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    Introduction
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    Covering war brings periods of boredom, confusion, and then—sharp as a rifle’s crack—intense fear mixed with horror and sorrow. For many reporters and photographers, covering Iraq has added one more layer of uncertainty: clashes with the U.S. military, and sometimes the American public, over reporting such a politically charged conflict.

    New York Times Baghdad correspondent Damien Cave had one overarching goal when he embedded with a U.S. Army Stryker platoon in early 2007: to report on the early days of the much-vaunted “surge” of American forces under Gen. David Petraeus. After witnessing from only a few feet away the tragic death of a beloved platoon leader, Cave exercised the same sound journalistic principles as the long line of talented war reporters before him, from Ernie Pyle to Joe Galloway to David Halberstam. “Our main concern was staying true to the substance and feel of what happened,” he told me, to convey “the realities of war and the courage and emotions felt by those who fight.”

    Unlike his predecessors, though, Cave performed extra duty for the Times. Along with his wife, Diana Oliva Cave, he prepared a video of the events that transpired on Haifa Street in Baghdad. The video, which ran on the newspaper’s website, added another dimension to his print coverage. But it also created an unexpected backlash in the States. When the sergeant’s family in southern Texas saw the poignant footage of their wounded warrior, they were outraged and complained to their congressman and the army. Like so many news stories today—from presidential candidates to celebrity starlets to star athletes—the news-gathering process itself became news. The story of Damien Cave and his near-expulsion from Iraq fills an entire chapter of this book because it provides a case study of the difficulties of covering war in the twenty-first century.

    Reporting on any combat in the era of 24/7 media, with a growing array of Internet-connected news outlets, has created a volatile situation between the media and the military. The invasion of Iraq and its messy, ill-planned aftermath left a minefield of unexplored terrain for the military’s public-affairs specialists who must balance the public’s right to know—a staple of American democracy—with the military’s need for operational security.

    Initially, I explored these issues from a safe distance, interviewing veteran correspondents such as Rick Atkinson of the Washington Post, Jamie McIntyre of CNN, and Jim Lehrer of PBS’s NewsHour among them. However, I realized that only by venturing into Iraq would I get any sense of the actual situation on the ground. My time with the U.S. Marines at Camp Fallujah and the insights of the top public-relations officer there, Maj. Jeff Pool, proved invaluable in better understanding what some call the art of “perception warfare” and others dismiss as mere propaganda. Even the skeptics—understandably angry over the botched planning early in the war—should admit that the First Amendment needs to be honored as much as possible on the battlefield.

    Even critics of the military and the government should appreciate the painstaking work of officers and enlisted men and women like Pool who try to find the right balance to inform the American public while not serving as dupes for enemy propagandists. It’s instructive to consider the four rules that Pool shared with me one night at Camp Fallujah:

    1. Tell the truth.

    2. Don’t be the enemy’s public affairs officer.

    3. Don’t get anyone killed or fired.

    4. No P.R. stunts.

    Honesty is the underlying premise of these rules. During my visit in mid-2007, the marines were seeing some signs of success in western Iraq’s Anbar Province, where they had forged an alliance with the Sunni sheiks. Yet there was an air of doubt, at times even pessimism, about the ultimate outcome of the costly intervention in the Mesopotamian quicksand. Most observers doubted that the U.S. could ever leave Iraq without leaving behind a bloodbath. But was Sen. John McCain’s prediction of a century in Iraq the only option?

    “It’s already agreed we lost,” Major Pool said of the media’s consensus. “Now the question is: How can we lose gracefully? How can we lose less?”

    This ambiguity put him and other public-affairs specialists in a tight spot. “How can you combat against that and not be the propagandist?” And how could they provide access to the fighting while still honoring the wishes of grieving families back home? Early in the war, Donald Rumsfeld had issued an edict blacking out coverage of the return of the flag-draped coffins of the increasing number of war dead. But as Rick Atkinson wrote after the 2003 invasion, “Every soldier’s death is a public event.” Yet doesn’t the soldier—and his or her family—have an inherent right to privacy?

    These were tough questions for tough people inside and outside the media, with no simple answers or clear-cut solutions. The next controversy was probably the click of a camera or the sending of an e-mail away. You’ll meet a young Associated Press reporter, Lauren Frayer, who felt frustrated that her peers back home never read the newspapers and seemed to have lost their collective minds in a world of pop-culture news about the likes of Anna Nicole Smith and Paris Hilton. And you’ll meet Time columnist Joe Klein, who graciously took time out with me in a Baghdad hallway to explain his passionate interest in the war’s outcome.

    What began for me as a cool examination of a distant war soon became a close encounter with the media, the military, and some of the Iraqis who were trying to pull their land out of its endless cycle of violence. My hope is that what I have recorded here will help shed light on their struggles—and the struggles of everyone working toward a world where peace, not war, is breaking news.
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    Chapter One
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    WAR ?

    WHAT WAR ?
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    Sitting in the chow hall at Camp Fallujah, Maj. Gen. Walter E. Gaskin glanced up from dinner and wearily shook his head at the news blaring out of the big-screen TV. It didn’t matter whether it was Fox News or CNN, the two main networks that were kept on at military bases around Iraq. The headline story in June 2007 was still the same: Paris Hilton.

    This bothered Gaskin, commanding general of the 35,000-strong II Marine Expeditionary Force (II MEF), charged with patrolling Anbar Province in northwest Iraq. Anbar, the size of North Carolina, appeared to be calming down after gaining a reputation as a hotbed of the Al Qaeda–led insurgency of 2004–06 in the province’s largest cities—Fallujah, Ramadi, and Haditha. But by mid-2007, American commanders such as Gaskin were claiming a measure of military and political and stability in the largest of Iraq’s eighteen provinces.

