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NOTE ON TEXT


Quotations attributed to individuals are from their own recollections, except where endnotes indicate another source. Subsequent quotations from the same individual without notes indicate that the same source is being used.


I have sought to protect the identities of special forces personnel and intelligence officials except when their names are already in the public domain or they are no longer serving.


For Pashtu and Dari names and places I have sought to use the most common transliterations.




       PROLOGUE


The Mask of Anarchy


Hamid Karzai often walked around the circle of his small garden in the palace grounds. Most evenings he could be found, head down, his hands clasped behind his back, striding in measured paces. He liked to keep fit, to ease the tension of a hundred meetings, to dwell on the past. This evening in early 2014 was no different.


The palace itself was a sweeping complex of hulking stone structures, round houses, and even a quaint Victorian mansion set in eighty acres of grounds guarded by high walls and barbed wire. Karzai had opted for a humbler concrete building, constructed by one of Afghanistan’s former princes in the 1960s, that contained its own courtyard. His guards usually stood to one side under the foliage of a cypress tree, trying not to intrude on these private moments as Karzai paced the worn earth. In the final years of his presidency his walks had gotten longer than usual as he worked through a particular source of angst.


As he paced, he could see an American surveillance blimp overhead, one of the helium-filled balloons with an array of cameras that had proliferated across the city, and which provided the US contractors operating them with the remarkable ability to peer into nooks and crannies. Some Afghans ascribed near-magical powers to the balloons. One rumor in the south was that the Americans had trained mice to run up the cable connecting the balloon to the surveillance station, make notes on what they saw, then run back down to tell their US overlords.1 Others feared the blimps were emitting harmful rays that filled their heads with western fantasies while they slept, and that women were particularly susceptible.


Karzai knew the balloons were in the sky in part to protect him, and there was a time when he would have been reassured by their presence. It was he who had brought the Americans to the country, knowing that they alone possessed the wealth and power to rebuild Afghanistan. He had always seen himself as the father of the nation, a bold reformer who could transform his shattered country. Indeed, Karzai’s most frequent complaint throughout the thirteen-year war was that the West wasn’t doing enough to fulfill their shared vision.


The war, Karzai had freely professed to the world in the early days, was a righteous struggle against the forces of chaos and disintegration. The same evil that had perpetrated the attacks in New York and Washington was responsible for tearing apart his own country in the preceding years. He wanted more troops, more aid experts and development consultants, and more defense contractors and NGO workers. Poor and benighted countries like his, he had publicly argued, needed this paraphernalia of nation-building to join the modern world. Karzai’s call to drag Afghanistan into the light, establish a democracy, and uphold the rule of law had captured the mood in Washington after 9/11.


Yet when the money had flowed and the soldiers surged, they had not quelled the deadly violence gripping the country. American forces battled a resurgent Taliban, and the Afghan civilians Karzai believed he was helping were caught in the crossfire. Over the course of 2007 there were at least 1,633 casualties, a threefold increase on the year before.2 By 2013 two hundred Afghan civilians were dying each month in the fighting, and thousands more had fled their homes or had their livelihoods destroyed.3 The refugee camps outside the Afghan capital of Kabul were overflowing.4


At first Karzai had been sure he was somehow to blame for not doing enough to temper American firepower or steer the reconstruction process.5 In the long, grinding middle stretch of the war he fell into what appeared to be a fog of depression. US diplomats who worked alongside him noticed a change in his countenance, mood swings, and erratic behavior. Rumors spread in the western press that he was addicted to heroin or was on serious medication. According to those who knew him, he became susceptible to real and imagined maladies and increasingly locked himself away in the palace.6 He appeared to be waging an inner battle to prove to himself and his countrymen that he wasn’t to blame for the past thirteen years of bloodshed and mayhem.7


Only in the long perambulations at the end of his presidency did Karzai recognize what he saw as an incontrovertible truth: The blame for the mounting pile of war dead lay with the outsiders. Karzai hadn’t wrecked the country; rather, the westerners had betrayed the ideals of the Good War to which they had subscribed together. The West had never seen him as a genuine partner, he now understood. How else to explain their high-handed treatment of him? When he demanded that the US stop its aerial bombing, he was defied. When he asked to be informed of all American military operations, generals sometimes briefed him, but frequently he was ignored. Washington continued to side with Pakistan—even though that country appeared to support the insurgency—and President Barack Obama presumed to conduct negotiations with the Taliban without involving Karzai. The Afghan president came to believe that he was no more than a tool to service the real aims of the West: permanent instability in his country, so that Afghanistan’s natural resources could be plundered.8


The thought of being a puppet of the US and its British allies seemed to gnaw at him.9 At times, he wished he could smile and dismiss their obsequious blue-eyed ambassadors and generals with their proud talk of the war dead.10 In darker moments, he told advisers, he dwelled upon his predecessors’ success at driving out invaders at the tips of their soldiers’ spears. A favorite poem of his was Shelley’s “Mask of Anarchy,” a cry for freedom against the bonds of tyrannous overlords, which he cited to one visiting journalist.11


But if this narrative frustrated him it also leant him a new sense of purpose. He told his confidants that he should have stood up to the West sooner.12 He began to see himself not as the leader who had allowed the foreigners in, but as the man who had extracted from them what he could and was now pushing them out. At the end of his presidency, Karzai was a man reborn. He seemed to bound into meetings with visiting dignitaries, tribal chiefs, even American diplomats. They might accuse his government of corruption or his family of controlling the opium trade and stealing almost a billion dollars from Kabul’s national bank, but he told colleagues he no longer cared.13


Instead, at every opportunity he took delight in denouncing the West’s betrayal of Afghanistan. The Americans hadn’t come to fight al-Qa’eda, he would intone. They had sought to wage war against the country and its people. “The West wanted to use Afghanistan,” Karzai told the New York Times in November 2013, “to have bases here, to create a situation whereby in the end Afghanistan would be so weak that it would agree to a deal in which Afghanistan’s interests will not even be secondary, but tertiary and worse.”14


Now that he could see—and speak—clearly, Karzai appeared intent on redeeming himself in the eyes of his people by ridding Afghanistan of these foreign powers. He had refused to sign an agreement with the US military that would let them stay beyond 2014. It would be one of the final acts of his presidency. Yet even this gesture of independence had a hollow ring.


The Americans were already scaling back their presence and dismantling their vast war machine. The flow of money was ebbing, and the troops were going home. Beyond the palace walls, Kabul was emptying of westerners; their mansions, once the scenes of lavish parties, were shuttered and quiet. Outside the city, soldiers were packing up their patrol bases for the last time. Karzai would not get to oust the Americans and their allies; they were doing that themselves.


The West has reached its own conclusions about the nature of its intervention in Afghanistan. By 2014 the war was already one of the most costly in American history.15 While there had been significant improvements in Afghans’ lives, including greater access to basic health care and a sevenfold increase in the number of children attending school, the costs in blood, money, and political capital far outpaced these gains: $100 billion had been spent on American aid. Yet only an estimated 15 percent of this money had reached its intended recipients.16 The rest was siphoned off by western agencies, warlords, local contractors, petty criminals, and at times even the Taliban. Thousands of projects from power plants to turbines to refrigerated food depots had been abandoned, left half finished, or destroyed as western forces withdrew.


The Afghan people had suffered greatly: 32,000 had perished in suicide bombings, missile strikes, mortar attacks, and shootings with more dying each week. The United Nations estimated that the fighting had forced at least 600,000 from their homes, many to end up in refugee camps and shantytowns outside Kabul and other major cities.17 In southern Afghanistan, a third of all children were acutely malnourished, with famine-like conditions affecting much of the area.18 Hanging over the country was the prospect that the Taliban would return and reignite the country’s civil war. Then there were the western casualties: 3,400—mostly soldiers—had died in Afghanistan by the beginning of 2014.19


The Good War had gone badly. The question was what, if anything, could be salvaged of the shattered ideal that western military intervention had promised to deliver to Afghanistan and other dark corners of the world. When US soldiers had arrived in October 2001, their mission in President George W. Bush’s War on Terrorism was simple: Punish those responsible for the worst attack on American shores since Pearl Harbor and ensure that they couldn’t harm the nation again. The enemy, in their eyes, was clearly defined: al-Qa’eda and the Taliban government, which had refused to hand over Osama bin Laden and dismantle the shadowy terrorist group’s training camps in southern Afghanistan. As Bush famously divided the world in his speech to Congress on September 20, 2001, justifying the war: “Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.”


The US quickly routed al-Qa’eda and threw the Taliban from power in December 2001. With the war seemingly over, US special forces mopped up the remnants of al-Qa’eda and the Taliban in the mountains. Washington then turned its attention to Iraq. The United Nations was left to assemble an interim government in Kabul and lead a cohort of aid agencies that wanted to spend billions on rebuilding the country. Many in the international community saw the Taliban not just as a security threat but as an affront to those closely held ideals of human rights, democracy, and the free market. Images of Afghan women clad in full-body veils became symbols of the past that the aid world was sure the country was leaving behind. Afghanistan’s status as one of the poorest nations on earth was frequently cited as further evidence of the need to act. The Good War, in the soaring rhetoric of this idealism, was more than a necessary act of retaliation; it was a test case for humanitarian intervention, and aid workers’ ability to transform the lives of oppressed people in the developing world.


These aims were little more than rhetoric at first, but they contained the seeds of almost certain failure. To begin with, the Americans—from their political leaders down to their soldiers—had dangerously conflated al-Qa’eda and the Taliban. The two groups had similarities, of course, but they differed in vital ways. Al-Qa’eda was primarily made up of Arab nationals who believed in global jihad to advance their fundamentalist interpretation of Islam. By contrast, the Taliban’s ambitions were strictly limited to controlling their communities. They drew their values from the conservative mores of the Pashtun tribes of southern Afghanistan, and thus they could not be defeated by force of arms alone. A long and subtle process of education would be needed to change the mind-sets of those who supported them.


