: this was now a “joint plan,” as Colin Powell had directed. The JCS imprimatur made a difference. In the days following the Powell briefing, Warden’s staff gained access to dozens of experts on Iraq and harvested invaluable intelligence on the Iraqi military from White House national security experts, as well as senior officials from the CIA, National Security Agency, and National Intelligence Council. The Checkmate staff grew, from dozens of people to over two hundred, as planners from the Army, Navy, and Marines flowed in.


Michael Dugan liked Instant Thunder, and he liked Warden. More easygoing than Adams or Russ, Dugan was an unusual Air Force officer. Unlike many of his colleagues, he didn’t have a background as a scientist (his advanced degree was in business administration), he’d graduated from West Point (and not the Air Force Academy), he wasn’t a part of an Air Force mafia, and, most importantly, he maintained strong working relations with his service’s innovators—those who were on the cutting edge of the RMA. But Dugan’s personal qualities also included a sophisticated sense of the politically possible. He’d purposely stayed away from the Adams-Warden brawl, calculating that the sheer force of Warden’s arguments would carry the day. That was apparent when Warden finished his briefing. But Dugan had ideas of his own that reflected his finely tuned political sense. Attacking the inner ring might be enough, Dugan speculated, but he was concerned with Saddam’s chemical weapons stockpile and directed Warden to set aside a team to study the issue. “Be bold and imaginative,” he told Warden, a comment that hardly seemed necessary. And he issued a warning. Schwarzkopf might support the plan, he said, but Warden was bound to have problems selling it to Chuck Horner, the Air Force’s commander on the ground in Saudi Arabia.27


The next day, August 15, Warden briefed Air Force secretary Rice on the plan and then, on the night of August 16, went back over the briefing with Major General James Meier, the Joint Staff’s deputy director. Meier was a heavyweight, the JCS’s eyes and ears, so when Meier suggested changes in his briefing, Warden and his team complied. But it was tough going. “There is not enough detail here,” Meier railed after Warden briefed him. “You cannot expect to take this to the CINC [Schwarzkopf, the commander in chief]. I mean, the CINC wants a war plan. He wants to know what the details are. This just is not adequate for a four star.”28 Warden tried to comply, but in the end he and Meier even argued about who would present the briefing. Meier wanted to take center stage, but Warden dug in his heals. Meier could introduce him, but he was giving the briefing, Warden insisted. The next day, in the CENTCOM amphitheater at headquarters in Tampa, Schwarzkopf agreed. As Meier appeared at the podium to introduce Warden, Schwarzkopf glowered. “I want to hear the Colonel,” he announced.29


A military briefing is an art form, a dramatic narrative that sets a hook, then reels in the listener. Warden was a master, and began his talk with a zinger. “Instant Thunder is an intense, focused air campaign, that will incapacitate the Iraqi leadership and destroy Iraq’s military capabilities,” he began, then showed his first slide. “What it is not, is a graduated long-term campaign plan designed to provide escalation options to counter Iraqi moves.” Schwarzkopf leaned forward. No one needed to translate: this would not be Vietnam.


Thirty slides later, Warden called on Colonel James Blackburn, the director of targeting at the Air Force Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance Agency. Blackburn’s style contrasted nicely with Warden’s, as he presented Checkmate’s ten target sets in a flat, businesslike monotone. But his payoff nearly brought Schwarzkopf out of his seat. He took an aerial photo of an Iraqi command and control center out of an envelope and handed it to the CINC. He explained what the target was and how the Air Force would destroy it. When Blackburn was finished, Warden summed up the plan. There would be two attacks on the first day, he said. The first would start one hour after sunset, the second would start at two hours before sunrise. Saddam faced a wave of destruction. There would be 1,200 air sorties against Iraq’s inner ring involving thirty fighter-bomber squadrons, four bomber squadrons, and one special squadron of stealth F-117s. US pilots would fly 700 sorties in each of the next five days following the initial attacks. By day six, Warden said, Saddam’s capacity to wage war would be eliminated.30