    By arming the tribes that exerted the most control over the 1.2 million Arab Sunnis along the green belt of the Euphrates River, American military and State Department officials said they achieved a precipitous drop in hostilities and a resulting rise in confidence. Rather than dwell on the past, Gaskin and others predicted a future where peace was more than a mirage on the desert horizon.

    The “Anbar model,” as it had become known, led to the formation of new coalitions with Sunni groups that once fought shoulder-to-shoulder with foreign fighters from Syria, Jordan, Egypt, Chechnya, and Saudi Arabia in some of the bloodiest house-to-house fighting of the war. The policy of arming such recent foes was controversial—because the possibility always existed that they could turn against the Americans or the fragile Iraqi government led by the Shiites, long the doormat of the Sunni-dominated regime of deposed dictator Saddam Hussein. The same strategy had backfired in Afghanistan when CIA-armed freedom fighters in Afghanistan later turned their surface-to-air missiles on American planes after ridding their country of Soviet forces.

    But over a dinner of fried chicken and mashed potatoes, Gaskin, a gregarious general known for chatting away the night with his troops in Camp Fallujah’s mess hall, exhibited a kind of all-American optimism worthy of Ronald Reagan.

    The message that turned around the Anbar sheiks and other key leaders, he said, was getting across to them that foreign “fighters killed [their] kids” and ruined their cities, where the sheiks formed the Arab equivalent of the Chamber of Commerce. After all that destruction, Gaskin said the Americans could justifiably say to the Sunni leaders, “Let Al Qaeda explain it.”

    The Americans had backed their words with action, he said, by training Anbar’s men to defend themselves and avoid a repeat of the carnage that had killed their friends and family, sacked their businesses, and left their towns and cities in a shambles.

    “That’s where we are now,” Gaskin said. Yet TV news was generally neglecting these developments, favoring the vapid saga of Paris Hilton getting in and out of jail. The starlet’s image flickered on the screen, providing an unlikely backdrop as the general continued his sober assessment of the situation: “We have to work with the government and the military.”

    What about all the mistakes the Bush administration made in the wake of the 2003 invasion, from sending home the Iraqi Army to purging the government of Baathists—two acts that many military analysts agreed had sewn the seeds of the ongoing insurgency? “It doesn’t matter how we got here,” Gaskin replied earnestly. “It does matter that we’re here. Pulling out before we’re done only complicates things.”

    It had been four years since President Bush appeared on television from the White House to announce the invasion of Iraq. With American flags and family photos in the background, Bush kept his cards close to his vest, saying only that the “early stages” of the military campaign had begun. Later, it was reported that the president approved the launch of two F-117 stealth fighters, armed with a pair of 2,000-pound bunker buster bombs, to kill Saddam Hussein at Dora Farm, a family complex southeast of Baghdad on the banks of the Tigris River. The day before, a CIA operative had reported that Saddam was at the complex that bore the code name “slaughterhouse.”

    Staring earnestly into the camera, Bush informed America—and presumably Saddam, if he were watching from the safety of a fortified bunker—that he had launched “a campaign on the harsh terrain of a nation as large as California.” This “could be longer and more difficult than some predict.”

    The preemptive attack of March 19, 2003, missed Saddam, but the president’s prediction was on target. After the “shock and awe” air attacks on Iraq and the speedy, successful ground campaign by the U.S. Army and Marines, many of the dire predictions of the war’s handful of vocal critics had come true. By mid-2007, some 3,600 Americans had died in Iraq, with tens of thousands more Iraqi soldiers, insurgents, and civilians perishing. Despite an additional 30,000 troops as part of the 2007 “surge” strategy to root out insurgents, sectarian strife continued to kill dozens of men, women, and children daily.

    Yet if America did pull out its massive force—as a growing number of Democrats and even some Republicans were advocating back in Washington—General Gaskin said the U.S. would probably have to return to the “cradle of civilization” someday because of its strategic importance. “Why not finish it while we’re here?” he asked.

    It was the most pressing question of our time, yet on this summer night in Fallujah, I had the top commander in Anbar all to myself for dinner. At the time, I was one of only four embedded reporters in the province and thirty-nine in the entire country. I was told by Marine public affairs that there were only nine embeds with military units in Iraq during 2006. (These numbers exclude the dozens of reporters, editors, and other employees of several large American newspapers, wire services, or TV networks in Baghdad who work independently and are not embedded with the military). Even with the Baghdad contingent, the media’s presence was paltry compared to the heady days of 2003 when more than 700 American journalists took up the Defense Department’s offer to join American forces for the late-March invasion.

    Gaskin, like many military commanders, was aware of the declining interest in the daily business of fighting and dying in Iraq. Glancing up at the big screen TV—a staple of the military’s dining, fitness, and leisure facilities—he observed, “It amazes me how much coverage Anna Nicole [Smith] and Paris Hilton get.” Months before, the lurid saga of Smith, the drug-addled sex kitten with eye-popping measurements, dominated the 24/7 cable news cycle. Now a rich waif named Paris was getting the celebrity treatment, Gaskin noted in disgust, “All because she wouldn’t abide by the law.”

    Gaskin is one of America’s top African-American military leaders, commanding a force of more than 35,000 Marines, soldiers, sailors, and airmen in what was known as Multinational Forces-West Iraq. His military career began with a Naval ROTC scholarship at a small college in Georgia. Given his blue-collar roots, the amiable general had a hard time comprehending his fellow countrymen’s interest in starlets over soldiers.