In addition, America and its allies, who until that point had played a limited role in the international reconstruction effort, came to believe that to eliminate the terrorist threat and alleviate Afghans’ suffering, the West needed to play a more activist role in creating a strong, democratic state. At the same time this nation-building agenda needed to be backed by more forces to combat the returning Taliban. This approach at once sidelined Afghanistan’s post-Taliban political leaders and threatened to overwhelm their fragile government with aid projects the country could not support or realize.


The warriors and liberals responsible for managing the war and its aftermath were critically out of touch with the political reality of the country they were attempting to pacify and the nature of the people they were attempting to help. Only as the conflict smoldered and slowly began to reignite did it become clear to the Americans and their chief allies, the British, that they had misconceived of their intervention in this complex and unforgiving country.


The result of America’s failures in Afghanistan, following the debacle in Iraq, has been to fundamentally shift how Washington and allied nations view their relationship to the developing world, thus completing a cycle that began with defeat in Vietnam in the 1970s. The lesson from that bloody war in Southeast Asia—to steer clear of military action overseas—was largely observed. During the first Gulf War, the US was prepared to drive Iraqi forces out of Kuwait but not to seek Saddam Hussein’s removal. Washington also avoided intervention in the Balkans and Rwanda until public outcry over the slaughter in those countries prompted a rethink.


Yet after the Kosovo conflict in 1999 and particularly after 9/11, politicians and the military showed a growing readiness to intervene in the name of values rather than national interest, an urge that became overwhelming when the two strands ran together. Both the Left and the Right united in the first decade of the twenty-first century to rid the world of bin Laden’s aberrant strain of Islam and save Afghanistan from its own fundamentalist adversaries.


This is the story of how the world’s most powerful leaders plotted to build a new kind of nation in Afghanistan that was pure fantasy. It is the story of how those leaders pinned their hopes on a marginal tribal leader and failed to heed his prescient advice, and how he in turn outplayed them. It is the story of why the long-suffering Afghan people rejected salvation from a global army of would-be rescuers. And finally it is the story of how the promise of a new military doctrine was ended by the Good War in Afghanistan and what it means for the future of western military action in the developing world.




PART I
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THE MISSING PEACE 2001–2003




       CHAPTER 1


The Wrong Kind of War


The gaping hole in the Pentagon was still smoldering when Air Force One landed in Washington, DC, late on the afternoon of September 11, 2001. Businesses throughout the capital were shuttered and the streets were deserted. The few people who ventured outside had a hurried, feral look.


Hours earlier, two airplanes had crashed into the Twin Towers in New York and a third had slammed into the Department of Defense headquarters, just across the Potomac River from the National Mall. A fourth had plowed into a field near Shanksville, Pennsylvania, killing everyone aboard but sparing its target, which was presumed to be either the White House or the US Capitol. By the time President George W. Bush returned to the capital from an appearance in Sarasota, Florida, the immediate threat of another attack seemed to have passed, but fear and shock lingered throughout the country.


For an hour, after landing, Bush locked himself away in a small study with his chief speechwriter, Michael Gerson, to prepare for a televised address that evening. Bush knew that what he said before the cameras would define his presidency.


As soon as Bush had heard about the second plane that morning in a Sarasota kindergarten classroom, he had reached a conclusion that was to have profound consequences: He must declare war to unite a grieving nation and to give the administration the broadest possible mandate to respond to this act of terrorism.1


Speaking from the Oval Office that evening, Bush explained to his fellow Americans that the country was now at war against both “terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor them.” The pronouncement would lead quickly and inexorably to the war in Afghanistan. And the result of Bush’s finding, though seemingly reasonable to many on the evening of September 11, would be a far more sweeping and bloody war than he and his supporters expected.


At the time, critics noted that no one in Bush’s inner circle had vetted this crucial speech except National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice. As Matthew Waxman, Rice’s special assistant, later reflected, “What was incredible was how momentous a decision this is, to say we’re in a state of war with al-Qa’eda, because it set us on a course not only for your international response, but also in our domestic constitutional relations. You’d expect that the cabinet would have met, and that different options would have been developed, and they would have debated the pros and cons, and that allies would have been consulted.”2 An alternative approach would have been to regard the attack as a crime, just like Omar Abdel-Rahman’s bombing of the World Trade Center in 1993 or Timothy McVeigh’s bombing of the Oklahoma City federal building in 1995.


Bush didn’t hold with such legalistic thinking, which he considered to be part of the problem with his predecessor’s long-winded approach to the terrorist threat.3 As president, Bill Clinton hadn’t gone all out to kill Osama bin Laden; instead his administration had spent years trying to get the Taliban regime in Afghanistan to hand over bin Laden. America had been sending the wrong message, Bush felt, and it was time for drastic action. He was not alone in this opinion. After his television address, Bush met with his principal advisers in the oak-paneled situation room beneath the White House’s West Wing, where they expressed broad agreement with his views.4 Far less clear was how to prosecute a war against a shadowy terrorist organization like al-Qa’eda.


Bush naturally turned to US Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, who had prepared a shotgun list of questions that he rattled off with his usual crispness: Who are the targets? How much evidence do we need before going after al-Qa’eda? How soon do we act? Rumsfeld then explained that the US military would not be ready for at least sixty days. After a moment of awkward silence, Rumsfeld promised to pressure the military, and the meeting broke.5


In fact, the time it would take to deploy the military was hardly a surprise to those in the room, least of all Rumsfeld’s counterpart in foreign affairs, Secretary of State Colin Powell. As former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the nation’s top military job, Powell had spent much of his time ensuring that America could not rush into war. Like most officers of his generation, Powell had witnessed defeat in Vietnam and had concluded that the US military should avoid being drawn into another quagmire at all costs.


In the 1980s, Caspar Weinberger, a US defense secretary to whom Powell served as a special assistant, introduced conditions that must be met before sending troops to war: Vital national interests had to be identified, clear political and military objectives formulated, and force used only after all diplomatic options had been exhausted. Weinberger’s preconditions removed the decision to go to war from the whims of politicians and placed the determination back in the hands of the military. His goal was to protect the military from another fiasco like Vietnam and to ensure that America entered only those fights it couldn’t avoid. In the context of the Cold War, the one conflict that could meet these conditions was a doomsday battle against the Soviet Union in Europe, the prospect of which, though terrifying, was receding.


The Weinberger Doctrine rapidly dominated how the military viewed its role by placing an emphasis on large mechanized forces and firepower. When Powell became chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in 1989, he added further stipulations: US forces would fight only when they could be assured of having overwhelming force. Furthermore, before even launching an attack, the military must also plan its exit from the conflict.


The trouble with Weinberger and Powell’s approach was that while shielding the military from politicians’ whims, it also made the military impervious to the changing world around it. As the military confronted the breakup of the Soviet Union, its instinct was to do nothing, to the exasperation of even Madeleine Albright, Clinton’s former secretary of state, who complained to Powell in 1993: “What’s the point of having this superb military that you’re always talking about if we can’t use it?”6


In 2001, Rumsfeld had taken the top job at the Pentagon for the second time in his career, vowing to rid the US military of its inertia. He wasn’t a neoconservative like some in the Bush administration but he shared with them a belief that America needed to project power to ensure its preeminent status. During his first stint as defense secretary—in Gerald Ford’s administration of the mid-1970s—he had developed a distrust of the generals, whom he regarded as obsessed with building their own empires within each branch. To change the military, Rumsfeld knew he would have to shake up some of these fiefdoms—and sure enough, the generals opposed his efforts.


Like Robert McNamara, another defense secretary who had promised to radically change the military, upon his second appointment Rumsfeld surrounded himself with a cadre of civilians. McNamara had his “Whiz Kids”; disgruntled military brass dubbed Rumsfeld’s advisers—most of them as old as the sixty-nine-year-old defense secretary—the “Wheeze Kids.”7


One of these advisers was seventy-three-year-old Andrew Marshall, head of the Pentagon’s obscure Office of Net Assessment. In the 1990s, Marshall had pondered how advances in smart missiles, spy satellites, and drones could be used to develop new and deadly weapons systems better suited to the post–Cold War world. The result would be a streamlined military, capable of deploying rapidly and with devastating force. The generals hated Marshall’s ideas, which he had dubbed the “Revolution in Military Affairs.” The top brass correctly saw them as a threat to the status quo, which threatened to make the generals’ formations of tanks and planes obsolete. They went public with their discontent in the summer of 2001, and Rumsfeld backed down.


Rumsfeld had been thwarted but he didn’t drop his reform agenda, the need for which was underscored by the two options the military developed to attack al-Qa’eda and its allies. One was for a cruise missile strike at al-Qa’eda training camps in Afghanistan, a suggestion Rumsfeld dubbed the “Clinton option” in mockery of the previous administration’s attempts to destroy the organization in 1998; a US cruise missile strike that year had blown up a few deserted training camps in the country, missing the terrorist leader.8 The other option was to mount a major assault that would take months to organize, and seemed to evoke the Soviet Union’s ill-fated invasion of Afghanistan in the 1980s that resulted in its defeat at the hands of Afghan rebels.


Rumsfeld told his staff to go back to the drawing board. There had to be a better plan for Afghanistan. And to Rumsfeld’s intense frustration, it belonged not to him but to the Central Intelligence Agency.


On September 13, 2001, CIA Director George Tenet and Cofer Black, the CIA’s coordinator for counterterrorism, briefed President Bush on their plan to attack al-Qa’eda—both in Afghanistan and anywhere else its members might be lurking.