Schwarzkopf posed some questions: How did the plan deal with Iraq’s lethal, surface-to-surface Scud missiles? How did Warden plan to “deconflict” aircraft in the skies over Iraq? And finally: “How many men will we lose?” Warden answered each question, and then the final one: “We do not have any precise figures as yet,” he said, “but in my professional judgment, we are looking at ten to twenty aircraft the first night.” When one of Schwarzkopf’s aides speculated that the number would be higher, Warden responded: “I am a volunteer to fly the lead aircraft in the lead raid.” Warden then waited for the inevitable query—how would Instant Thunder deal with the Iraqi military? The question came from Schwarzkopf’s deputy. “You’ve ignored the Iraqi Army in Kuwait,” Lieutenant General Craven C. “Buck” Rogers announced. Warden started to answer, but was interrupted. “I am not worried about the ground forces in Kuwait,” Schwarzkopf said. “This,” and his right index finger thumped the plan, “this is what makes the United States a superpower. This uses our strengths against their weakness, not our small army against their large army. Our airpower against theirs is the way to go. That is why I called you guys in the first place.”31


And after a moment, he stabbed his index finger at Warden. “You guys have got me so excited about this.”32


AIR FORCE GENERAL Chuck Horner, Schwarzkopf’s air commander in Saudi Arabia, didn’t like John Warden and he didn’t like his plan, which was obvious from the moment that the Air Force colonel showed up at his office in Riyadh on August 20. Despite its name, Horner thought that Instant Thunder was just another idea cooked up in Washington by the “airpower airheads.” Horner had first seen the plan a week before Warden’s arrival, and he’d thrown it against the wall. He wanted to do that same thing now, but now he also wanted to throw Warden against the wall. He raised his voice, his finger stabbed the air, his body leaned forward. Warden didn’t seem to understand that Saudi Arabia could be overwhelmed at any minute. Saddam’s military was right there, just across the border. What did he plan to do about them? It was just fine for Warden to ignore Saddam’s tanks, but the colonel had the luxury of sitting at a desk in Washington, while Horner had to think about them every day. Horner was barely civil. “It sounds like a decapitate the snake plan,” he told Warden.33


A minute later, while Warden attempted to mount a defense, Horner lit into him. “We could be looking out the window right now and see the Iraqi tanks coming into Riyadh,” he shouted. Warden responded that Horner was being overly pessimistic. There was no way that Saddam would survive in the face of America’s power. Horner flashed, but remained silent—and Warden apologized. It was wrong of him to question the judgment of the commander on the ground. Horner eased off, but just barely. “If folks in Washington want to fight this war, tell them to come to [Saudi Arabia],” Horner said, then turned the knife, citing Warden’s biggest critic. “Jimmy Adams knows that you don’t fight from Washington,” he concluded.34


And with that, Warden was ushered unceremoniously from Horner’s presence, his plan shattered. Or not quite. While Warden was ordered back to Washington, he was told to leave the three aides who’d accompanied him—Dave Deptula of Rice’s staff, Ben Harvey of the Air Force strategy division, and Ron Stanfill, a Checkmate planner—behind in Riyadh. Deptula, who’d put flesh on Instant Thunder’s operational annex, was the key. Brilliant, tough-minded, and savvy in the ways of the Air Force hierarchy, Deptula was as opinionated as Warden, but never couched his views as pronouncements. That made all the difference. The day after Warden’s departure, Deptula gave the Instant Thunder briefing to Air Force general Buster Glosson (Horner’s trusted in-house planner), a deceptively brilliant and profane (“He would never say, ‘report to my office,’” one of his aides notes, “it was always ‘get your ass in here.’”) North Carolinian who knew anyone who was anyone. Glosson told Deptula that he liked Warden’s plan, liked the idea of raining bombs on Saddam’s inner ring, but it needed more work. “84 targets is too few,” Glosson wrote in his diary that night.35


After the briefing, Glosson ordered Deptula to stay at “the Black Hole” in Riyadh, where Glosson’s staffers made their plans, and work with him to meet Horner’s objections. On August 26, Glosson and Deptula presented their revised briefing to Horner, paying special attention to Horner’s air options if Saddam’s tanks came across the border. Horner grudgingly approved the plan and told them to make it a part of the air tasking order for the war’s first twenty-four hours. There was one other minor change, and Horner raised his voice: “I never want to hear the words Instant Thunder again,” he said. And so it was that Instant Thunder lost its political sheen, becoming “Offensive Campaign, Phase I.”