    “You gotta be joking, as far as the priorities of the nation go,” he said. “These young men and women joined their military when the country was at war . . . to protect a way of life.” He glanced around the room, filled mostly with young men and women who worked each day patrolling Anbar and training Iraq’s police and military forces.

    It was a shame, he said, that there was such scant coverage of the Anbar successes, and so little interest in the nuts and bolts of the story, the military’s cooperation with local and regional officials to restore electricity, water, telephones, and transportation. “That’s part of the story that’s missing.”

    The general’s lament was reflected in media studies conducted later that summer. “Press coverage of the war in Iraq declined markedly” between April and June 2007, according to the Washington-based Project for Excellence in Journalism. The three major issues of the war—the policy debate over the troop levels and funding in Congress, events in Iraq, and the impact on the U.S. home front—“filled 15 percent of the total news hole in the quarter, a drop of roughly a third from the first three months of the year, when it filled 22 percent,” the study found, based on a broad weekly cross-section of American news media.1

    “Americans aren’t connected to this war,” ABC correspondent Martha Raddatz told the Washington Post in late 2007. “The only people really paying the price are service members and their families. That’s why I feel so strongly about telling their stories.”2

    Why the drop-off in interest in a war that reporters once rushed to cover? Did Americans really care more about vapid starlets than about their own sons and daughters at war? Was it a failure of the Bush administration in selling the importance of the story? Or was the media itself to blame for backing off the biggest story of the day?

    Several days before meeting General Gaskin, I posed these questions to a star journalist I recognized at the Combined Press Information Center at the U.S. military command in Baghdad: Joe Klein, the Time magazine columnist and a regular on Washington talk shows.

    As Klein and I waited to get our press credentials—complete with biometric eye scans—he gave me the Reader’s Digest version of how he came to be in a hallway filled with sleepy journalists and cheerful public affairs personnel.

    “I’m not a war correspondent, obviously. I’m a political columnist,” said the once-anonymous author of Primary Colors, the satirical novel based on Bill Clinton’s 1992 presidential campaign. “My story was I was in retirement. I had left the New Yorker after the 2000 campaign, which I thought was going to be the peak of my career. I was going to write a couple of elegant New Yorker stories a year. Then September 11th happened, and nine of my neighbors in the small town I live in in New York didn’t come home.”

    Klein somberly explained how he’d decided it was time to learn about Islam and “to learn about the U.S. military in a way I never had before, and about [U.S.] intelligence.”

    So he came out of early retirement and started writing a column about world and political affairs for Time. And like General Gaskin, Klein said he’d noticed that his intense interest in the war and America’s overall security situation was not shared by many of his countrymen. Reflecting back to 2001, he said, “From that moment to this, it has been a downward grade in public awareness of this story, while my level has remained where it is, and has actually increased as I’ve gotten to know the military and gotten to know the intelligence community, and really studied, and drilled down on this region.”

    Klein’s hands fluttered like the wings of a dying bird as he described the declining arc of America’s interest in its global situation, contrasted with his own ascent into the story. It was only eight o’clock in the morning, but he was in high gear.

    Why the public apathy?

    “Lack of leadership,” he replied, “at the presidential level. You talk to any of the folks out here, and the second or third thing they’ll tell you is the disconnect between what they’re doing and where the country is. The comparison I like to make is my parents always told me about Franklin Roosevelt. Right after Pearl Harbor, Roosevelt told everybody to go out and buy maps of the world and boxes of pins. He became the national geography teacher. Our parents knew global geography a lot better than we do.

    “Bush had a responsibility to do something similar, if he actually thought we were in a war, if he actually thought it was a long-term war against the forces of Islamic radicalism, which I truly believe. He had a truly educational function. But instead of actually educating us, he spun. The top priority inside the White House, infuriatingly to me, has been spinning the war, rather than fighting it—much less winning it.”

    With mortar attacks on the once-impregnable Green Zone on the rise, I asked Klein if he thought Baghdad in 2007 was similar to Saigon in 1975. Was it on the verge of falling? Or was it more like Korea in the 1950s, with America poised for a long-term occupation to prop up a wobbly government?

    “I think it’s something different than those two places,” he said. “And it has really pissed me off that the Bush Administration has used those places as an example.” In Vietnam and Korea, he continued, “you had homogeneity. Here you don’t. Here what you have is a country which is not a country. What you have is something which was cobbled together in Cairo in 1921. So the analogies are not appropriate. We haven’t seen this before. People I know in [U.S.] intelligence, one guy said to me, ‘This really makes your brain hurt.’

    “I’ve spent every day for the last four years thinking and reporting about this, and my constant question is how do we get from here to there? I’ve asked everybody,” he said, including the U.S. commander, Gen. David Petraeus, whom Klein was set to visit. The general’s public affairs team lingered nearby in the hallway, waiting for the right moment to interrupt Klein and spirit him away from me.

    “Not a single person is able to say how we get from here to there,” he said. But even though there was much doubt and confusion even at the highest level of the military, he said he would keep following the story. “My heart goes out to these folks [the military] because they’re about the only people in our country who are taking this seriously.”

    When the Paris Hilton headlines were pointed out to him, Klein nodded and sighed. “I don’t think we’re taking [the war] seriously enough. I think all publications and networks are seeing the same kind of marketing surveys” showing Americans had grown tired of war news. “Advertisers don’t want to have their ads on pages next to it,” he said. “We’ve gotten really lazy as a country. I named a character in Primary Colors after this. Orlando Ortzio, the governor of New York. Machiavelli said ortzio is the greatest enemy of the republic. Ortzio is Italian for ‘indolence.’”