The CIA had been badly shaken by the attacks, not least because the agency had missed the opportunity to prevent them. Since becoming director of the agency in 1996 under Clinton, Tenet had been warning of the dangers al-Qa’eda posed. A former staff director on the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, Tenet had spent much of his career putting a polish on the grimy world of espionage for his political masters. He was a natural people pleaser—warm, blunt, and deferential. But those qualities had not always served him or his country well in fighting terrorism.


In 1999 Tenet had presented Clinton with an opportunity to kill bin Laden—what turned out to be the best chance to eliminate the al-Qa’eda leader before he started plotting the 9/11 attacks. Afghan informants had spotted the terrorist leader at a hunting camp in the barren hills of Helmand, a large province in southern Afghanistan. Mike Scheuer, the CIA station chief tracking bin Laden, urged his superiors to launch a missile strike. The Saudi had been in America’s sights since the early 1990s, when he’d first started preaching global jihad; in 1997 Clinton had issued an executive order authorizing the CIA to capture bin Laden and use lethal force if necessary. Now the administration had its chance to eliminate the terrorist leader with an air strike that would avoid the complexities of trying to capture him.


In the White House situation room, Clinton, Tenet, and the president’s counterterrorism adviser, Richard Clarke, stalled. Satellite imagery and cell phone intercepts confirmed the presence of bin Laden’s entourage at the Helmand camp but, in an era before drones, there was no way of knowing for certain that the al-Qa’eda leader was there. The reasons against attacking were also considerable. The 1998 strike had been an embarassing failure after what were thought to be al-Qa’eda facilities in Sudan and Afghanistan turned out to be a pharmaceutical factory with no links to the terrorist group; the training camp in Afghanistan had been largely deserted following a possible tip-off from Pakistan. The fear of another high-profile mistake was exacerbated by the fact that bin Laden’s hunting companions turned out to be wealthy princes from the United Arab Emirates, the Gulf state with which Clarke had negotiated an $8 billion arms contract the year before. The moment passed.9


Clarke later blamed the CIA for failing to eliminate bin Laden before 9/11. From Clarke’s point of view, the president’s executive order gave the CIA clear authorization to take action against bin Laden. And Clarke felt there was much more the agency could have done to take him down.10


There was some truth to Clarke’s accusation. The CIA had become excessively hidebound, more interested in covering its own ass than in killing terrorists, according to Scheuer and other agents.11 However, the CIA’s meekness also stemmed from the Clinton administration’s outright skepticism toward the spy agency. The White House acted as if the end of the Cold War had made the CIA obsolete. Its budget had been slashed, its stations closed, its agents and their prized assets quietly mothballed. At one point in 1994, Congress had even debated whether the agency should be disbanded. In this climate of suspicion, many in the CIA felt Clinton’s directive for bin Laden to be deliberately soft: The president had backed away from ordering them to simply assassinate bin Laden, and had instead given the agency the nearly impossible task of capturing him. “If Clinton wanted them to kill him, then he should have just said so,” said Scheuer.12


After the missed opportunity in Helmand in 1999, and with growing awareness of the danger al-Qa’eda posed, the CIA tried a more aggressive approach. As one part of this new strategy, Tenet brought in Cofer Black—a former CIA station chief in Sudan with firsthand experience tracking al-Qa’eda—to run the National Counterterrorism Center. For years the organization had been a bureaucratic backwater, rife with infighting and petty squabbles with the FBI, with which it shared the job of tracking al-Qa’eda operatives. Black tried to change the center’s office culture. In his late forties, Black looked like an overeager scoutmaster, with flabby jowls, an owlish squint, and an aggressive buzz cut that suggested a military career (though he’d never been more than a volunteer in the air force reserves). He liked to exhort his staff with rallying cries like “Be tough! This is no time to go introspective!”13


His results were mixed, but he did develop an outlandish new plan to eliminate bin Laden that involved supporting the Northern Alliance, a loose confederation of Afghan warlords and tribes. Assembled by the national leadership that had been unseated in 1996 by the Taliban, the Northern Alliance had since been fighting a rearguard action against the Islamist movement, which now controlled the Afghan capital of Kabul and vast swathes of the country, including the mountainous region where al-Qa’eda had its training camps. If Taliban control over Afghanistan were loosened, Black thought, the CIA might be able to get close enough to al-Qa’eda to strike at it with something other than long-range missiles.


This new approach amounted to taking sides in Afghanistan’s long-running civil war, and the Clinton administration had balked at such a radical shift in policy toward the country. The Alliance’s warlords were a less than savory bunch, the State Department pointed out, with several accused of human rights abuses and drug trafficking. There was no way the US could overtly support such men. The incoming Bush team had fewer qualms about Black’s plan. Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage approved the scheme and its $125 million budget on September 4, 2001—too late to stop 9/11, but just in time to provide a blueprint for a limited war in Afghanistan.


Tenet now presented this plan to Bush, starting with a list of fearful provisos. The CIA estimated that the Northern Alliance had 20,000 irregular fighters to the Taliban’s 45,000. The Alliance was poorly equipped and lacked supplies, electricity, and running water. Just getting to their territory in the high mountain valleys of northern Afghanistan in winter could be a challenge. There was no airport, and any helicopters used for delivering troops and supplies would have to negotiate 24,000-foot snowbound passes as they crossed the Hindu Kush. Once there, any Americans would be at the mercy of the Alliance, a fractious, backstabbing bunch. Al-Qa’eda had assassinated the one figure of national standing, defense minister–turned–Alliance leader Ahmad Shah Massoud, the day before 9/11.


If there was a bright side, Tenet said, it was that the Taliban was just as unruly. Some of the Pashtun tribes upon whom the Taliban relied for support could be bought, although a core of bearded zealots remained around the movement’s spiritual leader, Mullah Omar. The Taliban might be persuaded to part ways with al-Qa’eda if the regime’s survival depended upon it, but Tenet feared that the harsh brand of Islam that had brought together Mullah Omar and bin Laden would not be broken. The CIA paramilitary teams who would exploit the rollback of the Taliban under Black’s scheme had to expect they would be fighting all the way to bin Laden’s lair, in the middle of a brutal winter, with unreliable Afghan allies and an entrenched foe.


Bush looked suitably daunted as he listened to Tenet’s presentation that September morning. Black took that as his cue for a little bombast. He leaped from his chair as he started to talk about the coming battle, throwing down markers on the floor to represent the two sides.


“Mr. President,” he said, “we can do this. No doubt in my mind. . . . But you’ve got to understand, people are going to die. And the worst part about it, Mr. President, Americans are going to die—my colleagues and my friends.”


“That’s war,” Bush said.14


Black concluded his presentation with a ghoulish claim: “You give us the mission—we can get ’em. When we’re through with them, they will have flies walking across their eyeballs,” he said. He promised to bring victory within weeks.


Bush lapped it up. Black became a regular at the president’s morning intelligence briefings. In the White House Black became known, with a certain awe, as “the flies-on-the-eyeballs guy.”15


Under normal circumstances Black would not have shaped US policy single-handedly, but the turmoil within government agencies presented powerful opportunities for those with strong convictions. The ambiguous nature of 9/11—more than a crime but not a conventional act of war—had created a gray area where the CIA’s leadership should have trodden carefully given its history of overreaching at the whim of earlier presidents. Instead the organization embraced its role at the heart of what a week later Bush would call the “War on Terror.”


Black would play a key role in shaping the objectives of this broader war and in distorting the administration’s thinking about Afghanistan for years to come. While he was drawing up plans for Afghanistan, Black also envisioned the CIA conducting global covert operations against terrorist organizations. He wanted a free hand to create paramilitary teams to assassinate suspects and detain and interrogate others—whatever it took to stop the next attack. What Black was describing were counterterrorism operations that were ultimately limited in their scope (albeit employing unprecedented levels of violence). Yet in Afghanistan, Black’s covert means against a terrorist group were being employed for a very overt objective: a war to overthrow a government and install a new one, carrying with it grave and ill-discerned implications.




       CHAPTER 2


Bloody Hell


On September 15, 2001, four days after al-Qa’eda attacked America, Bush brought together his advisers at Camp David, the president’s country retreat in rural Maryland. Much of the morning’s discussion was dominated not by talk of Afghanistan but by the subject of Iraq. There was no clear link between Iraqi president Saddam Hussein’s regime and al-Qa’eda, but some top officials saw the opportunity to target a country that had routinely provoked America since the first Gulf War in the early 1990s. The Pentagon’s number two, the deputy secretary of defense, Paul Wolfowitz, went as far as suggesting that the US skip a potentially difficult campaign in central Asia in favor of toppling Hussein.


Bush eventually grew irritated with the digression and asked the group to stay focused on Afghanistan. “What are the worst cases out there? What are the real downside risks?” he asked them at one point.1


National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice had already looked at a map of Afghanistan spread out on a conference table and recoiled. The country evoked every negative association in Rice: distant, remote, treacherous. She wondered aloud whether America would make the mistake of being drawn into such a nest of vipers.