The Navy and Marines were even harder to sell than Horner. Glosson and Deptula traveled to Bahrain to brief Vice Admiral Henry Mauz. Mauz wasn’t impressed. The Navy’s air arm, based around aircraft carrier task forces, had traditionally targeted an enemy’s air defense system first. What was the point of an attack on Baghdad if Saddam could shoot back? Marine Corps major general Royal Moore was also skeptical. The F-117 was overrated, he said. Precision weapons? The Air Force had used the F-117 against two targets in Panama back in 1989, and it had failed to hit either. Precision weapons my ass, he said. But because neither service’s air arm was strategic, the Air Force had the last say, and Glosson overruled their objections. Glosson’s enthusiasm for the air plan also didn’t help in selling it, as naval officers were schooled in their service’s tradition of understated professionalism. Sometimes you had to lean forward to hear a Navy officer speak. They seemed never in a hurry, never used the words “fast” or “quickly.” It was always, “with alacrity.” It was their way, their culture, the way they commanded. But it wasn’t Glosson’s. Soon enough, Navy officers were calling him “Bluster Glosson.”36


In mid-September, the fight over the air campaign shifted back to Washington, where Warden’s ideas were debated during a series of contentious meetings in the tank, the understated rectangular conference room in the Pentagon where the JCS meet. With Deptula and Glosson in Saudi Arabia, and Warden in semi-exile in the Pentagon basement, Air Force deputy chief of staff Mike Loh became the air campaign’s primary defender. “I vigorously defended our leadership role in the Tank during September and October, when the other chiefs realized the Air Force was dominating the plan,” Loh recalls. “The Navy wanted to divide the airspace into route packages the way it was done in Vietnam.… The Navy wanted to control all air action in the east from carriers in the Persian Gulf, and in the west from carriers in the Red Sea.… The Marine Commandant argued forcibly to take the lead with an amphibious landing from the Persian Gulf through Kuwait. The Army Chief did not like the idea of the Air Force operating independently.”37


Loh’s confrontations in the tank brought him eyeball to eyeball with the most influential and powerful senior officers in the military, including Powell’s colleagues on the JCS. Loh was able to stand up to them because of his familiarity with what had happened in the 1980s, during the RMA. Two technical advances would make the difference, Loh told them: the arrival of stealth technology, which shielded fighter-bombers from radar detection, and the development of precision-guided munitions. “Airpower had to fight its way into the lead,” Loh says. “We had to convince our critics that a rebirth of airpower took place in Vietnam emphasizing the asymmetric application of stealth, precision weapons, and night attacks.”


Even after the JCS and the Joint Staff had had their cut at it, the Warden-Glosson-Deptula plan was a target for skeptics. The Navy and Marines called it “a prescription for disaster”; Horner thought the F-117 wouldn’t work (and called its spit and polish pilots “a bunch of prima donnas”); the Navy lobbied for the inclusion of its ship-launched cruise missiles; while the Army insisted the plan include a special operations raid to destroy Saddam’s early warning radar system in southern Iraq. Glosson agreed with all of this, but the avalanche of requests drove him to distraction. While Glosson went out of his way to ensure that everyone felt a part of the planning process, by mid-September, the plan’s target list had ballooned to 12 sets of nearly 200 targets each. Additionally, at Schwarzkopf’s insistence, the air campaign was now divided into four phases: over Baghdad (the “Strategic Air Campaign”), in Kuwait (“Air Supremacy in the Kuwaiti Theater of Operations”), in the lead-up to the ground campaign (“Battlefield Preparation”), and against the Iraqi Republican Guard (the “Ground Offensive Campaign”).38