    One of Petraeus’s senior staff members arrived to lead Klein away. Before he left, Klein called covering Iraq “the most frustrating and rewarding experience of my life as a journalist.”

    Unlike many of his colleagues in the American media, though, Klein had come back for more.

  


  
    

    Chapter Two
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    BRIGHT

    SHINING WAR
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    After Rex Bowman saw the Twin Towers fall, he knew it was time to renew his passport. He was far from New York City, laboring in a one-man news bureau in southwest Virginia, with about as much chance of traveling abroad as he had of covering the Super Bowl. But something in Bowman’s bones told him to start preparing for war.

    “I went out and got my passport after 9/11,” recalled the slight, self-effacing Virginian with a salt-and-pepper goatee. “I knew a war was coming. I knew we’d go to Afghanistan.”

    At forty-two, Bowman may have lacked combat experience, but he did know a few things about the military. In the 1980s, he worked in U.S. Air Force intelligence, including a two-year stint in Berlin as a Russian linguist and occasionally as a courier delivering top-secret documents before the end of the Cold War. He met his future wife, Jennifer, in Germany and followed her when she took a job at the National Security Agency near Washington, DC. After leaving the air force, he worked for the Washington Times but eventually returned to his favorite part of the country, the Blue Ridge Mountains and the comfortable city of Roanoke, Virginia.

    He was living the good life, but Bowman, a self-described amateur historian, never gave up an old dream about following in the foot steps of the great combat correspondents—Neil Sheehan and David Halberstam during Vietnam and the greats of World War II, such as Homer Bigart of the New York Times, who inspired the 1960s reporters to operate independently from their military handlers and challenge authority.

    “Covering a war was something I always wanted to do,” Bowman said. “I thought it would be exciting.”

    His chief role model was Ernie Pyle, the famed Scripps-Howard correspondent who started by reporting on the American campaign in North Africa in 1942 and later followed American soldiers across Italy and France.

    “Ernie Pyle covered not war, but men at war,” Bowman reflected. “That was the template I had.”

    Like any good reporter, Bowman knew not only how to work his sources, but also how to influence his editors up in Richmond, home of his newspaper, the Richmond Times-Dispatch. “If we have to cover a war,” Bowman told them, “I’m available.”

    Bowman’s hunch about an American invasion of Afghanistan was correct. What he didn’t know was that within four days of 9/11, the Bush administration started seriously weighing the pros and cons of also toppling Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. In retrospect, of course, the signs of Bush’s thinking seem clear enough. Shortly after Thanksgiving of 2001, the president took questions in the White House Rose Garden and started what grew into a drumbeat of criticism about Saddam’s refusal to cooperate with United Nations weapons inspectors.

    “In order to prove to the world he’s not developing weapons of mass destruction, he ought to let the inspectors back in,” Bush said at the time.

    And if he doesn’t do that, the president was asked, what would the consequences be?

    “That’s up for—” Bush shot back, stopping himself. “He’ll find out.”

    Over at the Pentagon, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld reveled in the successful American invasion of Afghanistan and its toppling of the brutal, backward Taliban regime. As Bob Woodward recounted in his account of the run-up to the Iraq War, Plan of Attack, “Widespread predictions of a Vietnam-style quagmire had been demolished, at least for the time being, and Rumsfeld was in a buoyant mood.”

    “This is fantastic! I’ve got a laser pointer!” Rumsfeld said to laughter in the Pentagon’s pressroom after being handed the latest in briefing tools. “Holy mackerel!”

    Woodward observed, “He had not only the Taliban and al Qaeda on the run but also, to a certain extent, the media, and he was enjoying it thoroughly.” When a reporter asked about the quick success of the Afghanistan operation, Rumsfeld talked about the uncertainties of appearances in the early stage of warfare. “It looked like we were in a”—and he asked the reporters to join in—“all together now—QUAGMIRE.”1

    Rumsfeld was pushing his staff—especially the commander with ultimate authority in case of war with Iraq, U.S. Army general Tommy Franks—to start formulating a battle plan. As frantic preparations went on in secret, the Bush administration began applying diplomatic pressure on Saddam as well as raising the specter of a connection between him and terrorist mastermind Osama bin Laden.

    The mainstream media was painfully slow on the uptake about the planning of the Iraq War. Bush, still riding high in the polls, managed to throw the White House press corps off the scent. During a Christmas vacation at his ranch in Crawford, Texas, Bush appeared with General Franks on December 28 for a press briefing. “We just got off a teleconference with the national security team,” the president said, “to discuss his trip and to discuss what’s taking place in Afghanistan.”

    No one asked about the planning going on behind the scenes about Iraq. It would not be the last time reporters failed to probe deep enough.
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    One veteran journalist who never shied away from questioning authority was Rick Atkinson, the Pulitzer Prize–winning reporter and historian. The son of a career army officer, Atkinson won an appointment to the U.S. Military Academy when he graduated from high school in 1970. But he did an about-face from West Point because of the changing times; the Vietnam War and the post-Woodstock culture took him down a different career path than his father.

