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  A RESCUE FROM DEMONS




  THE VILLAGE OF KARZ sits amid grape fields in the low river valleys southeast of Kandahar, one of the last weak patches of green before the land empties

  into miles of flat desert browns. You can get there by the one paved road that runs down from Kandahar, a scorched outpost on the old Asian trade and conquest routes. Most of the people who live in

  Karz are sheepherders or peasant farmers. They irrigate their fields from generator-powered wells and dry their green grapes into raisins in mud structures perforated to let the hot wind blow

  through. The other business is brickmaking, and from where I stood at the entrance to the village I could see black smoke drifting sideways from the towering sand-colored kilns, adding another

  layer of haze to the dusty air. One thing that distinguished Karz from the countless identical mud-hut villages across southern Afghanistan was that it happened to be the ancestral home of the

  family of the then Afghan president, Hamid Karzai, the place from which they had taken their name. That was why I was standing exposed on that lonely country road, a foreigner sweating through his

  unconvincing Afghan costume of billowy brown blouse and matching pants, on the morning the president’s favorite brother would be buried.




  An Afghan army Humvee had parked crosswise in the road, blocking my approach. In case anyone wanted to slip past, Afghan snipers wearing wraparound shades stood on the rooftops of the roadside

  shops, muttering into their earpieces. On my way out of Kandahar City, I had seen American soldiers idling in their mine-resistant armored vehicles at various intersections, their Apache

  helicopters running slow loops overhead. They would be staying away from the ceremony this morning, in a distant cordon, and I began to think I would miss it, too. The day before, July 12, 2011, I had left my house in Kabul, where I worked as a reporter for The Washington Post, and rushed to the airport when I’d learned that Ahmed

  Wali Karzai had been shot to death inside his home by one of his closest lieutenants. To me, he was one of the war’s mythical figures, a short, scowling, anxious man who had, everyone took

  for granted, amassed more power and fortune than anyone else across Afghanistan’s south, at the center of America’s war against the Taliban. How he’d made that fortune and

  exercised that power was one of the mysteries that none of his American allies could fully explain. Everyone had theories: the CIA payroll, the opium trade, a private security army, a healthy cut

  of the logistical billions needed to house and feed and arm the tens of thousands of U.S. soldiers and Marines in outposts across the south. You could find among American soldiers and civilians

  those who considered him our country’s best friend or its worst enemy, the only man preventing a Taliban takeover or the reason America was losing the war.




  President Hamid Karzai was even more of a puzzle. He was the pacifist commander in chief for the duration of the longest war in the history of the United States. On the spectrum of Afghan

  politics, he held liberal, pro-Western beliefs but had become the scourge of America. He was the ascetic in a family of millionaires; the workaholic head of an ineffective government; a profane

  lover of poetry with a weeping heart and tactical mind and twitchy left eye. He was constantly sick. He had ridden a miraculous wave of luck and circumstance into the presidential palace after

  holding only one government job, a one-year stint a decade earlier as deputy foreign minister that had ended with his arrest, torture, and escape into exile. He was not brave in battle, like

  Afghanistan’s other bearded and berobed leaders. He commanded no militia following and had grown up in Kandahar leafing through Time magazine, playing Ping-Pong on

  the dining room table, and riding a horse named Almond Blossom.




  In the family of seven sons and one daughter from two mothers, the half brothers Hamid and Ahmed Wali had been particularly close. During Hamid’s post–September 11 return to

  Afghanistan, Ahmed Wali devoted himself to the logistics of fomenting the Pashtun uprising against the Taliban and helped the CIA set up its operations in Kandahar. Throughout Hamid’s

  presidency, Ahmed Wali had been the enforcer of his political agenda in southern Afghanistan. They talked on the phone nearly every day. Ahmed Wali worked to undercut tribal rivals to keep their

  Pashtun tribe, the Popalzai, dominant and well funded. He helped the other siblings realize their outlandish dreams, smoothing the road for elder brother Mahmood Karzai to build a

  giant gated city in the Kandahar desert, while blocking challengers within the family who burned to steal his mantle as Kandahar’s reigning don. Ahmed Wali put his elder brother Shah Wali, a

  shy engineer, to work for him after he couldn’t find a job he wanted in the palace. For years, while other siblings sought their daily comforts in Maryland or Dubai, Ahmed Wali grappled every

  day in the death match of Kandahar politics. And in his sudden absence, nobody knew what to expect.




  Out on the road to Karz, I felt a throb of energy, thinking about this prospect. Work as a journalist, even in war zones, often numbs into routine. Foot patrols, tea with governors, round-table

  briefings, village council meetings. PowerPoint slides, press releases, bar charts, death tolls. The war got explained and narrated and re-created, and you often felt absent from whatever forces

  were animating it. Your vantage point was always obscured. You were always racing toward something you had just missed, arriving just as men were hosing down the blood and sweeping up the glass.

  Bombings in Kabul roused us from our desks and beds. We would meet at the scene to jot down the particulars—red Corolla, severed head—and chat about parties. Who even read bombing

  stories anymore? Kabul City Center. The Finest supermarket. Bakhtar guesthouse. Serena Hotel. Kabul National Military Hospital. ISAF front gate. Indian embassy. Ariana Circle. Microrayon 4.

  Jalalabad Road. Lebanese Taverna. The British Council. I used to be surprised by how quickly the vendors set up shop and put out their wares after their market was shredded by explosives, or their

  neighbors, friends, or coworkers killed. After some time in Kabul, the question seemed naïve. For Afghans, and for those of us involved in this late stage of the war, bombings had become both

  as routine and as unpredictable as a clap of thunder: attacks as natural disasters—an unfortunate run of climate.




  There was always a strong element of mindlessness to this deadly weather. We were accustomed to bombings, yes. But we were also accustomed to ignorance, to the acceptance that these crimes would

  not be solved, these dramas and plots would not be unraveled, or ever explained. We would never really know whether a certain explosion was the result of the meticulous planning of Mullah Omar, the

  Taliban’s one-eyed leader, or a heroin trafficker or Pakistani intelligence or a scorned lover or a thirteen-year-old boy who got nervous and blew himself up two blocks before his intended

  target, one he didn’t even know why he’d been sent to bomb. It was easy to speculate and, for those who didn’t have to, even easier not to. The Afghanistan I

  experienced was all aftermath and poorly informed interpretation.




  What interested me in the Karzais, why I was trying to get to Karz, was the hope that traveling in their world would offer some chance, however slim, at explanation. If anyone understood

  Afghanistan’s motives, if anyone knew its causes and effects, I imagined it might be them. They seemed to offer something to hold on to even if that thing wasn’t hope or good faith. I

  wanted some relief from misunderstanding. That Wednesday morning in Karz felt promising if only because I was there early, waiting for whatever would come down the road.




  What came down the road was a group of men carrying bamboo broomsticks, then a man pushing a wheelbarrow, a guy toting a shovel, and four policemen in mismatched shoes and white cruise-ship

  captain’s hats. I wondered if maybe I was, once again, too late. Then a procession of men, twenty abreast and filling the road, came into view. They wore turbans and blazers and sandals and

  wristwatches that glinted in the sunlight, row after unsmiling row. The procession swept by and through us and we fell in among them, following the surging crowd through the village until we came

  to a grove of eucalyptus trees ringed by a white metal fence topped with arrow-shaped spikes that surrounded the Karzai family cemetery. We entered through the gate.




  Across the cemetery grounds, dozens of humble headstones marked the graves of lesser Karzais. In the center stood a small, open-air domed mausoleum, an inner sanctum reserved for family royalty.

  The president’s father, Abdul Ahad Karzai, a former parliament member and leader of the Popalzais, was buried here, as was his grandfather, another tribal khan,

  Khair Mohammad. That morning, men from the village had used picks and shovels to pierce its marble floor and dig the grave where Ahmed Wali lay in the dirt under a white sheet.




  The crowd surged around the open grave. Shouting and jostling, mourners pushed toward it six and seven men deep. Among them were many Popalzais who lived in the area and surrounding villages.

  There were also dignitaries who had flown in from Kabul the night before. I recognized cabinet ministers, army generals, and provincial governors, sweating in their suits and uniforms. People were

  wailing and crying. Security guards in black bulletproof vests with curly cords tucked behind their ears tried in vain to keep control, screaming and shoving people back from the lip. The sound of

  rotor blades rose above the din, and a U.S. military Black Hawk helicopter touched down in a plume of dust. The president had arrived.




  Hamid Karzai, looking wan, pushed through the tangle of bodies and stood at the edge of the grave. He wore a simple white tunic and a dark vest. He looked down into the hole and said nothing. I

  could see he was crying. For a second the scene seemed to freeze, bodies teetering over the pit, all eyes trained on him.




  Then he dropped into the grave. He knelt to kiss his murdered brother, and the crowd closed in over him, breaking like water through a dam. People enveloped him in a tangle of interlocking

  limbs. He stayed down there, out of sight under the bodies, for what seemed like minutes, amid the keening moan of the crowd. Then the bodies parted and he rose from the ground, hoisted up and out

  of the grave by the men around him. He walked quickly through them, out through the cemetery gate to his waiting convoy, and drove off without saying a word.




  A group of men lowered a concrete slab over the corpse and shoveled in dirt. When they had filled the grave, they pressed in two saplings, one at either end, and tied them together with pink

  ribbon. Almost everyone had dispersed by the time it was done.




  Ahmed Wali’s funeral took place in the middle of Hamid Karzai’s second and last full term, nearly ten years after he moved into the palace in Kabul. The

  thirty-three thousand additional troops that President Obama had sent to Afghanistan, pushing the total American commitment to more than one hundred thousand, would begin withdrawing in the next

  few months. The headline battles—in the small town of Marja, in Helmand Province, the offensive to retake the Taliban birthplace in Kandahar—had ended inconclusively. The first became

  known by General Stanley McChrystal’s evocative phrase: “a bleeding ulcer.” The initial enthusiasm of the second had faded into a stalemate

  punctuated by embarrassment when nearly five hundred Taliban fighters burrowed out of Kandahar’s main prison through an underground tunnel. The month of Ahmed Wali’s burial, there were

  more than three thousand Taliban attacks across the country.




  During the five years I lived in or was visiting Afghanistan, over the course of that second term, 2009 to 2014, the Taliban were largely nameless, faceless adversaries. No one could say for

  certain much about Mullah Omar—where he lived, how he spent his time, whether he actively led and guided his troops or whether he was merely a rallying symbol. Hundreds of

  news stories about the war quoted Zabiullah Mujahid, the Taliban spokesman, about the day’s events. But the Afghan reporters who made those phone calls—in the Pashto

  language—heard several different voices over the years all claiming to be that singular Mujahid. I went to a briefing at U.S. military headquarters once about the Taliban propaganda

  machinery—their mobile radio transmissions, their inflated claims of destruction of the infidel cowards—by the “strategic communications” team from the U.S.-led coalition,

  known as the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), and was told there were more than a dozen Zabiullahs. For the Americans, the Taliban movement was never about the individual. It was

  about the sporadic, anonymous waves of violence, never overwhelming but never ceasing, coming in small ambushes, hit-and-run attacks and assassinations, across farmlands, deserts, and mountains,

  much of it far away and out of sight.