Along the way, Glosson in Saudi Arabia and Warden in Washington worked through a series of difficult technical problems: how to mount a tactical and strategic deception program, how to destroy Iraqi air-jamming radars, how to determine aircraft payloads, how to measure the effectiveness of stealth technology, which aircraft would be used to target Saddam’s chemical weapons stockpiles (and whether the intelligence identifying them was any good), how to neutralize Iraq’s Scud missile launchers, how to acclimatize air crews to desert conditions, shaping an identification system for downed pilots, how to best map Iraq’s air defense system, how to deploy air rescue crews, whether to use the Marines Corps A-6E Intruder fighter to destroy Iraqi air defense systems, the most effective way to destroy Iraq’s Soviet-made surface to air missiles (SA7s, 9s, 13s, and 16s), the proper use of drones and decoys, whether to use the Air Force’s F-111 electronic jamming aircraft in advance of attacks by the F-117—and dozens of others.


But the work was paying off. In mid-September, Horner told Schwarzkopf that he had enough air assets in Saudi Arabia to conduct a seven-day war while, in Washington, Glosson reported to Powell that the air plan he had put in place could be executed the next day. Schwarzkopf and Powell were pleased and endorsed Glosson’s plan, and Chuck Horner was relieved: he no longer imagined Saddam’s tanks rumbling through the streets of Riyadh.


Then the unexpected happened. On a return flight to Washington after a briefing by Glosson in Saudi Arabia, Air Force chief of staff Michael Dugan told reporters that the US air campaign would target Iraq’s command and control facilities as well as Saddam and his family. “If push comes to shove,” he said, “the cutting edge will be in downtown Baghdad,” and then added that the Air Force would strike “centers of gravity where airpower can make a difference early on.”39 When Secretary of Defense Cheney read Dugan’s comments he was furious. Dugan made it sound like what was happening in Saudi Arabia was an Air Force show. Powell called Dugan at home on Sunday, September 16, and accused him of leaking the campaign plan. Dugan was summoned to Cheney’s office the next morning. “I want your resignation by noon,” he said.


THERE WAS ONE final test. Having gained the confidence of Horner, Schwarzkopf, and Powell, Glosson now had to sell the plan to the president. On October 11, Glosson appeared before Bush and his top national security aides at the White House: Vice President Dan Quayle; Secretary of State James Baker; national security adviser Brent Scowcroft and his deputy, Robert Gates; Undersecretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz; and Bush’s chief of staff, John Sununu. Powell and Cheney, who’d signed off on the plan, joined the group. Glosson was accompanied by Marine major general Robert Johnston, Schwarzkopf’s chief of staff; Army lieutenant colonel Joseph Purvis, the ground campaign planner; and Richard Francona, from the Defense Intelligence Agency.40


Francona went first, providing a noncontroversial summary of Saddam’s military deployments. Glosson followed, detailing the air packages for the war’s first day and brandishing photos of Saddam’s command centers. He then ticked off a list of Baghdad targets, saying that Iraq’s leadership would be decapitated. At the end of the briefing, Secretary of State Baker said he didn’t like the word “decapitate.” It would raise uncomfortable questions among America’s Arab allies, he explained. Glosson agreed: Saddam’s regime would be “incapacitated.” Bush commented that a successful air campaign might make an invasion of Kuwait unnecessary. This was not what Colin Powell wanted to hear. “I have to tell you, Mr. President,” he interjected, “that it will not meet your objectives. I cannot assure you that Iraqi ground forces will be out of Kuwait, just because we do an air campaign.” The group then focused on technical issues—the position of Navy assets, the likely success of the new stealth technology, the use of Turkish air bases. This was good news for Glosson: the president was sold.


But while that was true for the air campaign plan, it was not for the Army’s ground campaign plan. Lieutenant Colonel Purvis, a war planner who’d graduated from the Army’s prestigious School of Advanced Military Studies (whose graduates anointed themselves “Jedi Knights”), was only halfway through his briefing when Brent Scowcroft (who’d served thirty years in the Air Force and retired as a lieutenant general) began to shift in his seat. “Why straight up the middle?” he asked. He gestured at Purvis’s map of Iraq’s Kuwait defenses. “Why don’t we go around?” Powell provided the answer: “Logistics,” he said. “We don’t have enough force to go around.” Scowcroft didn’t answer, but Cheney could read his mind: if we need more troops, then let’s get them. Scowcroft corralled Cheney after the briefing. “This is a bad plan,” he said. He used other words: unimaginative, predictable, foolhardy. Cheney agreed.41