    Yet even in the heights of early 1970s revelry, Atkinson remained a precocious scholarship student at East Carolina University, tearing through the prose and poetry of Faulkner, Fitzgerald, Bellow, Vonnegut, Stevens, Yeats, and Joyce. After earning a master’s degree in English at the University of Chicago, Atkinson set out to earn a living by his pen. He spent a year at an obscure small newspaper in Pittsburg, Kansas, then was snatched up by the Kansas City Star. He quickly distinguished himself as an aggressive reporter who could write with the panache and keen eye for detail of the Star’s most famous alumnus, Ernest Hemingway.

    Atkinson’s literate style of reporting crested early in 1981 when he covered the reunion of West Point graduates of the Class of 1966—the class that had lost the most men (thirty) in Southeast Asia. The Pulitzer committee cited his multipart series when it awarded Atkinson its 1982 prize for national reporting. Later he would expand the newspaper series into his critically acclaimed book The Long Gray Line: The American Journey of West Point’s Class of 1966.

    The might-have-been West Pointer then marched over to the Washington Post and became a Pentagon and war correspondent, covering the first Gulf War (chronicled in his second book, Crusade) and the debacle in Somalia, and writing news and features about the military and soldiers around the world.

    But by the time George W. Bush’s administration began its secret preparations to invade Iraq, Atkinson had left the Post to work full time on a trilogy about World War II. In December 2002, he received a call from the newspaper’s publisher, Donald Graham, asking him to return to the Post on assignment to beef up the paper’s military reporting. The timing was fortuitous: he had just finished the first book of his trilogy, An Army at Dawn, and a break from the solitary world of authorship held a certain appeal.

    His trip to Baghdad started inauspiciously enough in the parking lot of a Shoney’s restaurant in Hopkinsville, Kentucky, where he joined about sixty other journalists on chartered buses bound for nearby Fort Campbell, home of the 101st Airborne Division.

    Earlier, he had received a seven-page document listing the ground rules for the estimated 777 reporters and photographers joining army, navy, air force, and marine units under a Defense Department plan that had been worked out with news organizations. The rules were meant to avoid the pain, agony, and criticism that followed the tightly controlled press policies of the first Gulf War more than a decade before.

    More often than not, Gulf War I was an exercise in government censorship and image management—what Wall Street Journal correspondent John J. Fialka called “a finely orchestrated burst of high-tech violence where smart bombs landed precisely on the cross hairs.” The rescue of Kuwait from Saddam’s marauders marked the first time the major television networks—taking CNN’s lead—created martial theme music and displayed glitzy, star-spangled logos. America’s last war of the twentieth century became a branded product, like Air Jordans, Star-bucks, or Apple computers.

    But for journalists desperately trying to file stories or photos 7,000 miles away from their home bases, the Gulf War presented a gauntlet of frustration as reporters were “escorted away from most of the violence because the bodies of the dead chopped up by artillery, pulverized by B-52 raids, or lacerated by friendly fire don’t play well, politically,” Fialka wrote.2 Ironically, the army’s reluctance to allow real-time combat reporting in Gulf War I—fueled by lingering resentments over Vietnam coverage—led to a flurry of great press for the Marine Corps, which cranked its well-oiled publicity machine into high gear.

    CNN’s Christiane Amanpour later argued that such military gag orders should never be repeated or tolerated. “The Pentagon and the Western military establishment simply did not want reporters fouling up their war,” she said of the first Gulf War. “For [many of] them Vietnam was the paradigm. The U.S. military establishment basically blames the press for losing the war in Vietnam.”3

    Though the military hid behind claims of “operational security,” Amanpour said, “What happened was news management—because of image more than because of military security. That had a very, very negative and profoundly bad effect on the coverage. . . . It was an object lesson how never, ever to cover a military conflict.”4 Ultimately, the embedding system used in the 2003 invasion was created to give reporters, photographers, and cameramen a chance to record fighting as it happened, avoiding the censorship that any central command is bound to exercise if given the chance.
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    Military censorship and friction with the press has its own long and colorful history. William Howard Russell, the Irish-born correspondent who covered the Crimean War for the Times of London in 1854, is generally considered the first star war correspondent because of his accounts of the charge of the Light Brigade. His writing was colorful, somewhat flowery, and took a decidedly pro-British bent in the battle against Russia for dominance in southeastern Europe. “They swept proudly past, glittering in the morning sun in all the pride and splendour of war,” Russell wrote. “At the distance of 1,200 yards the whole line of enemy belched forth, from thirty iron mouths, a flood of smoke and flame.”

    Despite the grandeur of the moment, Russell also dutifully told his audience back in London about the slaughter of ineptly led British soldiers by Russian forces with deadeye cannoneers. Of 673 British soldiers who charged down the mile-long valley, fewer than 200 survived the Russians’ wrath. “Wounded men and dismounted troopers flying towards us told the sad tale,” Russell wrote. “At thirty-five minutes past eleven, not a British soldier, except the dead and the dying, was left in front of the Muscovite guns.”

    Russell’s dramatic account helped change the course of the war, as British leaders learned about their commanders’ tactical and logistical follies, showing an “ignorance [that is] scarcely conceivable.” His frank and barbed criticisms of British commanders (“folly . . . ignorance . . . mistakes . . . blunders . . . oversights”) made him persona non grata among his military handlers. “I trust the Army will lynch The Times correspondent,” one British official wrote at the time.5

    Even across the Atlantic, censorship could trump any qualms about violating the First Amendment. Gen. William T. Sherman dismissed the entire lot of correspondents for “filling up our transports, swelling our trains, reporting our progress . . . inciting jealousy and discontent, and doing infinite mischief.”6 Compared to General Sherman, the contemporary military’s animus to people with notebooks and cameras seems almost tame. But like death and taxes, it is an unavoidable fact of life in a democracy.