  In the inability to stop or even greatly alter this insurgency, the fixation for many American soldiers and diplomats fell on those Afghans they could manipulate, including our supposed allies

  in government, the Karzai family. For the U.S. military commanders and diplomats in Kabul, Hamid’s failings, and the wider problems represented by his family—corruption, warlordism, a

  disregard for democratic institutions—became a parallel but equally intense preoccupation. So it was not so much the combat that defined, for me, the war in Afghanistan, but these political

  struggles: to remake an ancient tribal society into a modern democratic country, to constrain the very people the United States endowed with immense power and money, to relate and find common

  ground in a culture with deeply different customs and beliefs than those of the American soldiers fighting on its behalf. The Karzais stood at the center of all these struggles, and in their

  personal rivalries and political lives I found a way to understand the war and why we could not win it.




  The president and his brothers began as symbols of a new Afghanistan: moderate, educated, fluent in East and West—the antithesis of the brutish and backward Taliban regime, which blew up

  Buddha statues and banned kids from flying kites. Most of them had spent the bulk of their adult lives in America and had come back to Afghanistan to help rebuild it into the peaceful country they

  remembered from childhood. Hamid Karzai was celebrated around the world as a unifier and peacemaker. But by the time of Ahmed Wali’s burial, the Karzai name had become shorthand for

  corruption, greed, and a bewildering rage at America. His family had descended into deadly feuds and scrambles for money that Ahmed Wali’s death would intensify. President

  Karzai’s relations with U.S. diplomats and soldiers amounted to little but distrust and traded insults. On his next trip to Kandahar, Hamid Karzai, with tears in his eyes, would tell

  villagers that Americans were “demons,” adding, “Let’s pray for God to rescue us” from them.
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  ANY PATH WILL LEAD YOU THERE




  THREE DAYS BEFORE Afghan voters would go to the polls to elect a new president, Timothy Carney sent a worried note to U.S. ambassador Karl Eikenberry.

  The subject line read, “Fraud Marker for Karzai.”




  Carney had spent his diplomatic career navigating far-off conflicts and despotic regimes: in Saigon during the Tet offensive, Phnom Penh during the Khmer Rouge era, Port-au-Prince during the

  American invasion, two tours in Iraq. He hunted big game; he wore a boater. In a crisis, he felt at ease. His old State Department colleague Richard Holbrooke had called on him for one more run:

  fly to Kabul to oversee what had become the most important political test of the Afghan war, the election in which Hamid Karzai was running for a second term.




  Karzai became Afghanistan’s leader three months after September 11, and for a few years he was held up as an exceptional statesman. He had corralled a coalition of ethnic rivals and kept

  them from warring with each other. He’d created a government out of mostly nothing, planted democratic seeds in a country where dynasty or brute force had normally prevailed. He was an eager

  partner in whatever designs American officials had on his country, the suave and modern face of a backward nation. None of that had been enough to halt his steadily slipping authority. By the

  summer of 2009, the Taliban’s fighters were running a parallel government that ruled rural villages and towns across the Pashtun provinces in the south and east. In the months prior, suicide

  attackers had detonated car bombs outside American military bases in Kabul, laid siege to the Justice Ministry building, and fired rockets at the U.S. embassy. American soldiers were dying at a

  rate of nearly two per day, higher than in any month in the eight previous years of fighting. “I won’t say that

  things are all on the right track,” General David McKiernan had noted six months earlier, just before he was ousted

  from command in Kabul. “So the idea that it might get worse before it gets better is certainly a possibility.”




  In his first election, in 2004, Karzai had run without any serious challenger and with the full support of the United States, but the shine had long since worn off. His Afghan opponents,

  energized by his perceived weakness and growing alienation from the United States, campaigned with relentless attacks against his family and administration. His most prominent adversary, Abdullah

  Abdullah, who had once been Karzai’s foreign minister, was barnstorming the country in creaky Russian helicopters, presenting himself as a pan-ethnic savior-in-waiting, a distinction, in

  earlier days, that Karzai had claimed for himself. Over American protest, Karzai had made the desperate decision to welcome back two of the country’s most loathed warlords. He had chosen as

  his running mate Mohammad Qasim Fahim, the pug-faced battle-ax of the Northern Alliance, to win ethnic Tajik support, and he’d cajoled Abdul Rashid Dostum, a warlord most famous for baking

  Taliban prisoners alive in a shipping container, into returning from Turkey and helping him win the Uzbek vote. Even more worrying for those around him, Karzai no longer had America at his back.

  President Obama had cut the avuncular link that Karzai had established with President Bush. The White House wanted a new approach to this failing war, and coddling a man increasingly considered an

  ungrateful and ineffectual tribal chieftain was not how it intended to find one. American officials believed that Karzai tolerated flagrant government corruption and had failed to extend his

  administration very far beyond the walls of his palace. “On all fronts,” a senior American official declared not long after Obama took office,

  “Hamid Karzai has plateaued as a leader.”




  As election day approached, American diplomats and spies were hearing that Karzai’s supporters were preparing to keep him in power by any means. Candidates, local election officials, and

  informants were reporting back to the American embassy a range of voting scams in the works. Carney wrote to Ambassador Eikenberry on the afternoon of August 17: “We have information about

  wholesale fraud planned in Kandahar,” where Ahmed Wali Karzai ran the province. The next day Eikenberry was to meet President Karzai to discuss the vote. The situation could be so bad, Carney

  predicted, that a large-scale quarantine of ballots might be required, “with possible voiding of ballots of Pashtun areas,” which could drop Karzai below the 50 percent threshold needed

  to win in the first round of voting. Such a dirty election, Carney wrote, “could force a second round. It would weaken Karzai domestically. It would be horrendous

  internationally, and risk continuation in the coalition from a number of key allies. It would require a strong response from us.”




  The Obama administration was not well positioned for a strong response. Nine months earlier, the president had been sworn in to office on promises to end the Iraq war and train the

  country’s attention on this one. That spring, fewer than forty thousand American troops were deployed to Afghanistan, about a third of those stationed in

  Iraq. Years of American military neglect and a reenergized insurgency, its leaders based safely across the border in Pakistan, had overwhelmed Afghanistan’s young and ill-trained army and

  police force. The incoming commander, General Stanley McChrystal, would describe, in his initial assessment that summer, a war being lost—“a resilient and growing insurgency,”

  “a crisis of confidence among Afghans” about the U.S. mission and Karzai’s government, and an overall situation that was, in his

  understatement, “deteriorating.” The Taliban had developed a full complement of guerrilla tactics—buried bombs, lobbed rockets, trip-wire mines, ambushes, potshots, pressure-plate

  IEDs, car bombs, suicide vests—and at nearly six hundred attacks per week, the pace of violence was faster than ever before.




  In response, the tenor of the American mission had changed. Men with heavyweight reputations assumed jobs across the battlefield. Karl Eikenberry, an earnest and determined former three-star

  general who had already served two military tours in Kabul, had begun a hiring spree that would triple the size of the embassy. Holbrooke, a diplomatic star since Vietnam, had created a rump bureau

  within the State Department to plan the war effort and was in constant circulation with his entourage between Kabul, Islamabad, and the capitals of Europe. Two months before the election,

  McChrystal, a gaunt and ascetic former black ops commander famous for his one-meal-a-day regimen and innovations on the art of killing, had taken over as battlefield commander. Overseeing all of it

  from U.S. Central Command in Tampa was the celebrity general David Petraeus. There was a sense of momentum, even excitement, and a curious optimism, which years of evidence to the contrary had not

  dispelled, that a foreign ground war against Islamic militants could be won if only the proper “resources” were brought to bear. “It was night and day,” said a staffer in

  the U.S. embassy in Kabul who lived through the transition. “You had all of the sort of military might, intel might, diplomatic might literally grinding like an old fire truck off of Iraq and

  onto Afghanistan. There was a mentality of: the grown-ups have arrived. Time to knock all this shit off.”




  Within three weeks of moving into the Oval Office, Obama had ordered seventeen thousand more troops to Afghanistan, and less than a year later he would up that by another thirty-three thousand.

  The U.S. embassy, in a collection of mustard-colored concrete office buildings and white metal trailers, would bring in hundreds of staffers, becoming the country’s largest diplomatic

  mission, with a budget exceeding $4 billion per year, or more than four times Afghanistan’s domestic revenue. In the months before the election, despite

  trouble all around, the cables the U.S. embassy sent home brimmed with the can-do spirit of the moment: “The government and the public here have

  welcomed the United States’ new strategic purpose: strengthen security, build access to justice and broader governance capacity at both the national and local levels, and develop the

  economy.”




  With the stakes in the war growing so rapidly, Carney wasn’t the only one worried about the consequences of a fraudulent election. Afghanistan’s defense minister, Abdul Rahim Wardak,

  had told Americans that if the elections fail, they should “not waste any more blood or treasure here.” From his makeshift office in the election

  team trailer, he typed out his e-mail to Eikenberry, urging him to warn Karzai, once again, to play fair.




  “Wholesale electoral fraud risks the very partnership we are embarked on,” Carney wrote. “I believe you should tell him we have good information on attempts by his supporters

  to engage in fraud with ballot boxes. If this happens, it will be detected and the consequences are incalculable.”




  Each morning, Hamid Karzai awoke in his second-floor bedroom in Palace Number 2, his residence within the presidential complex in downtown Kabul, where he lived with his wife,

  Zeenat Quraishi, a gynecologist, and their young son, Mirwais. The house had been built in the 1960s for one of the sons of the last king, Zahir Shah, and was a rather bland, unlavish two-story

  building with no central air-conditioning. On normal mornings, Karzai dressed in a simple, collarless tunic, white, gray, or black, buttoned at the neck and falling to his knees, over matching

  billowy pants, and a dark vest or blazer. Much had been made of his more ceremonial wardrobe, used for speeches, meetings with dignitaries, and travels abroad, since he had become president.