In Riyadh, Schwarzkopf blew a gasket, but was most upset by Powell’s report that one of the White House participants had compared him to General George McClellan, whom Abraham Lincoln had once complained had “the slows.” Schwarzkopf was enraged. “Tell me who said that?” Schwarzkopf, who much preferred being Eisenhower than McClellan, demanded. “I’ll call the son-of-a-bitch on the phone right now and explain the difference between me and McClellan if they’re so stupid.”42 He slammed his desk, then slammed it again. Powell flew to Saudi Arabia on October 21 to hold Schwarzkopf’s hand and to review his campaign plan. Powell argued that the VII Corps, from Europe, should be a part of the attack. Schwarzkopf agreed, saying that such a massive force could cut straight into the Republican Guard. “No,” Powell said, “they go out here.” Standing before a map of the region, he put his index finger on Saudi Arabia’s far western desert. He stabbed at the map. “Here. They go right here,” he said.


By mid-December, the “left hook” was in place, with US troops pouring into Saudi Arabia from Europe and moving west, into the desert. When the ground campaign began, the US VII Corps (four American divisions, the 1st British Division, plus the Army’s strike force, the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment) would be the key, sprinting north and then pivoting to take on Iraq’s elite Republican Guard units. They would be guarded on their left by the XVIII Airborne Corps, which would add weight to the VII Corps attack and pivot with it. The deployments were massive. The VII Corps alone fielded “forty-eight thousand five hundred vehicles and aircraft, including 1,587 tanks, 1,502 Bradley Fight Vehicles and armored personnel carriers, 669 artillery pieces, and 223 attack helicopters.”43 In all, the VII Corps’ total strength was 142,000 soldiers, while the XVIII Airborne Corps deployed 116,000. The two corps would act as a pincer, trapping the Republican Guard between them. Then the VII Corps would kill it.


And that is exactly how it worked, or nearly so.


During the early morning hours of January 17, 1991, the battleship USS Missouri opened Operation Desert Storm by firing four Tomahawk cruise missiles from its station in the Persian Gulf into downtown Baghdad. At the same moment, US aircraft flooded the skies over Iraq, focusing on destroying the targets in John Warden’s first concentric ring, including Saddam’s all-important air defense system. In Riyadh, meanwhile, Norman Schwarzkopf manned the telephones in his command bunker, receiving reports on US air strikes while punching the air with his fist, his voice booming with elation. “God damn it that’s great,” he’d exclaim. Across town, Chuck Horner sifted through the air reports, giving Schwarzkopf hourly updates. At sunrise, Horner cataloged the air campaign’s first day: nearly seven hundred coalition aircraft had been sent over Iraq and almost all of them returned home. Schwarzkopf was elated. In Washington, John Warden sat at his desk, imagining Saddam and his commanders hunkered down in a Baghdad bunker while their nation collapsed around them.44


By the second day of the air campaign, Saddam’s air defense system had been shattered. By Day 6, the United States and its coalition partners had flown eight thousand sorties against targets in Baghdad and southern Iraq. By February 3, the allies had flown forty thousand missions, and by Day 40 the US Air Force had flown more missions in Iraq than had been flown by the Eighth Air Force in Europe in a two-year period in World War II. The destruction of Iraq’s armor in Kuwait (what was called “tank plinking”) began two days after the attacks on Baghdad. By February 14, nearly one month into the war, US and coalition aircraft had destroyed over 4,000 tanks, over 2,800 other armored vehicles, and one-third of Iraq’s artillery pieces. But not everything had gone as planned.