    Gen. James L. Jones, former commandant of the U.S. Marine Corps and NATO commander, views the relationship of the military and media as a microcosm of society. “Looking back at World War II, Korea, Vietnam, Desert Storm, and now Iraq, the overarching story is that of evolution” of relations between both sides—a development sparked by a shift in attitudes in the era of round-the-clock news coverage.

    During World War II, the press was “wholly accepting—whatever the general said, you went along with it. Otherwise, you’d be branded a traitor. Everyone supported the war,” Jones reflected. During the American intervention in Korea, skeptical reporters raised some questions, but “Vietnam was probably the turning point where the media not only didn’t accept the war, but questioned the reasons about why we went to the war in the first place.”

    Jones, a decorated infantry officer during Vietnam, said this created “what I call the neanderthal group that demonizes the media. They don’t want anyone to talk to them. They think they’re all communists and hell-bent on destroying the republic.” Few military leaders would admit to such animus, he said. Nonetheless, the message “was just subtly” communicated to young officers and enlisted men that “the media is bad, the media is against us—us versus them.” For a time, Jones admitted, he shared such knuckle-dragging attitudes.

    But as he worked for the marines in Congress and at the Pentagon, his thinking began to shift. “I started to understand the relationship between the branches of government, and the role the media has is very central in keeping” leaders accountable, he said. Over time, Jones developed three principles in working with the press: first, tell the truth; second, it’s okay to say, “I don’t know”; and third, never duck an issue. The general had another saying that could apply to any sector in life, business, education, or politics: “Bad news doesn’t get better with age.”

    The marines, as they showed in the Gulf War, are known for their press acumen—and, some say, manipulation. Military writer Ralph Peters told me, “The marines are generally prompt, forthcoming, and impressive; the army is gun-shy, clumsy, and naive; the air force lies without the least scruple, which sometimes works but sometimes back-fires; and the navy just invites journalists to visit a carrier.”

    [image: ]

    As Rick Atkinson pondered the best way to cover the army’s 101st Airborne Division in Iraq, he knew from experience that he should get to know its commanders ahead of time so that they might trust him when the shooting started. The month before reporting to Fort Campbell with the media horde, he accompanied the 101st on some night helicopter operations and also spent time catching up with the commander of the 17,000-strong division, Maj. Gen. David Petraeus.

    He first met the general in the early 1990s, when Petraeus was a major working in the Pentagon drafting speeches for the army chief of staff. Atkinson would chronicle the general’s ultracompetitive, type-A tendencies, which had become legendary even before the man nicknamed “Peaches” graduated near the top of the West Point Class of 1974—the same year, incidentally, that Atkinson would have graduated had he taken a different path in life.

    Petraeus became known as a legendary athlete who even at fifty years of age could outrun officers half his age. The general’s legend grew in 1991 during a training exercise when a rifleman with live ammunition tripped and fell, accidentally firing a round that hit Petraeus in the chest. He never saw the muzzle flash. Petraeus survived the gunshot wound and barely made a sound when a tube was jammed into him.

    Atkinson, for his part, had no intentions of trying to prove his toughness in the looming war in Mesopotamia. “I was too old to go with a rifle company,” he told me. “It’s not what I wanted to see.” By attaching himself to Petraeus’s command group, he hoped to have a “vantage point where I could look down” on the seven brigades, but also be able to look up at the command structure that would order the 101st and other large units into Iraq.

    Despite all of his preparations, the veteran reporter was blindsided by the army, which invited another reporter to tag along with Petraeus. Jim Dwyer, a Pulitzer-winning writer for the New York Times, was brought in by “the wily army,” which “wanted to keep me honest,” Atkinson remarked.

    Though he quickly befriended Dwyer, Atkinson said his hopes of avoiding daily deadlines were dashed by having the Post’s main competition traveling with him. Now he would be forced to produce daily dispatches to avoid getting scooped.

  


  
    

    Chapter Three
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    WAR WAGON
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    By early March 2003, the Bush administration was completing a sophisticated public relations campaign that managed to whip most Americans into a kind of war fever.

    The opening rhetorical shots had been fired more than a year before during the 2002 State of the Union Address as Bush branded three countries—North Korea, Iran, and Iraq—as part of an “axis of evil” threatening the very existence of the free world. The tough talk was meant to draw historical parallels with the Axis powers of World War II—Germany, Italy, and Japan—that the U.S., Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and other allies defeated and to tap into the deep reservoir of patriotism that still remained after the 9/11 attacks.

    Some 52 million Americans watched Bush’s primetime performance on Tuesday, January 29, 2002, the largest audience for a State of the Union address since Bill Clinton’s 1998 address during the peak of the Monica Lewinsky sex scandal.1 At the time, Bush’s approval rating as a “strong leader” stood at 66 percent. Though Bush lost the popular vote in 2000, the flag-waving crusade of Bush and his advisors—Vice President Dick Cheney, Secretary of State Colin Powell, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, and National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice—won over many Democrats who probably never expected to be on the same side of the political fence as the plainspoken Republican from Texas.

    As Hamid Karzai, the recently installed interim leader of Afghanistan, gazed down from the upstairs gallery, both sides of the aisle in Congress cheered Bush like a conquering hero. The administration’s goal, Bush said, was “to prevent regimes that sponsor terror from threatening America or our friends and allies with weapons of mass destruction. Some of these regimes have been pretty quiet since September the 11th. But we know their true nature. North Korea is a regime arming with missiles and weapons of mass destruction, while starving its citizens.” Moving on to the second part of his unholy trinity, Bush said, “Iran aggressively pursues these weapons and exports terror, while an unelected few repress the Iranian people’s hope for freedom.”