Rice was right to be cautious about Afghanistan. There was the country’s most recent, bloody history. Two decades of war—starting in 1979 with the Soviet occupation and ending with the desperate civil war of the 1990s—had turned the country into one of the poorest on earth. Afghanistan was defined by its mountains, which covered four-fifths of its land, and fractured the country along ethnic and tribal lines. The Pashtuns in the south were the largest ethnic group, representing a little over half the country’s 30 million inhabitants. Afghanistan’s rulers had traditionally come from its highly conservative tribes as did the Taliban. The country’s second-largest group was the Tajiks in the north and west, whose members spoke Dari, a version of Persian, and opposed Pashtun hegemony. They formed the bedrock of the Northern Alliance’s support. On one level, the recent civil war was a sectarian conflict between the two groups, with the country’s Uzbek and Hazara minorities siding with the Alliance against the Pashtun majority. There were plenty of other reasons to fight besides ethnicity, however; each group had a brittle sense of tribal honor, which often led to clashes within each clan and family. As a young Winston Churchill observed while stationed in one Pashtun valley in 1897, “a continual state of feud and strife prevails through the land. . . . Every man’s hand is against the other, and all against the stranger.”2


The complexities of Afghanistan’s tribal culture had thwarted powerful foreign invaders throughout history. The British arrived in Afghanistan in 1839 near the height of their empire. Members of the jodhpur-wearing ruling class were unhinged by the thought of Russia, which was expanding rapidly across central Asia, seizing Afghanistan and thereby threatening British holdings in India and present-day Pakistan. A few on the British side voiced their concerns about the venture. For example, veteran diplomat William Elphinstone warned that victory over the Afghans might be swift, but the idea of imposing a puppet ruler and garrisoning such a poor and remote country would be “hopeless.”3


But the British had talked themselves into the necessity of occupying Kabul, and were soon pleasantly surprised by the salubrious setting they found. American adventurer Josiah Harlan, who arrived in Afghanistan in 1827, the country’s first visitor from the US, later recalled that, “Kabul, the city of a thousand gardens, in those days was a paradise.” In the heat of the summer, the evenings were often cooled by air blowing off the Hindu Kush mountains. The winters were frigid but the snows melted rapidly in the spring, as daisies, forget-me-nots, and purple gromwell blossomed on the hillsides, and beds of roses, hyacinths, and narcissi filled the compounds of notable families.


Harlan was not impressed by the arrival of “senseless stranger boors,” as he called the British, whom he accused of being “vile in habit, infamous in vulgar tastes, callous leaders in the sanguinary march of heedless conquests.”4 There was plenty of evidence to support Harlan’s views. Having installed themselves in Kabul and with a hapless former king, Shah Shuja, on the throne, the British set about re-creating a peculiar colonial idyll, consisting of the starched formality of military parades, manly endeavor on the cricket pitch, and, more dangerously, amorous abandon with the locals. Kabul had long had a red-light district, in the town’s Indian quarter, but the arrival of the 5,000-strong army sent demands soaring, and Afghan women in their full-length burkas were soon spotted entering the British camp, lending another meaning to Harlan’s complaint of “heedless conquests.”


British Deputy Envoy Alexander Burnes was “especially shameless” and kept a harem of local and Kashmiri women, wrote Mirzat Ali, an Afghan chronicler of the period. “In his private quarters, he would take a bath with his Afghan mistress in the hot water of lust and pleasures, as the two rubbed each other down with flannels of giddy joy and the talc of intimacy,” wrote Ali, adding that, “Two memsahibs, also his lovers, would join them.”5


Whatever the truth to such lurid affairs, the apparent British wantonness symbolized the rapid and deep malaise of the colonial experiment in Kabul. The cost of occupying Afghanistan had largely drained the coffers of the Indian government as what was intended as a short stay inevitably dragged on. Instead of reining in their own luxurious lifestyles, the British leaders in the capital chose to cut subsidies they were giving to the tribal chieftains in an effort to bolster the regime. The British also eliminated the long-standing custom of tribal levies, in favor of creating a professional standing army, further weakening the ties between the colonial government and the country it purported to govern.


The British, relaxing amid the sweet peas and geraniums they had imported to their small enclave in Kabul, took their pleasant lives to mean the deeply conservative and tribal world beyond its gates had accepted them as rulers.6 From the British perspective, village life didn’t appear to be a threat but hopelessly backward and prone to anarchy. Yet in these communities, powerful principles ensured justice was served between individuals and clans, whether by brokering a deal involving the elders or by taking up arms. The British wisely stayed away from interfering with such affairs, but they failed to realize that their very presence as an invading force was an affront to tribal mores.


The British soon experienced Afghan justice for themselves. In November 1841, angry residents attacked Burnes’s private house in Kabul and hacked him to pieces. His death sparked a national revolt the British garrison in Kabul proved incapable of dealing with. Some 3,400 men, women, and camp followers staged a desperate retreat to India that winter, harried by vindictive tribesmen the whole way, and were finally butchered in the snowy passes of Gandamak, in southeastern Afghanistan. Only a few survived, among them the British army medic Reverend G. H. Gleig, who later commented bitterly that the first Afghan war was one “begun for no wise purpose, carried on with a strange mixture of rashness and timidity, brought to a close after suffering and disaster, without much glory attached either to the government which directed, or the great body of troops which waged it.”7


Their humiliating defeat in 1842 didn’t stop the British from meddling. They were back in 1879, once again to prevent what they thought were Russian moves on Afghanistan. This time they invaded the country with 40,000 troops, mostly Indians, and installed another puppet ruler in Kabul. The following year, the Afghans rose in revolt. The son of the deposed ruler, Ayub Khan, assembled an army of 12,000 tribesmen and set off to confront the British, who sallied from their garrison in the southern city of Kandahar to meet the Afghans with their own, much smaller force of around 2,000. The local Afghan governor had urged the British to confront Ayub Khan and offered to provide troops to support them, but this turned out to be a ruse. The governor’s fighters switched sides shortly before the battle.


The two armies met on a desert plain outside the village of Maiwand outside Kandahar. Unused to the terrain’s exposed flats and plunging ravines, the British were quickly outflanked by Khan’s horsemen and forced to retreat back to Kandahar, losing almost a thousand men in a few short days. British forces rallied only to withdraw back over the mountains to India a year later, having extracted a treaty from the Afghans and not much else.


In the end, the British learned to live with the bloody frontier that divided their empire from the Afghans, discovering that with the right management of tribal politics they could afford to limit their military involvement in this hellishly intractable region. “If we knit the frontier tribes into our imperial system and make their interests as ours . . . and as long as we are able and ready to hold our own, we can certainly depend upon them being on our side,” wrote Robert Sandeman, one of the young officers who went on to man the border the British had drawn through the Pashtun heartlands in the south to divide and rule the tribespeople.8 This job required a substantial knowledge of the tribes themselves, sensitivity to their mores and forms of government, and a certain bloody-mindedness.9 Sandeman spent his career enticing tribesmen to join British-backed militia forces or launching punitive attacks when they rebelled. The best the British got in the Pashtun borderlands was a simmering insurgency, occasionally flaring up into all-out war—a constant reminder of the limits of the colonial enterprise.


With the decline of the British Empire after World War II, the US began its own tussle with Russia in central Asia, and Afghanistan became an important front in the Cold War. Throughout history, successful Afghan leaders had often kept avaricious neighbors at bay, and this period proved to be no exception. In the 1950s and 1960s, the Afghan King Zahir Shah played the two superpowers off each other. The result was a brief golden age in Afghanistan, though the period contained the seeds of its own destruction.


During this period, both the Russians and the Americans invested millions on infrastructure projects to win over the Afghans. In Helmand province, the Americans spent years building the Kajaki dam and an extensive system of irrigation canals. The rationale for the dam was twofold: First, it would provide a long-term, sustainable water and electricity source for southern Afghanistan. A second, more ambitious goal was to use the dam’s irrigation to transform the Pashtun from seminomadic herders into farmers. The Afghan government would award them newly irrigated land in the hopes of engendering loyalty and a sense of private ownership essential for capitalism to flourish. Neither the Afghan government nor the Americans consulted the herders themselves, and somehow ignored the fact the sheepskin pelts they produced constituted Afghanistan’s main source of export revenue.10


Over the 1950s, the Americans had built a whole new town, Lashkar Gar, to house the western engineers working on the dam. The town was every bit as odd as earlier British experiments. It was laid out on a grid system like a US suburb, with wide boulevards and traffic lights. Houses were single-story bungalows rather than the traditional high-walled compounds, with open lawns facing the street. There was also a tourist office, cinema, and clubhouse, the very trappings that had inspired historian Arnold Toynbee, visiting the town in 1960, to write about an “America in Asia,” although that phrase fails to capture the town’s pioneering ethic and almost defiant sense of itself. Paul Jones, an engineer working for the Morrison Knudsen firm building the dam in Afghanistan, captured it best in a work of history that bordered on the allegorical and visionary. “Yes,” he wrote, “all about is life and an air of hopeful expectancy, and the beginning (we Americans watch and in our own humble way fervently pray) of a new Afghanistan rising from out of the mysteries of forgotten centuries to become truly a modern ‘Star of Asia.’”11


The dam, completed in 1953, did not have the desired effect. Pashtun nomads were skeptical about the offer of land, forcing the government to instead hand out land to rival Tajiks and Hazara, creating a dangerous tribal brew between the groups. In addition, Helmand’s soil was heavy clay that was susceptible to waterlogging, and the resulting marshy fields drew salt deposits to the surface, making the soil unsuitable for farming. Crop yields began to fall. When the US tried to improve drainage by removing families from the afflicted fields and leveling land with bulldozers, locals provided armed resistance. As a New York Times article at the time noted, the US may “have unwittingly and indirectly contributed to driving Afghanistan into Russian arms.”12


That turned out to be an exaggeration when it came to the tribal areas of the south. But the Russians did have greater success in Kabul winning over the country’s elite to the virtues of communism. During their own building boom in the 1960s, the Russians had helped establish the Polytechnic Institute, largely staffed by Russian teachers. It wasn’t long before revolutionary talk was building among Afghan students there and at Kabul University. By 1968, a proto-communist party in the capital had 1,500 members. Unlike the British before them, the Russian leadership was painfully aware of the disconnect between the Kabuli elite and the agrarian society beyond the city. Out in the countryside, the Russians’ revolutionary theory had little relevance. But when a communist faction seized control of the country in 1978, proclaiming its undying loyalty to the Soviet Union, the Russians had little choice but to back it. Their Afghan disciples sought to reassure Moscow. One of the new leaders in Kabul told the Russians, “Comrade Stalin showed us how to build socialism in a backward country: it’s painful to begin with, but afterwards everything turns out just fine.”13


By then, trouble was brewing in the Afghan countryside, already disturbed by King Zahir Shah’s willingness to embrace foreign ideas, the cosmopolitanism of Kabul, and the general prevalence of well-meaning westerners—including thousands of long-haired hippies—who were perceived as a cultural threat to the country’s conservatives. All-out insurrection broke out in March 1979 in a village outside the eastern town of Herat, where according to one account peasants were incensed by local communists forcing the villagers to school their daughters. In Herat a mob tore through the streets, sacking communist offices, tearing down red flags, beating up anyone not wearing traditional Muslim clothes, and murdering any Russians they could get their hands on. The Afghan government succeeded in establishing control a few weeks later, but the violence set in motion the events that led to the Soviet military invasion that December.