One day before the start of the air war, Schwarzkopf had suffered an emotional meltdown, turning on Buster Glosson as Glosson was describing the first hours of the coming attack. Schwarzkopf, his jaw set, noted that there weren’t any attacks on the Republican Guard by B-52 bombers in the war’s first hours. Instead, Saddam’s tanks were going to be targeted by F-117s. Schwarzkopf was livid, saying he’d been lied to. Glosson assured the commander that Saddam’s tanks were a vital part of the plan. Schwarzkopf didn’t believe him, and exploded. “You’re going to do this my way, or I’ll find officers who will,” he screamed. Later, calmer, Schwarzkopf explained himself. “You have to understand. I’m under enormous pressure,” he said. He was almost whimpering. “You don’t know the kind of pressure I’m under.” Glosson wasn’t buying it. They were all under pressure. Schwarzkopf was acting like a baby. Did Eisenhower act like this?45


Schwarzkopf passed on the pressures he felt to his ground commanders. Days before the ground offensive, the CENTCOM commander told his chief combat officers what he wanted. “We need to destroy—not attack, not damage, not surround—I want you to destroy the Republican Guard,” he told VII Corps commander lieutenant general Frederick M. Franks. “When you’re done with them, I don’t want them to be an effective fighting force anymore. I don’t want them to exist as a military organization.” Schwarzkopf used the same language with Lieutenant General Gary Luck, the XVIII Airborne Corps commander, and with Franks and Luck’s commander, Lieutenant General John Yeosock, the head of the Third Army. “I want VII Corps to slam into the Republican Guard,” Schwarzkopf told Yeosock in mid-February. “The enemy is not worth a shit. Go after them with audacity, shock, action and surprise.… Let me make it clear John. You cannot have VII Corps stopping for anything.”46


That’s not what happened. VII Corps commander Fred Franks was a fine officer, a Vietnam combat veteran, but he was cautious and overly worried about casualties, which intelligence reports estimated at more than five thousand US soldiers in the first five days of fighting. So Franks planned a deliberate advance into Iraq, stopping his units from time to time to ensure they maintained the “clenched fist” when they “slammed” into the Republican Guard. “Traffic control and density of force dominated his thinking,” Douglas Macgregor, the gifted tank commander and leader of the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment’s “Cougar Squadron,” later wrote.47


At the start of the war, in the early morning hours of February 24, Macgregor’s squadron had vaulted forward, its tanks churning through the desert. Two days later, the squadron fought the Battle of 73 Easting, named for the longitudinal “phase line” its commanders used to get their bearings in Iraq’s featureless southern desert. The Battle of 73 Easting was the last, and most decisive, tank battle of the twentieth century. Macgregor’s squadron made history, destroying dozens of armored vehicles of Iraq’s vaunted Tawakalna Division, while suffering a single US casualty. But then, with the desert afire with burning Iraqi tanks, Macgregor’s unit was ordered to halt. He couldn’t believe it, and neither could his subordinates. “Why are we stopping?” Joe Sartiano, the commander of Macgregor’s Iron Troop, asked. Macgregor remained silent, so Sartiano repeated the question. “Doug? Why are we stopping?” But it was a captured Iraqi officer, standing at the back of Macgregor’s tank, who expressed the most frustration. “Why do you not go to Baghdad now?” he asked in disbelief. “You have the power. Your army rules the heavens and the earth. Do you think we love Saddam?”48


In Riyadh, Schwarzkopf railed at Franks. Just one day after the attack began, Schwarzkopf wondered why he wasn’t moving as quickly as Gary Luck, to his west. Studying a map of the battlefield, he noticed that the arrows representing VII Corps movement had slowed. “What the hell’s going on with VII Corps?” he asked. “This map is wrong.” When he was told the map was right, he turned on an aide. “Get me Yeosock,” he bellowed. When Yeosock defended Franks, Schwarzkopf issued a blistering critique. “God damn it, I don’t care what the problems are. I told you I wanted you to keep pace and you’re not doing it. If Franks can’t handle the job, I’ll get someone who can.” Over the next two days, the problem only got worse. At one point, Colin Powell called from Washington. He was plotting the progress of the ground war on his own map. “Tell Franks to get moving,” he told Schwarzkopf. “We can’t let the Republican Guard escape.” That was all Schwarzkopf needed to hear, and he erupted. “The Chairman is on the ceiling about this,” he told Yeosock. “You’ve got to keep pushing.” So Yeosock pushed, calling Franks and telling him to “move, move, move.” Franks got the message, but his directive to his units was still tentative. “I want you to push on through. Find the enemy and fix him,” Franks told Second Armored Cavalry commander Don Holder. Franks put his fist down on Holder’s map of the battlefield for emphasis. “Keep in contact,” he said, “but don’t become decisively engaged.” Holder, one of the original Jedi Knights, nodded his agreement and snapped off a “yes, sir.”49