  When thrust into the world’s spotlight, he had debated with his aides what type of image to portray to his rural, undereducated citizenry. Afghans were then largely

  unfamiliar with telephones, television, and the Internet, a nation of illiterate peasant farmers in mud huts emerging from a regime where they had been forced to give up music, movies, raising

  pigeons, and flying kites, where the women could not work outside the home and the men had to grow beards, where adultery or unfaithfulness or any number of sins against the Islamic dictates

  established by the Taliban could be punished by severed hands, rifle execution, or public stoning. Hamid Karzai wanted a new image for a new day, different from the kohl-eyed and flower-decorated

  flowing locks of the defeated mullah leaders, something for each of the many warring tribes and ethnic groups that made up Afghanistan. He adopted the peaked lamb’s-wool cap of the Tajiks and

  the iridescent green-and-blue striped cape of the Uzbeks. Among Pashtuns, he often added a turban. His costumes left a startling impression. “He looked like he’d just come off the

  Serengeti,” one Washington staffer recalled about the first time he saw Karzai move through the halls of Congress. “I expected to see lions and tigers walking behind him.” Early

  on, Karzai had considered a more sober, business-suit attire, befitting his position as a leader in the modern world. But after the designer Tom Ford described him as “the chicest man on the

  planet,” his costume was set. He wanted to be seen, above all, as a man of his country. He once told an American visitor, “I’m the Tom, Dick,

  and Harry of Afghanistan.”




  In the morning, Karzai would step out of the steel-plated front door of his residence, his personal bodyguards following closely behind, and onto his circular gravel driveway, where he strode

  around a small fishpond for exercise in the evenings, and make the short walk to his office in the Gul Khana, or Flower House. The presidential palace, known as the Arg (the name means

  “citadel”) was a collection of aged stone buildings and quiet gardens behind ramparts and turrets designed by British architects 130 years earlier to withstand the types of assaults

  that the country’s rulers were always enduring. The moat that had once surrounded the castle walls had disappeared, and razor wire and gun emplacements had replaced the cannon mounts for

  protection, but many of the old structures remained inside. More than one thousand people worked within the grounds—cooks, gardeners, tea boys, clerks, advisers, accountants, doctors, a

  palace poet—and another thousand were devoted to guarding it. There were stately houses for visitors and great ceremonial halls, separate stone buildings for the National Security Council,

  for the office of administrative affairs, for the Presidential Protection Service guards. There were cafeterias, a mosque, a Victorian mansion, and grounds lit by wrought-iron

  lanterns at night. Karzai’s office faced a wide plaza of stone slabs interspersed with fountains, lawns, tall firs. For all the elaborate fortifications, the entrance to his office building

  was a simple screen door, a guard posted on either side, epaulets on their shoulders. It had two levels, with white columns running along the second-floor balcony. To the left of the lobby, a

  multicolored marble-floored solarium offered views of the grounds, and ahead, a wide, red-carpeted stairway led up to the dark wood of the cabinet meeting room, at one end, and his office, at the

  other.




  The palace had, by virtue of its exotic history and its great contrast from the loud, congested, dusty potholed chaos outside its walls—a perpetual gridlock of begging children,

  armor-plated convoys, crutch-wielding amputees, Toyota Corollas, and donkey carts—a hidden, somewhat magical allure. Its courtyard was wide, green, calm, with tailored lawns. Dark-suited

  aides strolled the footpaths in quiet council, heads bent, thumbing their prayer beads. The presidential guards stood at attention wearing earpieces with cords diving into their collars. On some

  afternoons, you could see waiters flapping out white tablecloths for a lunch under the trees. Karzai considered the palace a showcase of his country’s wonders. Karzai kept several antelope,

  once owned by Mullah Omar, as pets in his backyard. Karzai housed goats and kittens in his residence and kept a coat hanger, made from the horn of a Marco Polo sheep, in his

  office. At the entrance to the Gul Khana, Karzai posted a Sikh man wearing a dastar, to highlight Afghanistan’s ethnic diversity. As part of the palace welcoming

  committee, Karzai also employed a giant, a seven-foot-tall Afghan man who palace staff chose to believe was the tallest man in the world. He had been found by

  Norwegian soldiers on patrol in Faryab Province and brought to Kabul, where his job, in his own words, was to “walk around the palace and be tall.” The giant napped on the floor,

  because the Afghans could not find a bed to fit him. General McChrystal once bought him two pairs of size 17 shoes, earning his gratitude to America. There were also, apparently, three midgets

  wandering around, and though I never saw them, one former British ambassador insisted they lived in a tree.
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  Years of stalemate guerrilla war had won Karzai the reputation as a weak leader. To outsiders, he was the tinfoil-crowned “mayor of Kabul,” the ungrateful puppet imprisoned within

  his own palace walls, swiping from his cage at the many foreign hands that fed him. This was never quite the case. It was true he couldn’t claim to have quelled the insurgency or established

  a humming civil service. Even in Kabul, the most modern, developed city in the country, only a third of the roughly five million residents received electricity, and that only sporadically; one in

  ten residents had access to the city’s water supply.




  And yet Karzai had considerable powers at his disposal. The position of president, atop the highly centralized government designed in part by the United States, came with considerable authority,

  and the courts and the squabbling parliament had not matured enough to check his authority. He ruled, essentially, by decree. Each day his aides brought him dozens of orders to sign: military

  promotions, execution orders, land transfers, medals of honor. His edicts could free convicted murderers or sentence men to death. He could shut down companies, impose new taxes. He established

  special commissions to investigate American air strikes and special courts to rule on financial scandals. He traded government sinecures for political support. He ordered money to be given to the

  families of bombing victims, declared national days of mourning, convened emergency sessions of parliament. He proclaimed that female newscasters must wear head scarves, that hunting with falcons

  was illegal, that Afghan hounds were a national treasure and could not be removed from the country. He decided, to the dismay of some of his more business-minded brothers, that the weekend would be

  Thursday and Friday.




  His decrees created new penalties for rape and child marriage; they established commercial laws about arbitration, corporations, partnerships, mediation. He mandated that

  schools be built for nomads in all thirty-four provinces. He appointed all of the provincial governors and the district governors below them, the members of the human rights commission. He created

  a multimillion-dollar discretionary fund for governors and allowed them to form their own militias. He had personal authority over much of the nation’s budget, according to his former

  intelligence chief, and could choose which villages received foreign aid. He micromanaged a country of thirty million people. It was a job he enjoyed and felt destined to continue.




  Even so, he’d run a lackluster campaign. He had acted as if he were above the fray, the foreordained leader of Afghanistan, the father of a great Pashtun nation. He had skipped the

  candidates’ debates and attended his first one in a Kabul auditorium just four days before the election, where he said Afghanistan had been totally lost and “I saved it.” He released a seven-page platform that was filled with bland pabulum and priorities such as “peace and tranquility.” Just three months before

  the election, his campaign headquarters in a rented three-story home near the U.S. embassy had the “feel and resources of a sleepy mayoral

  election-level campaign office in the U.S.,” as one American visitor described it. Karzai had stayed mostly inside the palace, leaving the work of rounding up votes from tribal and religious

  leaders to his family.




  In Kandahar, his half brother Ahmed Wali had been meeting southern Afghanistan’s tribal strongmen on a daily basis and promising favors in return for their support. Rival candidates said

  Ahmed Wali warned them against even campaigning there, with ominous suggestions that it would lead to violence. Two young Karzai nephews had arranged for

  pro-Karzai Pashto text messages to be sent en masse to cell phones in Kandahar. In Kabul, his elder brother Mahmood Karzai had opened a parallel campaign headquarters and held fund-raisers for his

  business cronies, including the shareholders of one of his companies, Kabul Bank.




  Despite the growing insurgency and his own limited efforts, Karzai was still the favorite to win. Polls showed him ahead, although with less than a 50 percent majority. These polls reflected the

  surprising conclusions that most Afghans, across ethnic groups, felt Karzai was doing a good job. The violence and government corruption that so preoccupied American officials apparently did not

  seem, when compared to the brutalities of recent Afghan civil wars, particularly grave to many of its citizens. During Karzai’s tenure, daily life for many citizens, particularly in the cities, had improved. Under the Taliban, Afghans would have to drive to Pakistan to make a phone call. Now many had cell phones, Internet access, and television with an

  American Idol knockoff show, Afghan Star. The time of rival commanders strafing Kabul with rocket fire during the early 1990s civil war was not

  yet forgotten; the bullet-pocked buildings around Kabul still showed those scars. But now roads were being paved, new businesses opening; jobs could be found in private security, logistics,

  shipping—the whole wartime profiteering bonanza.




  Those low expectations, plus the work of his family, seemed to be about all Karzai had going for him. I stood with a man in a roadside gravel lot outside the eastern city of Jalalabad as he

  pointed to the spot where his three cousins had died in a suicide car bomb. He lived with his four children in a mud home without electricity and was praying for a president who could bring peace

  and security. He would be voting, again, for Karzai. “We don’t have any alternative,” the man told me. “We are afraid of what the

  other candidates might do.”




  For all his faults, Karzai was widely recognized as a master of tactical maneuvering and political games. He didn’t take vacations or have many hobbies. Outsmarting his rivals, keeping

  both his enemies and his loyal aides off balance, was his daily passion. One small example took place before the election. On February 28, 2009, Karzai issued a decree establishing the date of the

  vote. By that time he had already agreed publicly that the election should be held in late August. But his surprise decree, announcing that the vote should be held “in accordance with the

  constitution,” meant, without saying it directly, that the election should occur within two months, before his first full term ended, in May. It was a timeline that nearly everyone, not least

  the U.S. government, considered impossible.




  The new American troops Obama had ordered up, in part to secure the elections, would not arrive in Afghanistan until summer. The Afghan government had to hire 165,000 election workers and secure

  some seven thousand polling centers. These staffers needed to find three thousand donkeys to haul ballot boxes in from remote mountains. And even if the donkeys could be procured, the snows in

  those mountains would not have melted enough by then to be passable.




  But Karzai’s decree was, it turned out, just a parry against his rivals in the Northern Alliance (then known as the United Front). They had been insisting that Karzai step down at the end

  of his term and establish a caretaker government if the election was to be held anytime after May. Even his first vice president, Ahmad Zia Massoud, had defected and was openly

  criticizing him. Karzai had no intention of allowing an interim government to take over for any period of time. And he knew that it would be even harder for his rivals to win on short notice. To

  place a Tajik candidate in a palace ruled for most of the country’s modern history by a Pashtun was a long shot even under the best circumstances.




  Almost instantly, his rivals abandoned their position that an August election would be unconstitutional and began arguing in favor of Karzai’s earlier platform. Four days after

  Karzai’s decree, the date went back to August 20, as Karzai had wanted all along. His gambit had exposed the opposition as solely interested in inflicting political damage, all while

  affirming the constitution. The U.S. embassy marveled at Karzai’s maneuvers, writing that the opposition “seriously underestimated Karzai’s

  skill as a political strategist and have fallen behind in their efforts to remove him from power.”




  “As messy and convoluted as this has been so far,” a diplomat cabled back to Washington, “it’s likely to look tame in comparison to

  what comes next as the Afghans get into politicking in their national style.”