In light of the British experience a hundred years before, the Russians at first were wary about invading. To several members of the Politburo, the Soviet leadership council in Moscow, it was clear that Afghanistan’s problems would have to be solved politically and that “Soviet bayonets” could not provide the answer.14 Ironically, in the end it was the Communist Party in Kabul that precipitated the Soviet invasion. Party chairman Hafizullah Amin detained and then murdered Afghanistan’s president, a Moscow favorite, before launching into fresh purges. Moscow felt it had to intervene to save the local party from its unbalanced leadership.


On December 27, 1979, Soviet special forces stormed the presidential palace in Kabul and executed Amin. At the same time 80,000 troops crossed into Afghanistan from neighboring Soviet states. The troops were to replace the country’s president with a figure more pliant to Russia’s wishes and then quickly withdraw, leaving a residual force to develop the Afghan army. Almost at once, however, they were sucked into a battle with tribal malcontents already fighting against the government. Soviet columns were attacked along the main supply roads, obliging the Russians to set up a system of guard posts between cities—targets that served only to draw more attacks. The Russians responded by launching assaults into the mountains to root out the insurgents, with sadly predictable results. By April 1980, around 150 Russian soldiers were being killed each month.


Early in the war, the Russians hoped Afghans would recognize their efforts to establish law and order and to introduce the benchmarks of the Soviet economy: collectivized farms and heavy industry. They would soon discover, however, that the Afghans had little interest in what they had to offer. It was the worst kind of war: The Soviet forces recognized that they could not win, yet they continued to intensify the fighting, bombing villages and strafing any fleeing Afghans with helicopter fire. In 1986, Soviet troops began to withdraw, but it took until the end of the decade for the last soldiers to leave. The war had exacted a terrible toll on all sides: Over 14,000 Russian troops had been killed, and an estimated $128 billion spent, and the Soviet Union was on the verge of collapse, at least partly due to the fighting. As for Afghanistan, the country lay in ruins, with 1 million war dead, and 5 million forced to flee their homes.
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The Afghan capital of Kabul was once called “the city of a thousand gardens.” Three decades of war had devastated the city by 2001. (Photo by author)


The US had begun funneling cash to the mujahideen resistance before the Soviet invasion, and stepped up their support once it became clear that Moscow was struggling to contain the insurgency. “There are 58,000 dead in Vietnam, and we owe the Russians one,” said Congressman Charlie Wilson, who helped organize over $3 billion of government funding for a motley crew of Afghan warlords fighting the Soviets.15 In doing so, Wilson became the latest westerner to project his own desires onto the Afghans. In this case, he saw the mujahideen as devout and freedom-loving warriors battling the godless communists. CIA officers on the ground had a less than rosy view of those they were empowering, or of the extreme brand of Islam promoted in Afghan refugee camps along the border by their chief allies, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. So long as the Soviet Union was suffering, however, they were happy to ignore the emerging mess.


Once Russian forces had withdrawn, Washington cut its funds to the warlords, and left them to fight it out among themselves. Afghans refer to this period as the “mujahideen nights,” which marked a particular nadir in the country’s fortunes. Any man with a gun might claim power, if he was prepared to butcher his rivals, shake down the locals, and stake his claim to Afghanistan’s rapidly growing opium trade, which entrepreneurial warlords had helped foster during the resistance. Between 1981 and 1994, opium production grew fourteen-fold—from 250 tons to over 3,500 tons, making up almost half the global supply of opium and its more refined derivative, heroin.16


Fighting for control of the opium trade only accelerated the country’s dissolution. In Kabul, rival warlords were at one stage shelling each other and the city indiscriminately from the surrounding hills, destroying what remained of the once-elegant capital. Millions of Afghans fled the country to live in refugee camps in Pakistan. Washington largely turned its back.


The anarchy ended only with the arrival of the Taliban in 1994. Like the warlords, they were also a product of the Soviet invasion, but they rejected—or at least claimed to reject—the warlords’ greed. The Taliban’s leader, Mullah Omar, was a former mujahid-turned-preacher who espoused a stringent form of Islam. His views were rooted in the customs of village life but they had been charged with religious fervor by the war. He came from the Ghilzai tribe, traditionally looked down upon by the other tribes, but Mullah Omar’s lowly status gave him an outsider’s view of warlord rule. His solution was to cast the whole lot aside, a call to arms that rapidly found favor among his weary countrymen. He shot one notorious warlord dead, and strung up another from the barrel of his own tank.


The uprising he sparked soon drew the attention of Pakistan’s spy agency, the Directorate of Inter-Service Intelligence, or ISI. The Pakistani government in Islamabad had been America’s principal ally during the war against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. The US had outsourced the management of the networks of mujahideen fighters to Pakistan. After Soviet forces withdrew, the ISI had championed a succession of warlords who might seize the country, and thus extend Pakistani influence over its neighbor. Islamabad saw the country through the prism of its rivalry with India: Afghanistan was in its backyard, and if they didn’t draw it into their sphere of influence, then India surely would. Factors, like the Northern Alliance, had received support from both New Delhi and Tehran, casting the war into a broader regional struggle.


In the end, the warlords Islamabad backed had failed to seize Kabul, and their bloody tactics appeared to have permanently fractured the country. The rise of the Taliban provided a fresh opportunity for Pakistan to extend its interests. Mullah Omar was a prickly character, but he was focused on a religious agenda and seemed ready to accept Pakistan’s guidance on more worldly matters, such as foreign affairs. In return, the Taliban received an influx of arms and money from the ISI. The Taliban were never beholden to the ISI, but neither were they independent.


Over the next few years, the Taliban swept across Afghanistan, seizing one city after another. The Taliban’s ascendency marked a familiar reaction of the country’s conservative hinterland against the corruption of Afghanistan’s rulers. Afghans welcomed the Taliban’s eviction of the warlords; the harsh brand of Islam the group espoused was less popular.


In the past, the country’s tribal elite had used such populist surges to dislodge their rivals in Kabul before carrying on as before. Mullah Omar’s ascension marked one of the first times that a villager had gained power himself. When he promised to restore Afghanistan to the Islamic values of the Dark Ages, he meant it. Men risked flogging if they did not grow long beards or wore western clothes like jeans or suits. Girls were not allowed to attend school and women could be stoned to death if they were charged with adultery. Afghanistan was increasingly conforming to the bizarre and brutal fantasies of village mullahs, albeit a vision supported by modern weaponry and influxes of Pakistani cash.


This was the country President Bush was contemplating invading as he met his inner circle at Camp David on September 15, 2001. They weighed the military’s two plans—missile strikes or a massive ground invasion—against the CIA’s paramilitary option. Everyone in the room thought a ground invasion was a bad idea. Bush dubbed the military’s thinking “unimaginative,” and the argument swung decisively toward the CIA’s lighter approach.17


Most of the group stayed at Camp David for the evening and drove to the retreat’s main lodge in golf carts. Attorney General John Ashcroft, who was about to play a crucial role in facilitating the torture of captured al-Qa’eda operatives and members of the Taliban, sat down at the piano in the wood-beamed reception room and banged out “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen” and “America the Beautiful” for an impromptu sing-along. Bush sat quietly to the side, at work on a jigsaw puzzle.


Five days later, on September 20, Bush stood before Congress and announced that the “War on Terror” had begun. This speech cemented America’s distorted understanding of Afghanistan by conflating al-Qa’eda, a malevolent terrorist group, with the Taliban, a movement with a claim to represent significant swathes of southern Afghanistan. Bush demanded that the Taliban hand over the al-Qa’eda leadership, dismantle terrorist training camps, open Afghanistan’s borders for US inspections, and free eight recently detained Christian aid workers. “From this day forward, any nation that continues to harbor or support terrorism will be regarded by the United States as a hostile regime,” he warned Americans during the address. This speech was the most aggressive formulation yet of what became known as the Bush Doctrine, and it set the stage for a war against the Taliban that promised to endure long after the paramilitary forces had removed them from power.




       CHAPTER 3


Good Taliban


At the end of September 2001, a few days after President Bush’s speech announcing the “War on Terror,” Robert Grenier, the CIA’s station chief in Islamabad, arrived at a five-star hotel in Quetta in western Pakistan to give the Taliban a final chance to give up Osama bin Laden. Grenier was liaison with the Taliban’s second in command, Mullah Osmani. The liaison between the dapper CIA officer and the turban-wearing Taliban had the potential to end the war before it began. Yet Grenier also knew that any chance of avoiding conflict hinged on the Taliban displaying more pragmatism than they had so far. The US demands were straightforward enough, as was the threat of noncompliance: Hand over Osama bin Laden or face military intervention.