LATE ON THE night of February 26, Saddam’s Republican Guard divisions began to flee Kuwait north along Highway 80. The line of vehicles was spotted by A-6E Intruders from the 3rd Marine Aircraft Wing, which spread clustered munitions to block their exit. Over the next six hours, Marine, Air Force, and Navy aircraft (from the aircraft carrier USS Ranger) systematically destroyed the convoy. The number of Iraqi soldiers killed remains uncertain, but the attack was a slaughter. Reports of the massacre, what one participant called “a turkey shoot,” made it into the press, sending shivers through official Washington, where the president and his aides began to consider ways to end the carnage.


The next afternoon, the VII Corps began its battle against the Republican Guard, with the 1st Armored Division’s 2nd Brigade engaging the Medina Division outside of Basra. In what became known as the Battle of Medina Ridge, the 2nd Brigade destroyed nearly 200 Iraqi tanks and over 125 other armored vehicles. The Iraqis had no support aircraft, while the Americans deployed A-10 tank killers that streamed over the battlefield, cutting through the Iraqi formations. The Iraqis were tenacious, but they didn’t stand a chance. After the war, brigade commander Montgomery Meigs paid tribute to the overmatched enemy. “These guys stayed and fought,” he said.


Just hours later, George Bush called his aides into the Oval Office. The president was worried that the United States would be accused of “butchering the Iraqis.” This was a war fought by the military, he added, so it was up to them to determine when it would end. “We’ll talk to Norm,” Cheney said. Colin Powell interjected: “I did talk to him,” he said. “He said we are at most twenty-four hours away. There are three thousand destroyed tanks. We are in the home stretch. Today or tomorrow by close of business.” Bush nodded. “The issue is how to find a clear end,” he said. Bush was subdued. “Why do I not feel elated?” he asked.50


Later that night, Norman Schwarzkopf faced the press at the Hyatt Regency Hotel in Riyadh. This was “the mother of all briefings” (as reporters dubbed it) with the imposing Schwarzkopf reeling off a Patton-esque narrative while, behind him, a senior staff aide flipped through a series of graphs and maps. Schwarzkopf described his left hook in sweeping terms. A wall of American tanks had closed in on the Republican Guard in a series of “classic tank battles,” he said. The Iraqi military was now trapped. “The gates are closed,” he said. Watching Schwarzkopf on television from the Black Hole command center, Buster Glosson was enraged. Schwarzkopf made it sound like he was facing a hardened enemy. He wasn’t: most of Saddam’s formations had been destroyed by air attacks before the first American soldier had entered Iraq. Glosson was disgusted. “This is dishonest,” he told his staff.51


Two hours later, Powell called Schwarzkopf. The president was prepared to call a cease-fire at 5:00 am the next morning, he said. Schwarzkopf agreed, but said that US troops would continue their attack should they be fired on, then called his field commanders with the news. In far western Iraq, 24th Division commander Barry McCaffrey couldn’t believe it. He was, just then, planning an assault on what was left of Saddam’s forces deployed beyond the Jalibah airfield, which he’d taken that afternoon.


At VII Corps headquarters, Fred Franks was confused. He’d been battered by Schwarzkopf for three days but now, just as he was about to launch his clenched fist at Saddam, he was being told to stand down. The planned double envelopment, with McCaffrey wheeling on his left, wouldn’t happen. Back in Riyadh, Schwarzkopf heard again from Powell: the announcement of the cease-fire would be made by the president at midnight in Washington, exactly one hundred hours since the ground war began. That has a nice ring to it, Powell said. Schwarzkopf harrumphed: fine with me, he said. When he emerged from his room to tell his subordinates, Schwarzkopf bumped into his deputy, Cal Waller, and told him the news. Waller was incredulous: “You’ve got to be shitting me,” he said.