  It was a forty-one-way race among old and young, men and women, warlords and technocrats, those who lived in lavish fortress-castles and a guy who was working out of a roadside tent. There were

  clerics, widows, and an erstwhile Taliban commander with the nom de guerre Mullah Rocketi, for his prowess with missiles. The candidates traveled by helicopter, in armed convoys, in cargo planes

  supplied by the U.S. military. A retired Air Force colonel campaigned on a bicycle.




  The official American policy vis-à-vis the election, as outlined in cable after cable, was to be impartial. But none of the Afghans believed it, and the American diplomats weren’t

  helping themselves make the point. The U.S. embassy was buying commercial airline tickets to fly Karzai’s opponents to campaign events and also allowing candidates to use its airplanes. Two

  months before the vote, Ambassador Eikenberry spoke at televised press conferences alongside Abdullah, the most prominent challenger; Ashraf Ghani, a former finance minister; and other opposition

  candidates, prompting Karzai’s foreign minister to call him to complain. The effect of his appearances was not subtle. At one of them, Eikenberry told the country why he was meeting the

  candidates: “We would like to know what their views are on poor governance, because we know that poor governance leads to insecurity.” The

  election, he said, “is a chance for the people of Afghanistan to give the government a report card for its performance over the last five years.”




  Holbrooke, Obama’s special representative to the region, held Karzai in even lower regard and had disparaged him to other Afghan politicians for years. Abdullah

  remembered talking with Holbrooke at a conference in Bali about Karzai’s bizarre behavior. Holbrooke, then chairman of the Asia Society, had recently visited the western Afghan city of Herat

  to check up on one of his pet projects, the restoration of the ancient minarets tilting in neglect downtown. In his meeting with Karzai afterward, Holbrooke told Abdullah, the president had lied to

  him about the state of the restoration, then shouted some orders into the phone, and ultimately got distracted by a bird outside his palace window. Holbrooke was not impressed with the performance.

  Holbrooke’s “conclusion out of this was that Karzai was a person who was telling a lie before your eyes, and he knows that you know that he’s lying, but still he lies,”

  Abdullah recalled. Holbrooke had published an op-ed piece in The Washington Post—just months before he’d rejoined the government—that criticized

  Karzai’s handling of the warlord Dostum, who had allegedly sodomized a neighbor with a bottle and then escaped to Turkey while Karzai failed to arrest him. “Excuses were made,” Holbrooke wrote, “but none justified his open disregard for justice.”




  In the election run-up, Holbrooke was hardly more discreet, and he encouraged other candidates to challenge Karzai. Holbrooke felt Afghanistan needed a leader with a different set of skills,

  less a tribal peacemaker and more an executive who could run a bureaucracy. He joked to Abdullah, a famously dapper diplomat, about how nice it would be to have a president of Afghanistan

  “with a three-piece suit.” Holbrooke talked to European diplomats about the possibility of giving Karzai a prominent position at a foreign university, or with the United Nations. In a

  meeting with Afghan and foreign election official monitors in Kabul, Holbrooke let slip “I hate that guy” when the topic of Karzai came up. In a mid-February meeting at Ambassador

  Eikenberry’s residence, Holbrooke asked his fellow diplomats if they could live with Karzai for another five years. “Who would be the best

  candidate to replace Karzai?” he asked. He then suggested Haneef Atmar, the popular Pashtun interior minister. The United Nations envoy at the time, Kai Eide, later wrote that he took

  Holbrooke’s comments as an “attempt to sideline Karzai.” Holbrooke had also urged the parliamentarian Mirwais Yasini to join the race—a fact Yasini would mention to other

  American diplomats.




  When I asked Yasini about this later, he said Holbrooke and others “didn’t promise any financial support,” but they gave the distinct impression they were not happy with

  Karzai. “And not only them, the whole world was giving that impression.” Holbrooke’s handpicked ally with the U.N. mission in Afghanistan, Peter Galbraith, was openly hostile to

  the prospect of a second Karzai term. One of his advisers, Jane Marriott, described to me their approach, in proper British understatement, as “actively impartial.” But it was far more

  than that. Even Defense Secretary Robert Gates would later write that Holbrooke had concluded that Karzai “had to go.”
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  Holbrooke had already had a legendary diplomatic career before taking on the Afghan war, from a young dynamo in Vietnam to the bullying negotiator in Bosnia. He seemed to revel in his persona,

  and to believe his own devotion to his ideas enough to justify them. But I’d seen him be brusque and uncurious, even nod off in mid-conversation with an Afghan governor. He didn’t offer

  the deference that Afghan leaders seemed to crave. His angling against President Karzai also veered into the wider family. Before the vote, Holbrooke tried to persuade both Eikenberry and

  McChrystal that Ahmed Wali Karzai should be dropped from the payroll of the CIA, which had been his patron for the duration of the war. What was left unsaid by Holbrooke was that casting out Ahmed

  Wali would debilitate President Karzai in the Pashtun south. And even though such proposals would die, Holbrooke’s maneuvers would invariably trickle back to the palace, where Karzai would

  dutifully catalog them in his overflowing file of grievances.




  “Would Holbrooke have found it a much better scenario if Karzai lost the election?” one of Holbrooke’s advisers said. “Absolutely.” Just two

  months before the vote, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton sent a cable to Kabul with a message that seemed to vastly misinterpret the political climate. Addressing diplomats there, she wrote,

  “despite your best efforts, there remains an Afghan and international perception that the U.S. and most of the international community are supporting Karzai’s candidacy. Unless Afghans

  find not only our words but our deeds credible, they will vote for the candidate they think will win and we support. We need to do everything we can to

  rebalance a playing field increasingly viewed as tilted towards Karzai.”




  Since Karzai’s first election in 2004, when the United States had essentially functioned as his campaign manager, and when his victory had been hailed by Vice President Dick Cheney as a

  major moment “in the history of human freedom,” the playing field had tilted, if anything, steeply away from him. As early as the spring of 2007, European officials had proposed to

  Karzai that he promote himself out of his job—to a ceremonial position as head of state or king and let a prime minister assume the real work of governing. In battles with American officials,

  Karzai was already a scarred veteran. They had fought over what to do about Pakistan—Karzai thought the U.S. military should pursue al-Qaeda and the Taliban there, rather than in Afghanistan.

  The United States needed to send Pakistan an ultimatum to stop “using Islamic radicalism as an instrument of policy,” Karzai had told Obama, then

  a senator, over lunch in Kabul in July 2008. “Softly, softly, won’t work.”




  U.S. officials also disagreed on whom Karzai should appoint as governors—the American government believed some of them were drug traffickers. Eighteen months before the election, embassy

  staffers were describing the country’s “endemic corruption and widespread frustration over the Karzai government’s failure to meet

  expectations.” Civilian casualties, private security mercenaries, air strikes, Afghan prisoners in U.S.-run jails—all the political battles to come had already, to one degree or

  another, been fought. “He had raised objections to nighttime raids on houses, men going into women’s quarters, the use of dogs, the random international feeling that it [the U.S.-led

  military coalition] could arrest anybody they thought should be arrested, regardless of whether they were a tribal chieftain,” William Wood, the U.S. ambassador who preceded Eikenberry, told

  me. “He had a long list of recurring complaints, which I have to say we have not responded to very satisfactorily.




  “Certainly I had failed in my primary assignment from the Bush administration, which was to develop a more workable relationship with Karzai,” Wood said. “I

  like to think it deteriorated more slowly with me than it otherwise would have, but the relationship wasn’t a good one.” An American bombing in the village of Azizabad a year before the

  election killed nearly one hundred people, so infuriating Karzai that he wouldn’t allow Wood to see him for fifteen days. “It was completely unprecedented,” Wood said. “It

  was effectively the end of my ability to influence Karzai.”




  Now Hillary Clinton’s orders were to push the anti-Karzai agenda even harder. Some within the embassy noticed that this could be problematic. Just two weeks after her memo, the

  embassy’s political officer, Alan Yu, warned Eikenberry that he should tone down his public profile in the election. “You’ve already had

  meetings, including significant media coverage, with these candidates,” Yu wrote. From now on, he suggested, meet them at your residence, and don’t allow reporters in.

  “Continued high-profile media with these candidates risks shifting the story to defiance of Karzai instead of promoting U.S. policy of neither supporting nor opposing any legitimate

  candidate.”




  A month before the vote, Eikenberry wrote back to Washington that “Karzai clearly expected (or hoped) to receive the same U.S. support for his

  candidacy that he received in the 2004 election, and interprets our neutral stance in this election as evidence that the U.S. is ‘against’ him.” Before that first election, the

  U.S. embassy, then led by Zalmay Khalilzad, would parade Karzai around the country to events where he could cut a ribbon on an American-funded school or clinic in order to demonstrate to villagers

  how much better off they were with Karzai in the palace. The embassy had little time for rival candidates. One American diplomat recalled struggling to arrange a meeting for another Afghan

  politician who wanted to explore running against Karzai. “I got stonewalled,” the diplomat said. “The order to the political section was that the presidential candidate was Karzai

  and no one else. They were not to meet with others.”




  “Did we help him win the election?” Colonel David Lamm, who was the chief of staff for the U.S. military commander in Kabul at the time, asked me. “Yeah. You’re damn

  right. He was our guy. And we wanted him to win. He was a very honorable guy. All of us thought highly of him.”




  Before the second election, Karzai’s rivals could sense that the political winds had tacked sharply since the last go-round and aggressively courted U.S. support. The former World Bank

  official and Columbia University–educated finance minister, Ashraf Ghani, had taken on political operative James Carville as an adviser and was running as the data-driven pragmatic problem

  solver to Karzai’s heart-on-his-sleeve haplessness. Abdullah’s campaign mantra was all about “hope” and “change.” Several opposition candidates flew to

  Washington for Obama’s inauguration, while Karzai was left feeling slighted that he didn’t get invited. When Obama had visited Afghanistan as a presidential candidate himself, he had

  stopped in to visit Karzai’s old Kandahar rival Gul Agha Sherzai, then the governor of Nangarhar Province. Sherzai took that as a personal endorsement. As he mulled over whether to run for

  president, Sherzai told the local American diplomats stationed at the base in Nangarhar that he would challenge Karzai if he got a green light from the States. “A general can lose a battle and come back to win the war. A businessman can lose his money but earn it back. In politics, you get one chance. I would be surer of taking the chance if

  the U.S. supported me,” Sherzai said. That support had been critical for Karzai earlier in the war, he noted. “You were like an eagle that flew out of the sky and landed on his

  forehead. After that everyone knew that this was who we needed to support. I am waiting for the eagle to land on my forehead.”
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  The Obama administration’s approach to handling Afghan politics worsened Karzai’s sense of alienation. There had been periods of frequent personal contact between Bush and Karzai via

  videoconferencing that, Obama’s representatives told Karzai, would become much less common. Obama might visit Afghanistan; he might not. There would be no coddling. The

  administration wanted to work around Karzai as much as possible, building up the provincial and district leaders, although two-thirds of the country’s district governors didn’t even

  have office buildings and all of them answered to Karzai. Eikenberry and Holbrooke, the chosen representatives of the U.S. government, would deliver the messages, not the president. The Afghans saw

  this distancing as odd, given the fact that Obama was about to invest vastly more time, money, and lives in the war. What American officials saw as a bureaucratic reordering was interpreted by the

  palace as a personal and intentional slight.