    He saved what he viewed as the worst offender for last. “Iraq continues to flaunt its hostility toward America and to support terror. The Iraqi regime has plotted to develop anthrax, and nerve gas, and nuclear weapons for over a decade. This is a regime that has already used poison gas to murder thousands of its own citizens—leaving the bodies of mothers huddled over their dead children. This is a regime that agreed to international inspections—then kicked out the inspectors. This is a regime that has something to hide from the civilized world.

    “States like these,” Bush warned in his gravest tone, “and their terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world. By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave and growing danger. They could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. They could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In any of these cases, the price of indifference would be catastrophic.”

    Later in the speech, Bush vowed that he would “not wait on events while dangers gather.”

    The Bush administration spent the rest of the year backing up what became known as his “axis of evil” speech. Yet in this hyper-patriotic environment, most reporters failed to test the administration’s doomsday claims that Saddam Hussein had hidden weapons of mass destruction in his desert palaces and bunkers—and that Tel Aviv and even London were potential targets. During press conferences in late 2001 and early 2002, Bush was more likely to be asked about the location of Osama bin Laden, the situation in Afghanistan, or the collapse of Enron than about Iraq.

    The media’s less-than-stellar, sometimes docile, performance continued throughout 2002 and much of 2003, at least until the invasion. On March 6, 2003, two weeks before Bush ordered the war to start, he held a press conference at the White House during which he chose the questioners. The press corps acquiesced.

    “Mr. President,” one reporter asked, “how is your faith guiding you?”

    Washington Post media critic Howard Kurtz later called such coverage a “sham,” and Bill Moyers of PBS pointed out in his ninety-minute report, “Buying the War,” that Bush invoked 9/11 and Al Qaeda at least a dozen times during the pre-invasion press conference. “The press has yet to come to terms with its role in enabling the Bush administration to go to war on false pretenses,” Moyers said.

    Bush’s “axis of evil” speech had another, unintended link to World War II, the propaganda machine created by Adolf Hitler’s spinmeister, Joseph Goebbels. “The conquest of the masses” was possible only by spreading propaganda “to prepare the ground psychologically for political action and military aggression,” one Nazi officer said during the war crimes trials in Nuremberg after World War II.2

    In the United States, the seeds of the media’s acquiescence in 2003 were sewn less than two years before with the Al Qaeda–led attacks on New York and Washington. “The press operates out of New York City much more than Washington,” Larry Sabato, the University of Virginia government professor and political pundit, told me. “That’s why 9/11 was powerful.” Most members of the media knew someone affected by or killed on 9/11 or reported on it themselves, Sabato said.

    NBC military correspondent, Jim Miklaszewski, candidly admitted to such personal outrage when he saw the Pentagon in flames. As he stood looking at the gaping hole in the side of the massive building, Miklaszewski said, “My personal thought was, ‘We’ve got to get those bastards.’ And I think that’s what everybody thought that day.”3

    Sabato, who regularly talks with major TV and print journalists, recalled the lingering impact of the 9/11 attacks on the collective psyche of the news media. He thinks it was on a par with the emotional wallop packed by the 1963 assassination of President John F. Kennedy, shaking the foundation of America’s sense of security and knocking down the walls of journalistic objectivity. “I’ve been told almost all of the major figures broke down off the air [while covering 9/11]. It was so personal,” Sabato said. “They realized this group of people wanted to kill them.” CBS news anchor Dan Rather, for example, wept on David Letterman’s late-night show after the attacks.

    “The effect of that was just to dampen the natural critical instinct of the press. They are, after all, human beings,” Sabato said, though he added with a laugh that some cynics might not agree. “You almost felt unpatriotic not to support the war. I think there were quite a few people with some doubts, but they chose to stay quiet.” There was something else at play as well, the government and politics professor said: “The groupthink that exists in the press. The press likes to think of itself as anti-establishment and contrarian. Nothing could be farther from the truth.”

    A few lone wolves in the media pack did challenge Bush’s insinuations about WMDs and the alleged links between bin Laden and Saddam Hussein. Warren Stroebel and Jonathan Landay, reporters with the Knight Ridder/McClatchey bureau in Washington, and Charles J. Hanley of the Associated Press, were among some of the earliest skeptics about the Bush administration’s WMD fixation. They went out on a limb and reportedly lost a good deal over sleep over it.

    But as Moyers noted in his PBS documentary, such digging and skeptical reporting never found a national audience because it didn’t appear in the New York Times and Washington Post, the two papers that set the agenda for national news programs on TV. Walter Pincus of the Washington Post told Moyers about the culture of conformity that crept into the major papers, since reporters “do worry about sort of getting out ahead of something.”

    Such navel-gazing never took place before the invasion, and such introspection was impossible for reporters like Bowman and Atkinson, who had more immediate problems to solve before covering the war. They had to solve practical questions such as finding the right gear for the desert or booking the best flight to Kuwait City to meet marine or army units getting ready for the invasion.

    Bowman’s persistence with his editors in Richmond had paid off. He got the nod when the Times-Dispatch decided to send a reporter to join a marine unit staging with the American forces in Kuwait. “I didn’t know how to go about it,” Bowman admitted later when asked how he got ready for his long journey to the east. He started by doing basic reporting. He picked up the phone and called the Kuwait consulate in Washington.