“Too soon,” Chuck Horner announced to his staff. “Too soon.” The American high command scrambled to complete what was not yet done. McCaffrey urged his men forward, racing the clock, while VII Corps lurched hesitantly into action, reflecting the uncertainty of its commander. In the Black Hole, Buster Glosson ordered his pilots into the air for a desperate attack on the sole remaining Iraqi causeway over the Euphrates River, but they failed to destroy it. The gates were not closed. The Republican Guard still had a way out of Kuwait.


THE CEASE-FIRE ENDING Operation Desert Storm was sealed by a cessation of hostilities agreement signed by Schwarzkopf and Iraqi military commanders at an air base at Safwan, in southern Iraq, on March 3. “We are well on our way to a lasting peace,” Schwarzkopf announced afterward. But that same morning, an Iraqi tank commander fired a shell into a portrait of Saddam hanging in Basra’s main square, sparking a Shia uprising in southern Iraq. Bush, who’d urged Iraqis to overthrow the dictator, was slow to react. Worse yet, as became increasingly clear, Norman Schwarzkopf had erred at Safwan by permitting the Iraqi army to fly its helicopters in humanitarian missions. Those same helicopters were used to slaughter Shia rebels. “Schwarzkopf mishandled the meeting,” Chuck Horner later claimed. “He was unprepared.”


A part of the problem was that the US commander hadn’t received clear instructions from the White House. Horner remembers sitting in Schwarzkopf’s office when he got the call from Washington. You’re in charge of the cease-fire, he was told. Horner shook his head. “We’re not peace people, we’re kill people,” Horner later said. “But they told Schwarzkopf, ‘go out there and make the peace.’ We sat in his office and he got a sheet of paper out and said, ‘what the hell am I going to talk to them about?’ So he put a few ideas down.” Charles “Chas” Freeman, the US ambassador to Saudi Arabia, remembers that Washington tried to get instructions to Schwarzkopf, but was unable to provide them “because they didn’t have a vision of what sort of peace they wanted.” Or whether, in fact, Washington wanted peace at all. The move was political, calculated, cynical. “Why do you not go to Baghdad now?” an Iraqi officer had asked Doug Macgregor—and Macgregor didn’t have an answer. Now, after Safwan, he did: the White House wanted Saddam to survive. He would be a counter to neighboring Iran.


“What really turned out to be the strategic center, the center of gravity for the Iraqis was the Republican Guards,” Horner later explained. “Saddam didn’t care about the country, he didn’t care about the soldiers, he didn’t care about the army, he cared about the Republican Guards because that was the only way he could stay in power.… And so when we stopped hostilities, which we did, Saddam Hussein became euphoric. He’d won. He went on the air and talked to people about ‘we won, we won, we won.’ So anyway, we flew supersonic missions over Baghdad for about two weeks just to remind him that if he won, he didn’t win very big. But, you know, by then, it was too late.”52


DESERT STORM WAS a victory, but it left an uneasy feeling, a sense that just when the US military had had Saddam on the ropes, it was ordered to pull its punch, to draw back from the decisive knockout blow. Once again, it was thought, the politicians had weighed in, carefully excising the word “decisive” from the war’s description. Yet no one at the top of the Bush administration ever believed that Schwarzkopf’s legions hadn’t gone far enough. The war’s goal was to expel Saddam Hussein from Kuwait, and that is what happened. Anything more and the fragile international coalition put together by Bush, Cheney, and Secretary of State Baker would have shattered. Then too, the national security staff of the Bush White House included some of the best foreign policy thinkers in modern US history. They knew what they were doing. Certainly, that is what the Air Force’s Mike Loh believed.


Twenty-five years later, during the Air Force’s commemoration of Desert Storm, Loh reflected on the war, Warden’s genius, and Chuck Horner’s dedication. And he reflected on the Bush years and the political leadership the White House provided. He’d met them all. He had rubbed shoulders with ambassadors, prime ministers, and presidents, and knew George Bush, and Dick Cheney, and James Baker. He’d had conversations with Brent Scowcroft, sharing an easy Air Force camaraderie. Who, he was asked, was the best politician he’d ever met? He shook his head, smiled. “The best politician I ever met,” he said, “was Colin Powell.”53
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