Grenier dispensed with the pleasantries and got to the point. “The Americans are coming,” he warned Osmani. “You need to do something to dodge this bullet.”1


He had the credibility to speak this bluntly to the Taliban’s number two because he understood Afghanistan better than perhaps anyone in the agency. A cool, shrewd diplomat, Grenier was a Cold War–era throwback to when spies dressed in tailored suits, and the Yale men took on their Harvard counterparts at tennis on the embassy lawn. Grenier eschewed such self-conscious trappings, but he brought an intellectual rigor to the job that marked him out as different from the more recent intake of ex–special forces types.


For much of the past year Grenier had been sending his staff to the Afghan borderlands or for secret meetings with tribal chiefs and former mujahideen commanders, trying to engineer a split between the Taliban and al-Qa’eda. The potential for division was clear to Grenier. Mullah Omar, the Taliban’s spiritual leader, had inherited al-Qa’eda’s presence in the country from the previous government and was increasingly annoyed by bin Laden’s independent declaration of war against the US, which exposed his country to American retaliation. Mullah Omar likened the Saudi dissident to a “bone stuck in my throat.”2


What’s more, Grenier knew that more moderate members of the Taliban’s leadership like Osmani felt that al-Qa’eda’s espousal of global jihad was endangering the regime, and that the movement should engage with the international community, including the US. At one stage in 1998, the Taliban had appeared to countenance the idea of handing over bin Laden to the Americans. They had asked the US to provide proof of his role in the attacks that year on the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. In 2000, the FBI dispatched Patrick Fitzgerald, the federal prosecutor of the southern district of New York, to Islamabad with a thick dossier of evidence to meet Taliban representatives, only for the Taliban to backtrack. Instead, the Taliban suggested that bin Laden be tried by an Islamic court in Kabul. That was a non-starter as far as Washington was concerned.


Grenier had come to believe the Taliban were simply toying with the Americans, and that Mullah Omar was unlikely to betray his guest. Tribal honor partly motivated Mullah Omar; another factor was his shared sense of religious conviction with the al-Qa’eda leader. He wouldn’t hand over a fellow Muslim to an infidel government, no matter what his crimes. To some, Mullah Omar’s decision to protect bin Laden in the face of international and domestic pressure implies that the Taliban and al-Qa’eda shared a common cause. Indeed, while it’s unclear whether members of the Taliban were aware of the details of the 9/11 attacks, they likely knew the basic plot. Al-Qa’eda’s assassination of Northern Alliance leader Ahmad Shah Massoud the day before the attacks suggested a certain quid pro quo.3 For these reasons, Grenier was not particularly hopeful that the Taliban would hand over bin Laden and be spared attack. The Taliban duly rejected the offer.


But Grenier did not give up. On October 2, 2001, he met Mullah Osmani, the Taliban’s second in command, again in Quetta, with a second American proposal, one intended to exploit the gap—if one existed—between hardliners and moderates within the Taliban: Would Osmani consider seizing power himself? The CIA would help in the coup, provided that Osmani agree to hand over bin Laden afterward. Osmani could explain the action to the rest of the leadership by saying he moved against Mullah Omar to save the Taliban movement from the deleterious effect of foreigners like bin Laden. Mullah Osmani appeared to respond positively, and suggested he and Grenier continue their talks.


A week passed, and it became clear to Grenier that Mullah Osmani would not go through with the coup idea. Grenier suspected that Osmani could not see the Taliban surviving without its iconic figurehead.4 The CIA officer also wondered what role Pakistan had played in Osmani’s decision. Islamabad was giving off mixed signals. Pakistan’s military dictator Pervez Musharraf had told the US ambassador to Islamabad, Wendy Chamberlain, that his country would support the US “War on Terror,” even if that meant turning against Pakistan’s longtime allies, the Taliban.5 Yet questions remained over how deep Musharraf’s commitment actually was. For example, when the dictator had dispatched Mahmud Ahmed, the head of ISI, Pakistan’s spy agency, to Kandahar in a last-ditch attempt to get Mullah Omar to hand over bin Laden, one Taliban official recalled that Ahmed urged the movement’s leaders to stand firm.6 Ultimately, the Taliban did just that—and thus Grenier’s warning came to pass. On October 7, President Bush announced to the American public that the first US air strikes against Afghanistan had begun. The Taliban would “pay a price” for its failure to hand over bin Laden, the president warned.


Still, Grenier hadn’t given up on winning over moderates within the Taliban: His instincts told him that as the war progressed, pressure to negotiate would only increase the movement’s leaders. At the same time, Grenier would need Pakistan’s help in finding an alternative to the Taliban to represent Afghanistan’s Pashtun south. Pakistan wanted to host a conference of Afghans to put together a new national government, an offer that Grenier was wary of—he knew it would give Islamabad scope to manipulate the process—but he recognized the importance of engaging with Pakistan.7
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Robert Grenier (right), CIA station chief in Pakistan, on the border between Pakistan and Afghanistan in April 2002. Grenier advocated building support among the tribes of the Pashtun south, including moderate members of the Taliban. (Photo courtesy of Robert Grenier)


It was a tough proposition. Under US pressure, Musharraf had replaced ISI chief Ahmed—a notorious advocate for the Taliban—but he stopped short of promising to sever ties between the spy agency and militants on both sides of the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. The ISI also failed to produce Taliban defectors who would be able to form a “southern alliance” to complement the Northern Alliance as the latter advanced on Kabul. The limited cooperation from Pakistan could have been a form of prevarication, or it could reflect the genuine difficulties Islamabad faced as it sought to reposition its policy. Grenier decided the wait was worth the risk. Nonetheless, after the first CIA team arrived in northern Afghanistan at the end of October 2001—code-named Jawbreaker—the clock was ticking for Grenier and his negotiations.


Gary Schroen, the leader of the first Jawbreaker team, arrived in Afghanistan on October 20, 2001. As he saw it America was already living on borrowed time. Schroen was a veteran of the CIA’s operation against Soviet forces in the 1980s, and had witnessed firsthand how the mujahideen had driven out a much greater invading force than the Americans. Of course, American objectives were far different than those of the Russians, he believed, but any foreign army ran the risk of pushing the Afghans into revolt.


Where Grenier was arguing for patience to get the politics right, Schroen was urging a speedy prosecution of the war. He was disappointed by the first two weeks of the bombing campaign. So far, American bombs had targeted Afghanistan’s limited military infrastructure around Kabul but had held off from attacking the Taliban’s front lines to give Grenier more time. That was a mistake, Schroen believed.


“Do we want to defeat the Taliban quickly?” Schroen asked his bosses in Washington from his makeshift headquarters in the Panjshir valley, the small sliver of Afghanistan the Northern Alliance controlled. If the answer was yes, Schroen said, then the US needed to bomb the Taliban front lines in the north, then turn loose the Northern Alliance.8 As the CIA man saw it, the Northern Alliance would inevitably seize Kabul, so there was no sense in the Americans running the risk of inflaming local animosity by trying to delay the takeover. He made another good point: Until the Taliban was rolled back, no Pashtun was going to dare to join a southern alliance or seek to overthrow Mullah Omar.


In Islamabad, Grenier pushed back. In an increasingly testy exchange of memos with Schroen via the CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, he warned that should Kabul fall to the Northern Alliance, Tajik tribal militias might well ransack the city, resulting in a “bloodbath.”9 Grenier saw an additional challenge: If the Northern Alliance seized the Afghan capital, they might claim the whole country, thereby alienating the country’s Pashtun south, whose residents would see the US as having chosen sides in the country’s ongoing civil war. Far better to buy time for both sides to reach a negotiated settlement.


Grenier’s view prevailed in Washington, at least for a few more weeks. Yet, his efforts to prize away moderates from the Taliban or find a credible alternative were failing. Pakistan’s spy service, the ISI, had not contributed to his idea for a southern alliance of tribal leaders. In mid-October, Pakistan had hosted an ISI-approved “peace conference” in Peshawar, which delivered plenty of platitudes from the 1,500 Afghan exiles and tribal leaders who attended but few volunteers to take on the Taliban. Later that month, the ISI also held secret talks with the Taliban’s foreign minister, Mullah Wakil Ahmed Muttawakil, but again, Grenier was unimpressed with the results. The Pakistanis leaked details of the talks to the press, and Grenier, among others, wondered whether the discussions were little more than window dressing for Islamabad to appear to follow the American agenda. The ISI seemed to be playing the long game in the belief that it was only a matter of time before the US withdrew and handed management of the country back to Pakistan, just as it had done after the Soviet collapse in Afghanistan.10


By early November 2001, it was clear that the regime had begun to totter. Mullah Omar was hunkering down in his Kandahar stronghold, as bin Laden prepared to flee Kabul for his mountain redoubt in Tora Bora. On November 9, Mazar-e-Sharif, the Taliban’s northern stronghold, became the first city to fall to the Northern Alliance, after the Uzbek warlord Abdul Rashid Dostum and a detachment of US special forces charged Taliban positions outside the city on horseback. The victory confirmed Afghanistan’s otherworldliness and the wisdom of adapting western ends to Afghan means.


Just as significantly, Mazar-e-Sharif’s capture opened the road to Kabul as US bombers turned their attention to Taliban positions outside the capital. Grenier continued to urge caution, but Bush’s team wanted to take advantage of their momentum.11 The victory emboldened the White House and also coincided with the arrival of US special forces teams that pushed the chain of command to target Taliban positions. Having ceded the early leadership of the war to the CIA, the Pentagon was now attempting to reassert its control over the campaign. CIA Director George Tenet had been sympathetic to Grenier’s view that bringing together a southern alliance required more time; Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld had less patience.