    Much to Bowman’s delight, he was transferred to an embassy official whose father had once worked as an intern at the Richmond newspaper. The friendly Kuwaiti helped Bowman determine what shots to get and offered pointers on packing for the desert. “I went down to the army-navy surplus store in Salem and bought a used protective vest for $45 and a helmet for $20.”

    How did he talk to his family about his imminent departure to a war zone? “The kids had no say in it, but my wife knew it was something I always wanted to do. She was terrified of the prospect, but thought I’d hold it against her” if she tried to stop him from going.

    Bowman tapped into a native optimism as he prepared to go, even with the potential of entering a chemical or biological war zone, at least as portrayed by the White House. “I go through life thinking nothing bad is going to happen to me,” he said.

    Suitably inoculated and armed with a satellite phone and laptop computer, Bowman kissed his wife and kids good-bye in Roanoke and headed off to war—to embed with the 1st Battalion, 4th Regiment, of the 1st Marine Division.

    Did he have any qualms about the new embedding system that required him to sign a set of rules restricting what he could write based on the “operational security” of the American forces—a determination that would be made by military commanders on the ground? “Not at all,” he replied. “I was surprised when I came back and discovered there’d been a debate about whether the embeds had been co-opted.” Bowman listed three reasons for his pro-embed stance:

    First, reporters were used to staying objective and not taking sides about news events they cover. “We’re good enough journalists that we could write about our own mother’s murder indictment,” Bowman said. “It never dawned on me not to write anything [critical] about the people I was traveling with. I can’t believe any reporter could be co-opted,” he said, adding, “Maybe it’s a naive faith in my profession.”

    Second, even though embedded reporters were limited in what they could see and write about—that is, they saw the war strictly from the perspective of the unit they were accompanying—the larger papers still write the “big-picture stories,” Bowman said. Embedded reporters play a different role, providing “micro-pictures” that are augmented by the larger media “macro-pictures.” Most papers, including his own, balanced the small and big pictures of the war, he said.

    Third, Bowman asserted, “The alternative to embedding is so much worse that you had to be a proponent for it. . . . We’re forgetting the Gulf War and what happened” in 1991, when news was censored and journalists had scant access to the troops doing the fighting.

    After a fourteen-hour flight to Kuwait City, Bowman continued his makeshift preparations for covering combat. After arriving in the desert kingdom, Bowman realized that he’d neglected to bring a key item for surviving its cool desert nights: a sleeping bag. Along with Evan Wright, a colorful freelance writer covering the war for Rolling Stone, Bowman found a department store and bought a fleece sleeping bag for $10.

    “It was like a toy compared to the high-dollar sleeping bags the marines were carrying around,” he wryly observed. “It couldn’t have been worse if I had a Snoopy and Peanuts Gang bag.”

    At Camp Anaconda, a staging area outside Kuwait City, about thirty miles south of the Iraqi border, Bowman met the roughly 200 men of Charlie Company, including their commander, Capt. Brian Collins, a 1994 graduate of the Virginia Military Institute. “I was surprised about the liberal arts educations of the marine officers,” Bowman recalled.

    Calling his company’s lieutenants and sergeants to meet the reporter from back in Virginia, Collins told them, “We’re going to trust him to do his job as well as we do ours.” Feel free to talk to him, Collins said, but if you do, “Know that it could end up in a story.” It was a key moment “that opened doors,” Bowman said. “Over the next six weeks, I could go up to any lieutenant, or any marine for that matter, and ask them what was going on.”

    Also in March 2003, Rick Atkinson rejoined General Petraeus and the 101st Airborne Division at Camp New Jersey, a staging area for American troops in north-central Kuwait. Driving up the six-lane Route 80, he recalled the last time he’d seen this remote road, dubbed the Highway of Death, where Saddam’s troops had fled Kuwait City in 1991 and were trapped and mowed down by American warplanes. He’d last seen the highway twelve years earlier, at the end of the first Gulf War, when he saw a landscape filled with burned-out vehicles and the loot left behind by the fleeing Iraqi Army. Now the place looked positively sterile. On the verge of this second war with Iraq—this time with the intent to thrust a dagger, or at least a cruise missile, into the heart of Saddam Hussein—the chief worry was that the Iraqi dictator would unleash clouds of sarin gas, botulinum toxin, or mustard gas. Reporters had spent plenty of time pondering the possible effects of this science-fiction scenario. The waiting reporters debated whether or not they would get “slimed.”

    The signal for a gas attack would be three honks of a horn, an army sergeant warned, or someone yelling, “Gas! Gas! Gas!” They would know a gas attack was underway when they saw someone else putting on a gas mask. Atkinson remembered Wilfred Owen and his poem “Dulce et Decorum Est”: “Gas! Gas! Quick, boys!—An ecstasy of fumbling.” He had serious doubts that he could meet the army’s nine-second standard for getting his gas mask out of the case and strapped on his face.

    Whatever his shortcomings in the equipment realm, Atkinson had a laserlike focus on the mission at hand: Stay close to Petraeus, whom he called “intense, good-humored, and driven,” but not to the point of alienating him. “I did not want to make Petraeus’s burden heavier by making him feel that every comment and gesture was under scrutiny,” he later wrote. “Having a reporter at his elbow, and sixty in the division, made the 101st something of a fishbowl. But I sensed that he liked having someone to talk to outside the chain of command. Even amid seventeen thousand soldiers, a division commander can feel isolated and alone.”4

    The reporter and the general seemed to have a good working relationship—one that would be severely tested once the bullets and bombs started flying and the stories from the field scored direct hits back home.
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