  “President Karzai would not understand why he had to deal with an ambassador,” Said Tayeb Jawad, who was Karzai’s ambassador to Washington at the time, told me. Jawad began to

  notice real political consequences beyond hurt feelings. Lower-ranking diplomats on both sides had a harder time communicating informally, fewer chances to have coffee the day before a meeting and

  talk about what was coming up. “If you take away that operating level of the working relationship, every meeting turns into a surprise,” Jawad said. “For Holbrooke, it was an

  issue of centralizing authority and making people go through him. He made that point many times: ‘Those days are gone.’ ”




  Karl Eikenberry’s views on Karzai were more nuanced than Holbrooke’s, but the Afghan leader was no less an obsession for him. Eikenberry had already spent as much or more time with

  Karzai than any American official. He had arrived during the first year of the war, a former Army Ranger risen to major general, in charge of building a new Afghan army from the scraps of civil war

  militias. He had returned to Kabul in 2005 for a second tour, spending eighteen months as the top U.S. military commander. He retired from the military as a three-star general to take his first

  civilian job as ambassador, but he did not seem particularly comfortable in the role. He was earnest, analytical, sober, a workhorse in gold-button blue blazers and sensible shoes. In public

  settings or surrounded by reporters, he came across as stilted, almost robotic. Asked even benign questions, he would compress his attention inward as he scrutinized each word before freeing it

  from his teeth. The awkwardness made him an easy target for mockery by his staff. And lots of his subordinates resented his exacting demands. I had seen him stop a visiting State Department staffer

  outside an embassy elevator to grill him about his itinerary back to Washington, upset that he had not chosen cheaper flights to save taxpayer money. He had barred a female diplomat from a meeting at the palace because he felt her pants revealed too much ankle and might be offensive to Afghans. After a riotous embassy Mardi Gras party that ended with smashed

  liquor bottles and the deputy Turkish ambassador peeing on the wall of the chancery, he banned parties for months.




  But Eikenberry thought as deeply about the problem of Afghanistan and his personal responsibilities to it as anyone I met there. Before the war started, he’d given the place very little

  thought. He had originally been a China expert, with a master’s in East Asian studies from Harvard and course work toward a PhD at Stanford. He had studied in Hong Kong, spoke Mandarin well

  enough to receive an interpreter’s certification, had married a Chinese-born woman, Ching, and wrote papers for military journals with titles like “The Imjin War” and “The

  Campaigns of Cao Cao.” It wasn’t surprising that after a decade in Afghanistan, he knew the country well. By the end of his tenure as ambassador, he’d visited every one of the

  country’s provinces. He’d escaped mortar rounds in Nurestan, rockets in Wardak, and a grenade that landed within a hundred yards of him at a peace conference in Kabul. He seemed to hold

  genuine affection for Afghanistan. During his travels in the country, he would stop teachers, street vendors, and peasant farmers to query them about their thoughts and criticisms about their

  government, their views on the American presence, their aspirations.




  He had analyzed U.S. failures in Afghanistan and could quickly summarize a decade of the war’s politics, much of which he witnessed firsthand. In the early years, when the mission was to

  kill the Taliban and al-Qaeda, the U.S. government had allied itself with brutal warlords and their militias. Attention drifted away toward Iraq in the middle period. In the later years, U.S.

  troops surged back in without knowing exactly what they were supposed to accomplish. He did not avoid blaming himself. “Look,” he told a group of diplomats and soldiers in Kandahar one

  day, “I served here in 2002, and I remember standing in front of a group of soldiers and occasionally civilians and saying, ‘Okay. Our job here is to get another first down. We’re

  not going to win this on our watch. But get another first down on your year.’ And I came back in 2005, and I recall saying, ‘Get another first down.’ And then I got back here in

  2009 as the ambassador, and I started to say to groups, ‘Get another first down.’ And I realized, you know, where’s the goal line?




  “And that Alice in Wonderland quote: If you don’t know where you’re going, any path will lead you there.”




  As Eikenberry puzzled over Afghanistan, more often than not Hamid Karzai was the central riddle. The Karzai he first met was giddy, ebullient, naïvely idealistic. When he

  heard an idea, he liked it. Eikenberry remembers having to help persuade Karzai not to approve a United Nations war crimes special rapporteur to investigate the various Afghan warlords’

  sordid pasts, because such an investigation could wipe out half his government. In one meeting, as the U.N.’s representative, Lakhdar Brahimi, outlined the risks with this approach, Karzai

  got wide-eyed, childlike. Really? Brahimi named a governor who could be accused of war crimes, and Karzai replied, “He’s a very big thief, but he’s not a war criminal.”

  Karzai seemed to feel as if his very presence in the palace was proof that everything was surmountable. “Don’t be distressed,” he said. “We’re such a good team.”

  Karzai told Brahimi, “Your Excellency, you are always worried about problems, and I like that about you. You see a big hole in the ground and point it out, and I jump over it.”




  The early Karzai wasn’t yet burdened with the drudgery of building government institutions or the tragedies inherent in losing a guerrilla war. Heads of state from around the world would

  visit him in his palace, and they would sit as equals. To the Americans, Karzai would reminisce fondly about visiting his brothers in Maryland, about how he liked Starbucks coffee and country

  music. He found Thanksgiving a splendid holiday and believed that if they could just find some way to export Afghan pomegranates en masse, they would make a fine complement. He was prone to such

  grand pronouncements. “We want very soon to stand on our own feet, to become a donor country, rather than a recipient country,” he said two months

  after moving in to the palace. During one meeting with governors from Georgia, Kansas, and Mississippi, Karzai told them that Afghanistan before his presidency had been a “sad black-and-white movie.” It was now a film of “color and hopefulness.”




  That was before thousands of other such meetings, before hundreds of congressional delegations, presidential visits, NATO conferences, United Nations resolutions, years of arguments and demands

  and negotiations, strategic assessments, pilot programs, policy reviews and re-reviews. Everything had been tried and then tried again. Karzai had heard from representatives of dozens of countries

  on how to rule Afghanistan. He’d been lectured on military operations from twelve ISAF commanders from seven different countries. He’d received the American president’s messages

  from five U.S. ambassadors. So many times, he had been ignored. Karzai did not have any authority over which roads American Humvees drove on, onto which homes F-16 fighter jets

  dropped their missiles, over whose farmland Predator drones spied. By the time Eikenberry moved in to the embassy, Karzai had become someone Eikenberry saw as “a pure survivalist.”




  Karzai used to talk about his support for democracy or the need to decentralize authority in soaring terms, without yet having experienced the sacrifices this entailed. Eikenberry now felt that

  Karzai had no interest in working to strengthen parliament, the courts, the army and police—nothing except the office of the president. Karzai had once said the Afghan people were all that

  mattered and he was no fan of governments. Eikenberry remembered the time Karzai came back from a trip to China saying how well the country was doing without holding elections.




  Before the election, Eikenberry was meeting with Karzai several times a week, and growing ever more worried about what he was hearing. He felt Karzai did not accept his responsibilities to

  America for the support he received, that he had little interest in building democratic institutions or a strong Afghan military. Karzai kept repeating in those meetings that the United States was

  not speaking clearly to Afghanistan about its intentions, and that the clarity of purpose America had once had after September 11 was now lost. He was suspicious that the United States simply

  wanted a weak Afghanistan so as to have a free hand to pursue its larger goals in neighboring Pakistan and Iran. He felt that the United States had failed by giving too much authority to cautious

  NATO allies in southern Afghanistan, and that it had not protected the country’s tribal leaders from assassinations by insurgents. Karzai spoke openly of the notion that America was secretly

  allied with Iran to support his rival Abdullah. At a meeting in front of Karzai’s national security aides, as well as General Stanley McChrystal, Karzai mentioned that America was against

  him. Eikenberry denied it and said “there was no overt or covert U.S. program to support any presidential candidate,” he wrote in a summary of the

  meeting. “I then asked Karzai if he took me at my word on this issue. Karzai, perhaps not wanting to back down in front of his advisors, said that he did not.”




  Eikenberry was seeing flashes of two different Karzais. “The first is of a paranoid and weak individual unfamiliar with the basics of nation building and overly self-conscious that his

  time in the spotlight of glowing reviews from the international community has passed,” Eikenberry wrote to Washington just over a month before the vote. “The other is that of an

  ever-shrewd politician who sees himself as a nationalist hero who can save the country from being divided by the decentralization-focused agenda of Abdullah, other political

  rivals, neighboring countries, and the U.S. In order to recalibrate our relationship with Karzai, we must deal with and challenge both of these personalities.”




  Eikenberry believed that Karzai was too thin-skinned but that he reflected the legitimate grievances of the Afghans about the mistakes made and aggravations caused by the foreign

  troops—“a vessel for his people’s anger,” as Eikenberry put it—and that the problems in the relationship would need to be dealt with if he prevailed in the election.

  “I will begin a frank, collaborative (and perhaps, at times, confrontational) dialogue with Karzai,” Eikenberry wrote back to his superiors in Washington. “No alternative approach

  is now evident.”




  In Karzai’s mind, the bottom line for America was a bit different.




  “They wanted me out by all means,” he told me.




  Ten days before Obama’s inauguration, his vice president–elect, Senator Joe Biden, and Republican senator Lindsey Graham, a reserve colonel who had worked as an Army lawyer, had

  dinner with Karzai at the presidential palace. It was an encounter that has been rehashed at length in the journalism of the war. Bob Woodward writes several pages of dialogue about the evening in

  his book Obama’s Wars. In some ways it was a typical encounter: talking points flying past each other, self-serving statements, frustration. Biden came with a

  message that Karzai needed to clean up his government and deliver services to the people and that he wouldn’t have the type of chummy relationship or easy access to Obama that he had enjoyed

  with Bush. Biden alluded to the drug-trafficking allegations against Ahmed Wali, in front of Karzai’s ministers. Karzai started getting defensive and said the only important issue was

  civilian casualties. Biden wanted Karzai to save his criticism for private meetings, not bash the United States in public. Karzai said he had a duty to speak up, that Afghans had lost faith in

  America’s war plan. Biden said they didn’t need to send any soldiers if Karzai didn’t want America’s help. Karzai said no one cared about Afghanistan. Biden chucked down his

  napkin.