A few days later, the Northern Alliance advanced on Kabul and the remaining Taliban leadership fled. The Jawbreaker teams on the ground extracted promises from the Northern Alliance leadership that their forces would remain outside the city to give the international community time to organize a peacekeeping force, and prevent what Grenier feared would be a bloodbath once the Tajik militias descended. But on November 13, the Northern Alliance drove into the capital anyway and seized key buildings, including the presidential palace. Grenier’s worst fears went unrealized. Having established control, the Tajik militias didn’t tear apart the city or seek to exact revenge on Taliban sympathizers who remained. Yet their symbolic conquest of the capital gave the Northern Alliance leaders far greater sway in determining who would rule the country now that the Taliban leaders were in retreat.


The fall of Kabul accelerated the debate in Washington over what post-Taliban Afghanistan should look like and America’s role, if any, in shaping that future.


In its discussions immediately after 9/11, the Bush team had dismissed getting sucked into the messy business of rebuilding failed states. During the election campaign the team had referred derisively to the Clinton-era reconstruction effort in the Balkans as an example of how the US military’s fighting spirit was diminished by the international wrangling and petty bureaucracy of such endeavors. As late as September 26, Bush continued to insist that the US was “not into nation-building; we are focused on justice.” The State Department, however, increasingly recognized that the US must help shape Afghanistan’s next administration, and that installing a pro-western regime after the Taliban would require some form of limited reconstruction—“nation-building light,” as UN officials dubbed it. A key question was what sort of force should occupy Kabul after the Taliban left.


At an October 11, 2001, National Security Council meeting, Secretary of State Colin Powell suggested they hand over the knotty problem of Afghanistan’s political future to the United Nations. He argued Kabul should become a UN protectorate, manned by a peacekeeping force that would ensure that Kabul remained outside the control of any one faction while the international community helped form a representative government.12


Early on in the conflict, the UN had indicated its readiness to play a lead role in Afghanistan. The organization had maintained a presence in Afghanistan during the 1990s, one of the few international entities to do so. While the US had largely ignored the country’s civil war, the UN had done its best to engage both sides in peace talks, led by veteran Algerian diplomat Lakhdar Brahimi. In early October 2001, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan turned to Brahimi to forge a new settlement between the Afghan factions.


Brahimi belonged to an earlier generation of Arab nationalists who had embraced modernism after an empire’s collapse. His background battling the French for Algeria’s independence in the 1960s had given him an acute sensitivity to the perils of colonialism, while his country’s subsequent travails against Islamic extremism had left him wary of a younger generation of Arab politicians who sought the ready legitimacy of religion. Brahimi had already held the post of UN special envoy to Afghanistan in the late 1990s but had resigned in frustration after talks between the Northern Alliance and the Taliban broke down. The Taliban had launched a major assault in the midst of the cease-fire, and Brahimi blamed Pakistan for encouraging the movement. Even after Annan reappointed him special envoy in September 2001, Brahimi refused to speak to the Pakistanis, delegating the job to his deputy, Francesc Vendrell, and the envoy’s sense of distrust lingered.13


That fall of 2001, Brahimi favored a light international footprint for Afghanistan, reflecting his cautious assessment of what westerners could achieve amid the country’s extreme poverty and complex politics. He supported providing a small peacekeeping force to keep Afghan factions apart while a new government was established. But he agreed with Rumsfeld that there was little that international forces, with limited experience in the country, could achieve if they were deployed more widely. Afghanistan’s problems had to be solved with politics, he believed, which is where his attentions settled.14


By mid-October, Brahimi had laid out a political framework that started with a conference to bring together all sides of the conflict in Afghanistan, as well as countries with a vested interest in the outcome, including Pakistan and Iran. The UN leadership argued over when to hold the conference, with Vendrell urging them to have it as soon as possible, preferably before the Northern Alliance seized Kabul and unbalanced any deal with the Pashtun south. Others in the UN wanted more time to assemble as broad a set of delegates as possible. In the end, Brahimi settled on the end of November, which would give the UN enough time to bring together delegates from the country’s varied factions and from Pakistan and Iran, among other countries in the region.


As Brahimi’s team compiled the conference list that fall, it was obvious that the organizers must include a delegation from the Tajik-dominated Northern Alliance. The ragged militia had initially made slow progress against the Taliban, but were the most powerful indigenous force in the country, and as they neared Kabul, their clout was only increasing.


Another, altogether better-dressed, delegation was drawn from the followers of the former king, Zahir Shah, who had been driven to Italy in exile in 1973. Over the years, restoring the king to power had remained a consistent refrain of many leading Pashtun families. But it gradually became clear that the idea of the king’s return contained as much nostalgia for a lost past as it did hope for the future. In 2001, the king was a frail eighty-five-year-old who spent his days pottering around his Italian mansion watering his bougainvillea. His courtiers also suffered from their long absence from their home country. They would likely struggle to connect with Afghanistan’s fractured tribes from which the Taliban drew its support, which left open the question: Who could represent these Pashtuns?


On this front, the UN had no more luck than the CIA in finding alternatives to the Taliban. Yet Mullah Omar’s inner circle was at last ready to engage in earnest as the Northern Alliance approached Kabul that November. Taliban foreign minister Muttawakil had yet to return to Kabul from his talks in Islamabad, but his deputy contacted the UN office in the Afghan capital to introduce the prospect of handing over the city to a UN peacekeeping force. “It was a bold suggestion that could only have been made with the support of the Taliban’s leadership,” recalled Michael Semple, a UN official working at the UN’s Peshawar office at the time, but in regular contact with Kabul.15


Offering the Afghan capital to the UN had the virtue of sidestepping the Taliban having to deal with Pakistan and America. But the offer came too late. On the same day the UN Security Council was due to meet to endorse Brahimi’s plan and to authorize a 5,000-strong peacekeeping force for Kabul, the Northern Alliance seized the capital. The British military—which had volunteered to contribute the bulk of the soldiers for the peacekeeping—had only a small vanguard at Bagram airfield outside the city, and were powerless to stop the Tajik militia.16


Whether the Taliban was prepared to deliver on their promise is unclear, yet it seems entirely possible. As the mullahs’ power faded, they appeared ready to seek compromise and negotiate a withdrawal from their remaining strongholds. Yet at the same time they also became easier for the West to ignore. Ultimately the choice to spurn the Taliban had tragic consequences.


Washington, its mood increasingly triumphant, set the tone for the approaching UN conference. The thought of including Taliban representatives seemed preposterous to the recently appointed American envoy to the talks, James Dobbins. “Out of the question,” he recalled thinking at the time. “They have been defeated. Why would they be included?”17


For Dobbins, a veteran diplomat who had implemented the peace accords in the Balkans in the late 1990s, the dangers of imposing a victor’s peace on Afghanistan should have been all too apparent. Instead he chose to label the Taliban a “spent” force. The future now lay with those promising to build a brave new future for the country.


Dobbins was not alone in his conclusions about the Taliban. The UN Envoy Lakhdar Brahimi, in drawing up the invitation list for the Bonn conference, could have pushed for Taliban inclusion, or indeed any real voices from the Pashtun heartlands. After his last experience trying to broker peace in Afghanistan, he was skeptical of the Taliban and nursed a deeper distrust of the rise of Islamist movements that sought political power, and a bitterness—shared by other modernizers—that the region was heading in the wrong direction.


Brahimi has since recognized his mistake. “The Taliban should have been at Bonn,” he said later. “This was our original sin. If we had had time and spoken to some of them and asked them to come, because they still represented something, maybe they would have come to Bonn. Even if none came, at least we would have tried.”18


But in late 2001 the West didn’t see the point of including the Taliban in Afghanistan’s future. As UN officials and regional delegates gathered at Bonn to decide what that future would be, they were about to place their hopes on the unlikeliest of figures seeking to challenge the Taliban for Pashtun allegiance and become the country’s new ruler.




       CHAPTER 4


The Man Who Would Be King


Shortly before 9/11, Hamid Karzai was preparing to fly from Pakistan to Baltimore, Maryland, to join his family’s restaurant business. Once he had dreamed of becoming a great Afghan leader, an unlikely ambition for the fourth son of a chief of the Popalzai tribe in southern Afghanistan. But by 2001 even he could see that the only political power that mattered in the country was that of the Taliban.


Karzai loathed the Taliban and their harsh and aberrant interpretation of the Quran that kept women locked away and men subservient to illiterate village mullahs. He had grown up with the seasonal rhythm of tribal life on his family’s ancestral land in the rich Arghandab valley, with its dense groves of grapevines and pomegranate trees. The mudbrick reception room of his family’s home in Karz had filled up with supplicants every day to resolve, over tea and tart cherries, marriage and land disputes. The Popalzai were one branch of the largest tribal confederation in the south, the Durrani, from which most of the country’s kings had been drawn. The Karzais were a lesser clan that had wisely kept their ambitions in check. What power they wielded was drawn from the same sources as with every other ruling family: wealth, custom, and an intimate knowledge of the tribe’s vast genealogy, and the network of debts and obligations that tied families together.


The Soviet invasion in 1979 upended the traditional order that had sustained the Karzais. The family opposed the occupation, and fled to safety in Pakistan. In exile the family retained a degree of its luster. The Karzai compound in Quetta was well attended by Popalzai tribesmen who traveled for a day or more from the Arghandab to resolve their disputes, revealing a hidden robustness to Afghan life during the occupation. By then Karzai’s three elder brothers had departed for America. Karzai went to study at university in Simla, India, an old British hill-station where he immersed himself in English literature, and took to strolling on the Mall, wearing pressed suits with a folded umbrella under his arm, just as an educated Indian might in the days of empire.1 He seemed fascinated by the cultural attraction of that bygone era and repelled by its inequalities. That latter impulse ultimately drew him back to Pakistan, and to his roots as a tribal chieftain’s son and heir, now that his brothers had left.