  This type of pressure tended to backfire. The Afghans present, even those with little sympathy for Karzai, found it offensive. They saw Biden as not just impolite but condescending. “He

  was talking as if he were negotiating with some wild mountain people who knew nothing. He was showing a lot of disrespect,” Amrullah Saleh, Karzai’s intelligence chief at the time, told

  me. “Biden’s way of conducting that talk was not diplomatic. It shattered the image of American grandness. Slamming a cup. It’s over. This is not Hollywood.

  These are negotiations. It’s real life. It’s not a movie. He was not professional. Whatever he wanted to convey, he couldn’t convey it. He just expressed his anger. Karzai’s

  reaction was very decent. Very brave. Very courageous. He kept his composure. He was much higher than Biden. Much higher.




  “Even if you read books about the British going to the Mughal court three hundred years ago,” Saleh went on, “they would present gifts, they would start by compliments, talk

  about nature, enjoy a little food, and then be very gradual. But three hundred years later someone comes to your court, regardless of how powerful he is, and acts this way? At the end of the day,

  we are all human beings and we have pride. Your [American] pride is your economy. It’s your military. It’s your wonderful land. It’s your technological advances. It’s your

  universities. But don’t forget, our pride is our history, our religion, our country. So simply because we are poor, we should not be degraded in every meeting. And unfortunately in that

  particular meeting, the guy was looking at the American pride only, and we were like, What?”




  Karzai enjoyed ceremony. That characteristic was hard to miss. Everything he does has a certain flourish. When you meet him, he doesn’t walk over to greet you but strides. He grips your

  hand with fervor. His eyes actually seem to twinkle. It struck me that what he liked most about being president was that it afforded so many opportunities to act grandly, to display gravitas. Every

  day at his palace he would have audiences, delegations of dozens of villagers from around the country coming to him with personal appeals for his help: the need for a school; a relative wrongly

  imprisoned; a dispute over property. In this way, the presidency of Afghanistan was a hybrid role—part modern head of state, part Pashtun tribal leader. Karzai embraced this aspect of his

  job. These gatherings gave him ground-level intelligence about how people felt about the war, but they also gave him the chance to preside. His voice had the timbre of oration even in conversation.

  He enjoyed riding the momentum of a sentence, indulging long, repetitive riffs and musings. He often ignored speeches written for him and improvised his remarks. “When I prepared talking

  points, he would disregard them totally,” Javed Ludin, a former Karzai spokesman and chief of staff, told me. “He had a flair for media.”




  In one of our interviews in his office, apropos of nothing, Karzai started discussing climate change. “Really abusing Mother Earth,” he said, “in terrible, terrible ways. I

  don’t think the earth can cope with all the wrongdoing.” He asked me where I was from. “Seattle? Oh, Northwest. Nice place. It’s rising? The temperatures

  rising there as well? Too much smoke. Too much pollution. Too much mining activity, perhaps. Too much everything, huh? Too much cement around, too much asphalt around. Too many planes around. Too

  many cars around. Tremendous wastage of water. Tremendous wastage of water. I have tremendous difficulty at home telling everybody to use water, you know, miserly. They

  don’t understand. Even electricity they don’t understand. They keep switching the lights on, and I go and turn them off. They turn them on. I turn them off. They don’t know. We

  will learn in a terribly costly way for the next generation.”




  Karzai wanted to be a great man, to have his views respected. Being embarrassed in front of his cabinet ministers by the U.S. vice president– elect was an affront to his sense of stature,

  a diminishing in the eyes of his peers. For all his eloquence in English and his worldly experience, people who met with him regularly felt that Karzai didn’t understand American politics

  that well. When he read a critical article in the U.S. press, he assumed it was essentially a public memo from the government, written by a reporter carrying out U.S. policy. “He does not

  understand Washington, our politics, our open system, where everybody runs their mouth all the time,” Ronald Neumann, a former U.S. ambassador to Kabul, told me. “The public criticism,

  Biden and the rest, this is inconceivable to an Afghan. That you would criticize a friend publicly like this, unless you intended to weaken them.”




  This type of meeting set the tone for the relationship going into the most important phase of the war. Whatever interests the Afghan and U.S. governments might have had in common were strained

  through this filter of distrust and wounded pride. By this time, everyone knew everyone else so well. This had been going on for so long. These personal feuds began to feel like the only fight that

  mattered. “As soon as the Democrats won the election, they started treating President Karzai’s government not as a partner but as a client,” said Mohammed Amin Farhang, a cabinet

  minister in that government for seven years.




  When I asked him about the dinner, Karzai remembered how Senator Graham had raised the issue of Afghan prisoners and said that the U.S. military would soon be taking in far more detainees.

  Karzai told him the Soviets had done the same thing and he would not allow it.




  “You are one man,” Graham told him. “How can you stop us?”




  In this exchange, Karzai said, he saw the “essence” of Obama’s government.




  “They were there to give us a message,” he told me. “A threatening message.




  “The U.S. government was trying to silence me. That’s what they keep telling me during these meetings. Not to go public on issues. And I remained committed to speaking

  publicly,” he said. “Corruption was there. True, sure. But they didn’t raise it because corruption was there. They raised it as a pressure tactic. And we knew that. So the main

  purpose all along of the pressure was to turn me silent on issues that we raised and were very important to us.




  “It was actually funny,” Karzai said. “It amused me, you know, to hear that. Because the United States had troops here, had an engagement here, wanted a relationship with

  Afghanistan. And then to say that the contacts would not be as frequent didn’t go with the reality of the situation.




  “So it was . . . I don’t know how to describe it. It sounded empty.




  “I think they were trying again to use all that as a pressure tactic. They thought it mattered to us. It doesn’t matter for us in the sense of a person to person. But it does matter

  at the level of government to government. When you have such strong engagement on the ground with troops and people dying. You need to be in contact, frequently, to sort out issues, to clear up

  things. To me it sounded a bit naïve, that one would threaten loss of contact. Well, who loses? We don’t lose.”




  Foreign countries had just paid $488 million for the election, the United States contributing $263 million of that total. The Afghan

  government’s share was $1.5 million. More than ten thousand people on fifty-one different election observation teams from around the world were on the ground to monitor the polls; drones

  peered down from the skies. The official watchdog organization, the Electoral Complaints Commission, led by foreigners, had a staff of 220 people deployed around the country. The goal was to open

  more polling stations and have more people vote than in the previous election, in 2004, all while having more eyes on those polls to ensure that the election was carried out fairly.




  It didn’t turn out that way. Only about 4.5 million Afghans voted, out of the more than 15 million who registered—half the turnout of Karzai’s win five years earlier. The

  Taliban launched more than four hundred attacks that day, the most of any day in the war. At least thirty people died. More than seven hundred of the polling centers failed to open. After all but

  the first hours of voting, when eager American and European officials declared the election a relative success—“I want to congratulate the Afghanistan people on

  carrying out this historic election,” Obama said from the South Lawn the day after the vote—Americans in Kabul and everyone else quickly realized that by any measure, the election had

  been a disaster.




  The fraud that Tim Carney had worried about in his e-mail to Ambassador Eikenberry began to materialize in a bewildering diversity of methods and schemes. There were people who voted more than

  once, those who voted on behalf of others, whole sheaves of six hundred ballots with the same exact vote in the same exact pen. “Ghost” polling centers that never opened racked up

  votes. In voting rooms that opened, gunmen forced people to fill out ballots, or police took them home and checked the boxes themselves. Some voting booths were blown up or set on fire. The

  retrospective reports on the election showed the fraud had been conducted with such abandon, and so free from any worry about detection or consequence, that it suggested the whole democratic

  experiment was for show.




  “Massive, unbridled, unsophisticated, blatant and untrammelled” was how Carney described the fraud in a Democracy International report eight

  months after the vote. Ten votes in the box became one hundred on the results sheet, the extra zero added later, in different handwriting. Losing candidates showed up in election offices carrying

  cardboard boxes full of shredded votes they’d purportedly been denied. At least fifteen candidates reported that election staff members at tally centers were requesting seven dollars per

  vote. “Top-off voting,” where election staffers marked the leftover ballots for their preferred candidates, was common. In the Panjshir Valley, candidates got identical results in three

  separate voting stations: 427, 427, 427 for one candidate and 10, 10, 10 for another. Supporters of both leading candidates took part. A week after the election, I went up to the northern city of

  Mazar-e-Sharif, an Abdullah stronghold, and talked to a depressed election official slumped in a jail cell, bruises on his face and blood speckling his scarf, who told me he’d been arrested

  and beaten after protesting that police were shutting down booths because people were voting for Karzai. “I am in pain,” he said.




  When asked about the voting fraud long afterward, Americans involved in the election said they believed that palace staffers, Karzai supporters, election officials, and police officers all

  helped orchestrate a Karzai victory. But they were less sure about whether Karzai ordered that to happen or even knew the details of the trickery. “Did Karzai call in his team and say, ‘Cheat your way into a first-round success?’ I don’t think so,” Eikenberry said. “Did Karzai design a team with an intent that was known, to

  do what has to be done? Absolutely.” Carney saw it the same way: “We have absolutely unimpeachable information that palace officials were deeply involved in ballot stuffing.”

  Karzai’s defense was to flail, accusing foreigners, including a European general, of a ridiculous plot of stuffing ballot boxes themselves.




  At markets in Kandahar, voter registration cards were being sold in bundles of three hundred. In station after station, hundreds of pages of identical ballots showed Karzai winning 100 percent

  of the vote. “The counting of the ballots was unobserved,” one U.S. military commander told me. U.S. military intelligence officers in Kandahar reported to their Kabul headquarters that

  there were more votes for President Karzai across the south than there were voters and that Ahmed Wali had had a “major hand in that.” Abdul Raziq, the young border police commander and

  Karzai ally, stored ballot boxes overnight inside his own home. In his domain, Karzai won 8,341 votes. Abdullah got 4.




  The other candidates had already dismissed the election as hopelessly flawed. The parliament member Mirwais Yasini called it the “end of democracy.” Abdullah Abdullah was holding

  press conferences in his garden nearly every day with new accusations of ballot-box stuffing.




  “They ripped ballots out and stuffed them in. You could see they just marked them all in the same hand. It was such an amateurish, idiotic attempt, so incredibly, childishly

  transparent” was how one Canadian adviser in Kandahar described it. A video aired on Afghan television showed men and women sitting on the floor calmly doctoring votes, folding and stamping

  ballots. One of them told the camera that “the same stuffing was taking place in all districts” and that it was “fun to do.”




  It took weeks before the scope of the fraud came clearly into view. On election night, the U.S. embassy cabled home that “no reliable early returns

  exist.” And yet by the next morning, Richard Holbrooke seemed to have come to his own conclusion about the results. Before heading to the palace to see Karzai, Holbrooke met with the U.N.

  envoy Kai Eide, along with Eikenberry and other members of the American election team. As Eide wrote in his memoir, “Holbrooke’s main point was that Karzai needed to be prevented from

  declaring victory. We should now insist on the need for a second round to clear the air after all the irregularities.” Eide wondered how they could ask Karzai to do this if the votes had not

  yet been counted, and he urged Holbrooke not to raise this with the president. “You have to understand,” Eide told him, “that Karzai sees you as someone who

  wants to get rid of him.”




  When Holbrooke arrived at the palace, he ignored that advice and made it clear that he felt that Karzai had not won more than 50 percent of the vote and that a runoff would be necessary. In

  Karzai’s recollection of that lunch meeting, Holbrooke told him that “the election must go to the second round.”




  “The vote had not even properly begun to be counted by then. Not even counted. Not even begun the counting,” Karzai told me. “I said we should wait for the results. He said,

  ‘No, the results are ready, we should go to the second round.’ ”




  Others present in the palace that day have similar memories of the exchange. The president’s spokesman, Waheed Omar, recalled Holbrooke telling Karzai that “there was a need for the

  second round. The president said, ‘How do you know? We barely voted. And the ballot boxes are not even in the provincial centers yet, most of them are still locked in the voting stations. How

  do you know it’s going to go to the second round?’ ” Holbrooke, as Omar remembered it, said the United States knew of election fraud that would make the vote illegitimate in

  the minds of the Afghan people and the international community. “In the president’s mind, the Americans did not want to replace him, they wanted to wound him, they wanted to

  delegitimize him in a way that he would not stand in their way as a strong president with opinions of his own, as a president who could drive his own agenda and push his agenda against that of the

  Americans,” Omar said. “That’s the way he took it.” Karzai told me the same thing. At that moment, he said, he knew the Americans “were working on trying to have an

  election in which, if they could not defeat me, they would leave me as illegitimate.”




  For their part, Karzai and his team were just as quick to jump to conclusions about the outcome. Within one day, his campaign manager was telling reporters that Karzai had won by more than 50

  percent and a runoff would not be necessary; within four days, his finance minister announced that the president’s margin was 68 percent of the vote. But as more than three thousand

  complaints about fraud poured in from across the country, it became clear that a recount of some fashion would be necessary. The Electoral Complaints Commission (ECC) went into triage mode, and

  decided that only the most blatant cases would be scrutinized. Weeks passed in arguments over what happened in far-off voting booths and how to arrive at some approximation of a true result. In

  those weeks, the fraud seemed to harden American officials’ feelings against Karzai. Palace officials hunkered down, insisting that everyone was out to wrest power from

  them.




  The country’s official arbiter of the voting, the Independent Election Commission, found that Karzai had won 54.6 percent of the vote, but the organization was widely believed to be biased

  in Karzai’s favor. American officials tended to trust the ECC, which would audit and recount the votes. It had a majority of foreign members and was led by a Canadian. The Americans saw the

  ECC as made up of objective, rigorous experts who hewed closely to the facts. The palace saw the ECC as more foreigners plotting against Karzai. This type of Afghan vs. foreigner division deepened

  the longer the confusion dragged on, particularly as Karzai’s camp made it clear that they might not accept the results of the recount if it pushed them below 50 percent.




  When that came to pass—the ECC found that of the 3 million votes for Hamid Karzai, at least 800,000 were fraudulent and would be wiped away, costing him his

  majority—it set up a showdown over whether Karzai would accept the conclusions of his own government’s institutions, however imperfect, or throw out the rules and steer Afghanistan

  toward some place where the rules no longer applied.




  Karl Eikenberry had spent days insisting to angry Afghan officials that Holbrooke and the State Department had not rigged the recount to swipe a victory from Karzai, nor had they been planning

  for a runoff the whole time. Now he faced the task of convincing them, and Karzai, that they should accept that very fate. The White House sent Senator John Kerry, chairman of the Foreign Relations

  Committee, to help argue the point, instead of Holbrooke.




  Given how the first round had gone, American diplomats were in fact dreading an encore, risking soldiers’ lives and millions of dollars more to organize another potential sham vote.

  Eikenberry sensed reluctance from Secretary of State Hillary Clinton when talking about it with her on the phone. But he saw this as a defining moment for the Afghan government. If they could

  accept the rulings made by their own institutions, even if politically painful for the incumbent, it would add ballast to the shaky young democracy and elevate Karzai, making it clear that he

  wasn’t just some third-world thug. It would show that Afghanistan could be the type of country that Eikenberry, and the rest of the Americans, hoped it could be.




  Karzai simply refused, convinced that he had won by a majority in the first round. In McChrystal’s memoir, he described Karzai’s attitude toward Eikenberry as

  “rage.” Karzai shouted, argued, rationalized, schemed. He warned that a second round would lead to brutal ethnic violence. To persuade him

  otherwise, Eikenberry knew, he needed Afghans to make the argument to Karzai; he would never listen to Americans.




  Eikenberry and the embassy political team fanned out to its various Afghan contacts: the governors, ministers, warlords, and technocrats, as well as the sympathetic diaspora Afghans with

  McMansions in suburban Virginia and the Islamist clerics who preached about the evils of American occupation in their Friday sermons. Eikenberry’s subordinates went out to meet with the old

  lions of Afghan politics, men whose lives were one long, bloody struggle for power—Mohammad Qasim Fahim, the vice president; Ismail Khan, the ruler, in effect, of western Afghanistan; Abdul

  Rasul Sayyaf, a former ally of Osama bin Laden’s—to try to convince them to accept the ruling of an electoral commission composed of a majority of foreigners: that enough votes for

  Karzai were fraudulent that he had not actually won a majority. If Karzai unilaterally declared himself the winner, Eikenberry believed, in addition to weakening Afghanistan it would energize all

  of Karzai’s enemies, from the opposition groups to the Taliban, and it would put his government in open opposition to the United States, just as tens of thousands more troops were on their

  way to fight on his behalf. They needed to find some way to make Karzai blink. The message from his diplomats in those meetings, as Eikenberry remembered it, was that Karzai “was driving

  toward a cliff. And he may run over that cliff. The question is, Are you going over the cliff with him? Or are you going to try to dissuade him?”




  One night, Eikenberry and his deputy, Frank Ricciardone, were invited by the minister of public health to meet in his office next to the embassy. Most of the employees had left for the day. They

  followed the minister down a darkened hall into a large conference room they had not visited before. Eikenberry was startled by what he saw. Around a vast table sat dozens of Pashtun government

  leaders and elders in turbans and robes, a group of men who formed the core of Karzai’s political support and afforded him his authority with their fellow tribesmen. At the head of the table,

  in a white turban and large square spectacles, sat Sibghatullah Mojaddedi, the ailing former president of Afghanistan, who had been Karzai’s boss when he was a lowly political water boy

  living in exile in Pakistan.




  Karzai’s whole public image had been crafted as an appeal for Afghans to transcend ethnicity. The brutality of the civil war that had followed the Soviet departure, with

  so much killing of Pashtuns, Hazaras, Tajiks, and Uzbeks, had been a black period for him; it was what had forced him to flee the country as a young man, what he would do anything as president to

  avoid. And yet many would argue over the years that Karzai saw himself, above all, as the leader of the Pashtuns. Of the two main branches of the Pashtuns, an ethnic group comprising tens of

  millions of people and hundreds of tribes that straddled both Afghanistan and Pakistan, the Karzais were Durranis, those who had founded modern Afghanistan and, since the eighteenth century, had

  often ruled it. Karzai’s father had been the leader of the Popalzai tribe until he was killed, in 1999, and then that mantle passed to Hamid. Hamid’s style of politics was often likened

  to that of a tribal leader rather than a modern bureaucrat: sitting with audiences of any social standing, hearing their grievances, seeking compromise, conciliation.




  American officials in Kabul, when frustrated or enraged at Karzai, which was often, would dismiss him as just another backward tribesman, “a spoiled Durrani princeling,” as one top

  U.S. political adviser described him. Leaders of the minority ethnic groups, like the Tajiks and Hazaras, would accuse Karzai of manipulating a pro-Pashtun agenda that slowly was stripping them of

  the power they had amassed early in the war. “At least in the deep recesses of his mind,” General Dan McNeill, the top military commander during two tours in Afghanistan, told me,

  “he considers himself the father figure of all Pashtuns, all Pashtuns, both sides of the border. Of that I’m absolutely convinced.”




  The assembly of Pashtun leaders facing Eikenberry, then, were as influential with and important to Karzai as any group of Afghans. And they felt as adamantly as Karzai did that he had won the

  election with a clear majority. They argued to Eikenberry that forcing a second round on the nation would mean more chaos and uncertainty; avoiding it would spare a lot of bloodshed.




  “Ambassador, you don’t have to do this,” one Pashtun minister told him. “You have options. This election can be decided in President Karzai’s favor.”




  Eikenberry had known many of these men for years. He’d walked bazaars and drunk lukewarm green teas with them. He’d listened to them drone on about the same tired slights: that

  America had abandoned them after the Soviets left, then given their country back only to ruin it with meddling. He was tired of and frustrated by their whining. He slammed his fist on the

  table.




  Do you think we have American soldiers here risking their lives to secure this election so that you can make a mockery of it?




  There was so much massive corruption, he said, so much flaunting of any sense of rules or fairness, that the country needed a second round. They needed to clean their hands of this farce. All of

  them, Eikenberry said, had lived through the civil war of the early 1990s, when tens of thousands died in the streets of Kabul, when ethnic groups slaughtered one another, when crossing town meant

  running a gauntlet of militia front lines of war-shattered rubble.




  “There were no rules. It was the jungle,” Eikenberry said. “Now you are returning to the jungle. What we are talking about is rules. The rules aren’t perfect. But if you

  don’t follow them, you’re going back to the jungle. This is your chance.”




  The meeting ended after two hours. It was late, and Eikenberry was exhausted. The room emptied out, and he rose to leave. Mojaddedi, the former president, a man Eikenberry knew well, raised a

  hand.




  “My son,” he said. “Come back.”




  It was just the two of them. Mojaddedi put his hand on Eikenberry’s knee. He said that because he represented the United States, he could have any outcome to this election he wanted.

  Eikenberry, with his earnest North Carolina–bred patriotism, really believed that representing the United States meant standing for certain values—in this case, respect for a fair

  democratic process. And he told Mojaddedi that.




  “So what you are saying is there has to be a second round?”




  “That is exactly what I’m saying.”




  Mojaddedi smiled. He patted Eikenberry’s knee.




  “Okay. There will be a second round.”




  When the Pashtuns met later at the palace with Karzai, their message was simple: you can either have the majority of the vote from the first round, or you can have the United States of

  America.