Pashtun culture dictated that the young Karzai take up arms against the Russians, but that wasn’t his style. Instead he became the spokesman for Sibghatullah Mojaddedi, the mildest of the warlords the CIA was bankrolling. As the war against the Soviets wore on across the border, Karzai proved quite adept at keeping warm the plush leather couches of the Pearl Continental hotel in Peshawar, a predominantly Pashtun city that like Quetta, two hundred miles away, had become a center for Afghan refugees and exiles. He would gossip for hours with spies, diplomats, and journalists in relative luxury. He had lost his hair early, and the effect was to extend the broad expanse of his olive-brown forehead and indelicate nose, strong features offset by his hunched carriage and stiff, overly precise movements. His almond-shaped eyes offered a soft counterpoint to these coarser aspects, as if he had a wry question on his lips. Karzai could be headstrong, vain, and in his darker moments surly and obtuse. Yet he was also ebullient, gregarious even—a man of flickering charisma more likely to join the flow of conversation than to seek to dominate it.


Karzai’s career appeared to have peaked in 1992 after the Soviet ouster and the creation of a short-lived national unity government in which he had served as deputy foreign minister. As the country subsequently began to fracture along ethnic lines, Karzai was hauled before the National Security Directorate for questioning. His background may have gotten him into trouble; Karzai was a Pashtun from the south, but in 1994—the year of Karzai’s fall from power—the state’s security apparatus was in Tajik hands. The two ethnic groups had a long-standing rivalry, exacerbated by the perception among many Pashtun that the Tajiks had sided with the Soviet Union against them.


It’s not clear whether Karzai was beaten during the interrogation, or whether his life was in danger. But in the middle of his ordeal, a rocket from a routine exchange of fire between warlords struck the building in which Karzai was being held, stunning his captors and knocking Karzai off his chair. In the dust and confusion that followed, Karzai escaped, ultimately finding his way back to Pakistan.


Back in Peshawar, Karzai rallied support for the ascendant Taliban movement, raising $50,000 for their cause, a huge sum for the fledgling outfit.2 Karzai saw the Taliban as unworldly foot soldiers content to kick out the warlords and leave the politics to sophisticated men like himself. However, as the Taliban’s victories mounted on the other side of the border, they showed little interest in relinquishing power. When Kabul fell in 1996, Mullah Omar offered Karzai a token role as ambassador to the United Nations. Karzai turned it down, put off by the Taliban’s increasing intolerance and what he judged to be Pakistan’s controlling influence on the group. Karzai knew that this rebuke was not lost on Taliban leaders. Three years later a gunman killed Karzai’s father outside the family home in Quetta. Karzai blamed the Taliban, although the Pakistanis surely bore some of the blame; the killing was unlikely to have been carried out without the knowledge of ISI, the Pakistani spy service. Still, there was little that Karzai, with his small band of followers and limited reputation, could do.


By September 2001, Karzai’s mounting criticism of the Taliban and his contacts with the Northern Alliance had proved irritating enough for the ISI to ask him to leave the country. Seeing the smoking towers in New York stirred his flickering ambitions once again. He canceled his ticket to Baltimore, and instead began plotting his return to Afghanistan.


Karzai suspected that the Americans would try to oust the Taliban, and he saw an opportunity to throw his name behind the cause and become the leader he’d always dreamed of becoming. In reality, his options were limited. He could rally a band of followers around Kandahar, but they would not be enough to topple the Taliban. He hoped that through his actions he could inspire a broader revolt. More pragmatically, he recognized that his chance of doing so depended on whether he could win American backing for his mission, and with it, the appearance of power that would do more to win over his countrymen than his soft words. In early October, he visited the CIA headquarters in Islamabad.


Grenier, station chief, was still pushing to create a southern alliance that would include tribes prepared to take on the Taliban, as well as moderate elements from within the movement itself. The idea of including members of Mullah Omar’s inner circle had all but disappeared. In the Pakistani cities like Quetta, close to the Afghan border, Grenier’s staff had met a steady stream of middle-aged mujahideen commanders to see if any might be capable of leading such an uprising, but none of the paunchy, gout-ridden fighters had appeared likely candidates. Several had walked away from the meetings with thick wads of money, but the only result so far had been greatly expanded fleets of SUVs with tinted windows bought with the cash.3


The CIA reached out to Karzai, too. The elegant Pashtun didn’t fit the most basic CIA criteria: the ability to fight. One American officer handed him a satellite telephone and told him to keep in touch. It was not exactly the ringing endorsement Karzai had imagined. On October 7, 2001, the day after the US began bombing Afghanistan, he decided to take matters into his own hands. Karzai called a tribal leader from northern Helmand province named Sher Mohammed Akhundzada, whose father had pioneered the drug trade in southern Afghanistan, only to be gunned down by a rival. Akhundzada Junior had fled to Pakistan and married one of Karzai’s half sisters. The diminutive warlord was one of a few Karzai family allies in exile who also maintained a strong network, allegedly supported by the family’s drug trafficking; Akhundzada could provide a safe haven for Karzai in the mountains that connected the provinces of Helmand and Oruzgun.


That same day, Karzai called the Pakistani journalist Ahmed Rashid to tell him he would be returning to Afghanistan shortly to lead an armed revolt against the Taliban. Then he clambered into the back of a cargo truck with three of his supporters and headed for the border, knowing that many shared his desire to overthrow Mullah Omar’s regime—but that his chances of success were slim.


At the Chaman border crossing, the four men switched to two motorcycles under the noses of the Taliban guards before riding for six hours over the potholed road to Kandahar. Stiff and layered in desert sand, Karzai arrived at the house of a family friend on the outskirts of the city. Two days later he reached Tarin Kowt, the gritty capital of Oruzgun province, a hundred or so miles northwest of Kandahar, where Karzai hoped to begin his resistance campaign. It was a smart choice: Mullah Omar had been born nearby, making the province the Taliban’s symbolic home. At the same time, it was far enough from Kandahar that the regime’s hold over the area was weak.


The only problem was that the tribesmen of Oruzgun province were less than convinced by Karzai’s offer to join his cause. At an early meeting between Karzai and the local elders, one of them pointedly asked: “Do you have the Americans with you? Are they behind you, as they are behind the Northern Alliance?”4


Karzai showed them the satellite phone and said he had been promised support—although he had no idea how much. The elders were skeptical: “Have the Americans bomb the Taliban here,” they instructed, jabbing thick fingers at a map laid out before them. When Karzai shrugged in response, the leader responded, “Then you will never win.”5


Karzai stayed on awkwardly for over a week at Tarin Kowt’s small airfield with about a hundred tribesmen before the Taliban finally got wind of his presence. On the satellite phone the CIA had given him, he tried to garner some enthusiasm, declaring he had a thousand men under arms. US satellite imagery showed a fraction of that number. When Karzai was forced to flee into the mountains with the Taliban’s approach, no more than a dozen of his men followed. Karzai could now at least claim to the Americans that he was on the run from the Taliban. On the phone with his CIA contact, he managed to arrange an airdrop of food supplies.


It was a start. “The Americans are finally taking me seriously because for the moment there is no one else resisting among the Pashtuns,” Karzai told the journalist Ahmed Rashid. But both men knew how far he still had to go to turn his gang of fighters into a nationwide revolt.6


Karzai’s quixotic quest was transformed by the arrival in southern Afghanistan of another would-be king, Abdul Haq. Unlike Karzai, Haq was the quintessential mujahideen commander, right down to his garrulous bustling persona and his missing right heel that had been blown off during a battle against a Soviet tank column in the 1980s. He conducted his later battles against the Russians from horseback as a result of his injury, which only added to his swashbuckling image. Haq also spoke flawless English, and had a professed western bent that included a taste for Johnnie Walker whiskey.


Toward the end of the war against the Soviets, Haq had fallen out with the ISI over its growing support for Islamist warlords, at the expense of Afghans with more nationalist and secular inclinations. He knew why: The ISI found Islamists to be blinded by their religious views and more easily manipulated. Soon Haq was also at odds with the CIA, which he blamed for deserting Afghanistan. The CIA, for its part, considered Haq a loose cannon, more interested in grandstanding on the sidelines than in fighting. “Hollywood Haq” became his nickname after he was pictured with President Ronald Reagan and British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher.


Such grandstanding sometimes worked against Haq. After 9/11, he had attracted the support of several well-placed Republicans and two millionaire commodity traders from Chicago, Joe and Jim Ritchie. At the CIA headquarters in Islamabad, the whiff of Washington politics was unlikely to endear Haq to those running covert missions inside Afghanistan. When he presented himself in Islamabad in October, the CIA treated him with skepticism. No matter that Haq shared Grenier’s view that, given time, moderate elements within the Taliban might be persuaded to switch sides, provided the bombing campaign didn’t push them into the hands of the hard-liners. Like Karzai, he was offered a satellite phone, and not much else.


On October 24, a little over two weeks after Karzai had headed back to Afghanistan, Haq entered southeastern Afghanistan near Jalalabad on horseback with a handful of followers. He’d spent the previous weeks in touch with Taliban commanders in Kabul and the eastern part of the country. Several of these men had fought with Haq against the Soviets, and he believed they could be persuaded to switch sides without a fight.


Haq was in for disappointment. He had barely crossed the border before he was detected by Taliban fighters. The ISI may have tipped them off to dispose of an awkward critic, Haq’s supporters later alleged. Attempting to flee up a steep hillside, Haq dismounted, and as his retreat turned to a hobble on the rough terrain, he surrendered. The next day the Taliban took Haq to Kabul and subsequently hanged him near the site of a recent US air strike.
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