  The palace press conference had been delayed for hours. The reporters, trapped inside the palace meeting hall, had been stripped of their cell phones. Outside, walking among

  the rose gardens, President Karzai and Senator John Kerry were nearing the end of their twenty-hour marathon negotiation, meant to be the culmination of the effort by Americans and Afghans alike to

  get Karzai to agree to the second round. It was two months after the vote had taken place. Karzai had finally agreed, and the announcement was scheduled for one p.m. The press was called in. Ambassadors and other dignitaries went to the palace to be in attendance for the news. But Karzai was still resisting and was refusing to show up.




  As they walked around the grounds and visited the palace mosque, Karzai was still convinced that he had been cheated out of a legitimate win. Kerry felt that Karzai needed to put the interests

  of the country and its institutions in front of his own. Kerry, who’d lost to George W. Bush five years earlier, commiserated with Karzai about what political failure felt like. He told

  Karzai, as others had, that it would be difficult, if not impossible, for the United States and Afghanistan to work together if he refused a new election. These types of veiled threats and

  ultimatums were coming in from many sides. The United Nations representative, Kai Eide, urged Karzai to accept a second round, saying that otherwise he would resign. “This was probably the

  most difficult conversation I experienced with Karzai,” he wrote later. “I was exhausted.”




  One of the things that most infuriated Karzai was enduring the public humiliation of having to submit to this foreign, and primarily American, arm-twisting. Having to concede that his votes had

  been rigged, that he was not the clear favorite of the Afghan people, was an epic loss of face. Karzai wanted some way to preserve his dignity and emerge from the election as a decisive winner.

  During their talks, Karzai asked Kerry for assurances that if he agreed to participate in a second election, it would actually take place. A decisive second-round win over Abdullah would vindicate

  him and legitimize the election. As his spokesman, Waheed Omar, remembered it, Karzai told Kerry: “Look, I’m going for the second round, I accept the second round, but can you guarantee

  that it will happen?” Kerry said, “I swear to the Bible and the Koran that there will be a second round.”




  When I asked Karzai about this later, he said the same thing. “Kerry swore on the Bible,” Karzai said, “over there.” He pointed to the chair in his office next to the

  fireplace. “He was sitting in that chair. Yes. He swore on the Bible.”




  Karzai finally appeared for the press conference at four-thirty p.m. Grim, tired, he stood at the podium flanked by Kerry, Eikenberry, and Kai Eide. British ambassador Mark Sedwill, who had been

  hoping to avoid participating in the bizarre public spectacle, got ordered by London otherwise and rushed over late to join the crowd. Lined up behind Karzai, the foreigners looked like the very

  thing he had accused them of being: puppet masters meddling in his sovereign government.




  “Afghanistan’s elections have unfortunately been defamed, and any results we got from the first round of elections would not

  have ensured legitimacy in the system,” Karzai told those in the room. “Now, it may be in my personal interest if I now insist that I won the first-round elections, but the interests of

  the people of Afghanistan are more important. Therefore, we are now going to hold second-round elections.”




  The second round never happened.




  After the press conference, Abdullah Abdullah, perhaps fearing an unwinnable vote or perhaps, as he said, convinced that the system was so rotten it could not be trusted, decided to drop out of

  the race. That left Karzai—damaged, discredited, feeling betrayed—a winner by default.




  Ten weeks passed between the vote and the final announcement that the election was over. During that period, Karzai appeared to disregard the obvious and voluminous evidence that his supporters

  had tried to cheat him to victory, as Abdullah’s supporters had also, to a lesser extent. His approach was self-serving, to say the least. But the United States acted with ugly hypocrisy,

  touting the rhetoric of democracy while scheming against the favored candidate. It managed to humiliate Karzai but not defeat him. That period transformed Karzai into the president he would become.

  The years preceding the election had been marked by a slow erosion of interaction, friendship, and trust between the American and Afghan governments that culminated in the collapse of relations

  during the months of the disputed vote. As Waheed Omar later described it, the election was “the wound that never healed.”




  After watching the final announcement at the palace, Kevin Brady, an embassy press officer, sent an e-mail to Tim Carney and the elections team.




  “No second round, as you know by now. Articles 156 and 49 (?) cited as reasons, plus security, costs, and ony [sic] one candidate,” he wrote. “Intl

  journalists here just shaking heads; afghans hungry for more q and a. Over.”
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  SO MUCH IN LOVE




  HAMID KARZAI TOOK UP RESIDENCE as Afghanistan’s new leader on the chilly night of December 12, 2001, when he was twelve days shy of his

  forty-fourth birthday. He had long since gone bald, and his beard had flecks of gray, but he moved with youthful vigor. He had married two years earlier, at an unusually advanced age for an Afghan,

  but still had no children. Before the airplanes flew into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, Karzai had had no inclination that he would soon be ruling a country he had not lived in for

  years. A relatively novice politician, Hamid had not distinguished himself in battle, as other, more venerated leaders had done. He was living in a salmon-pink

  house in an upscale suburb of Quetta, in western Pakistan, a critic of the Taliban and al-Qaeda, the hard-line Islamic groups that the Pakistani government supported and the Western world

  ignored. His father had been murdered, and he feared Pakistan would revoke his visa.




  Karzai and his seven siblings were among the millions of diaspora Afghans scattered into exile by the Soviet invasion, the civil war, and the Taliban regime. They came from a prominent family

  distinguished not so much by their wealth as by their political and diplomatic posts, their leadership of the Popalzai tribe, and their favor under the former king Zahir Shah, who had ruled for

  forty years before being overthrown and exiled to a villa outside Rome. Their stature was comparable to that of other political families abroad, and in a region where violence and religious

  intransigence were celebrated, the Karzais were moderates, open to compromise. They wanted the return of the exiled king. They tried to interest the United States and other countries of the West in

  the brutalities of the Taliban regime. They wished for Afghanistan to rediscover the peaceful times they remembered from childhood.




  But for most of them, the turmoil of Afghan politics, and the hope of returning to their country, had faded into the background of their daily lives. Since moving to the

  United States in the late 1960s, Hamid’s elder brothers Mahmood and Qayum had established a network of successful Afghan restaurants in Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, and San Francisco. The

  family’s lone sister, Fawzia Royan, along with her husband, managed one of their restaurants, the Helmand, not far from the Harvard campus. The oldest brother, Abdul Ahmed, had trained as a

  mechanical engineer and worked at BWI Airport, in Baltimore. The youngest brother, Abdul Wali, had earned his doctorate at Johns Hopkins University and taught biochemistry at SUNY Stony Brook, on

  Long Island. Several of the siblings had become American citizens, along with their children. They had spouses who sold insurance, worked in department stores. They were accustomed to their

  suburban lives.




  Among the siblings, Hamid had stayed the most politically active during his exile years, but even he could not expect that in the condensed frenzy of three months, he would be transformed from

  an obscure exiled Afghan diplomat into the country’s wartime head of state. This brief period has also been the most thoroughly documented of Karzai’s public life. Books such as

  The Only Thing Worth Dying For, by Eric Blehm, and A Man and a Motorcycle: How Hamid Karzai Came to Power, by Bette Dam, have chronicled in

  minute detail Karzai’s post–September 11 journey into Afghanistan. But in light of the years of attacks that followed, it’s important to revisit that period, if just to remember

  that Karzai’s success in those first days, and his very survival, was vouchsafed by the United States.




  After the terrorist attacks, Jason Amerine, a thin, bearded, quietly intense thirty-year-old U.S. Special Forces captain from Honolulu, received his orders while at an Uzbek air base known as

  Karshi-Khanabad. The mission was both simple and grandiose: meet up with an Afghan rebel commander and topple the Taliban. Other CIA and Special Forces teams had been assigned to the rebels in

  northern Afghanistan, and air strikes had been pounding Taliban positions for a few weeks. But no one had yet tried to mobilize the Pashtuns in the south to take on their fellow tribesmen in the

  Taliban. Amerine’s Special Forces A-team, Operational Detachment Alpha 574, consisted of himself and ten other people. The Afghan commander they would be meeting, he was told, was Abdul Haq,

  about whom Amerine knew nothing. The plan was “to link up with these bloodthirsty warlords and do what we can to work with them.” Haq was a Pashtun who had earned his fame, and lost a

  foot, as a mujahedeen commander against the Soviets. He was charismatic, thrived in the spotlight, and cultivated the press; his nickname was “Hollywood Haq.” As an

  offering to a fellow warrior, Amerine’s team brought a large blade for Haq. A BFK, he called it: big fucking knife.




  “It was just: ‘Give us our warlord and we’ll go.’ ”




  Then suddenly Haq was dead, surrounded by the Taliban and unceremoniously murdered along with nineteen other people. So Amerine’s team got assigned a new warlord equally unknown to him:

  Hamid Karzai. Then Amerine was told Karzai was dead. Then the news changed again: Karzai was alive, but in trouble. It turned out that Karzai at that moment was being airlifted out of Afghanistan

  by a team of Navy SEALs. Since September 11, Karzai had been in contact with CIA officers about his plans to spread the word among Pashtun tribes that the time had come to rise up against the

  Taliban. In early October 2001, Karzai, unarmed and with a CIA-donated satellite phone, had ridden a motorcycle into Afghanistan with three companions to foment rebellion. But his war party got

  surrounded in the mountains of Uruzgan. The Bush administration, afraid that another Pashtun opposition leader would be killed, like Haq, sent soldiers to rescue him. Karzai and Amerine ended up

  finally convening at a CIA safe house across the border in the Jacobabad district of Sindh Province, Pakistan, to prepare for another attempt. When Amerine met Karzai for the first time, on the

  morning of November 3, he knew he would not be giving this man a knife.




  “He’s not a warlord in any way. He came off as very intelligent, soft-spoken, almost scholarly,” he said. “I thought, Okay, this is going to be very different than my

  initial assumptions.”




  Karzai had no military expertise. After leaving Afghanistan for college in India, he had gravitated to Pakistan during the Soviet war in the early 1980s; there he taught English and got involved

  with Afghan rebel groups. Living first in the northern city of Peshawar, Karzai worked as a political adviser and spokesman for Sibghatullah Mojaddedi (who Eikenberry would have a showdown with

  years later), the leader of the Afghan National Liberation Front (ANLF), one of the seven Afghan rebel factions that relied on American money and weapons to fight the Soviets. Karzai got the

  position through the influence of his father, Abdul Ahad, who was also working with the group.




  On the spectrum of these Afghan cold warriors, the ANLF was weak. It received a fraction of the CIA-funneled largesse that other, more radical Islamist parties were given. Karzai nevertheless

  became well known in the foreign embassies in Pakistan and on the wider diplomatic circuit because he spoke fluent English and presented a modern, worldly image to foreigners,

  unlike many Afghan leaders, who looked as if they’d stepped with their sandals and robes out of biblical times. In his meetings with Western diplomats at the time, Karzai tended to wear blue

  blazers, ties, and slacks. In his spare hours, he could be found riding his bicycle or swimming laps in the Pearl Continental Hotel’s swimming pool.
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