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Praise for

The War Within

“It is impossible not to be impressed by Woodward’s reporting . . . . More than mere anecdotal detail, this is the stuff of history . . . . The fine detail is wonderfully illuminating, and cumulatively these books may be the best record we will ever get of the events they cover . . . . They stand as the fullest story yet of the Bush presidency and of the war that is likely to be its most important legacy.”

—Jill Abramson, The New York Times Book Review

“Compelling reading.”

—Chicago Sun Times

“ . . . recalls David Halberstam’s iconic The Best and the Brightest . . . . The War Within’s controversial revelations and contentions are numerous . . . . But, mainly, it is a study of what happens when men and women, charged with leading the country in wartime or with counseling those who lead, do not tell each other what they really think.”

—Josiah Bunting III, The Washington Post

“If the previous one, State of Denial, might have been called ‘Iraq: The Lost Years,’ the latest is all about rehab. Again and again, officials, diplomats, and military men stage interventions to make the President address the impending collapse of his war . . . . Woodward finds scant evidence that the Administration has a plan to exploit the recent fall in violence to achieve a political settlement or ‘victor’—a term that, when pressed, the President is unable to define.”

—The New Yorker

“In his latest insider account of the Bush administration, The War Within, Bob Woodward provides a window into the cluelessness of the chiefs and their seeming disinterest in victory that will fascinate and appall students of civil-military relations for decades to come.”

—Rich Lowry, National Review Online

“Woodward specializes in reporting how the sausage gets made in the nation's capital, and as you might guess, it's not a pretty picture.”

—Fritz Lanham, The Miami Herald

“Woodward got extraordinary access . . . . The War Within takes a hard line both with Bush, pictured as a man who refuses to listen to anyone telling him what he doesn't want to hear, and with those in Washington who dragged their feet on the surge but kept their lips zipped around Bush.”

—Harry Levins, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“A firsthand account of one of the most controversial issues of our time.”

—Carole Goldberg, The Hartford Courant

“The War Within is a testament to Woodward's ability to secure inside information and present a very interesting narrative.”

—China Post / Financial Times

“The War Within tells the behind-the-scenes story of how the White House and Pentagon changed military policy in Iraq in an effort to stem the violence.”

—Stephen T. Watson, Buffalo News

“Engaging and fast-paced . . . . A fascinating, almost blow-by-blow account.”

—Claude R. Marx, The Washington Times

“As with watching a magnificent athlete, such as Tiger Woods or Michael Phelps, one sits in marvel at Bob Woodward and his craft . . . . This is astonishing reporting and Woodward is the master.”

—Bruce Wolpe, Sydney Morning Herald

“A stunning, firsthand history.”

—Small Wars Journal
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To Elsa



AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Two extraordinary people helped me with the conception, reporting, writing, and editing of this book:

Brady Dennis, a 2000 graduate of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and a veteran reporter for the St. Petersburg Times, agreed in early 2007 to work for me full-time. He is that rare combination of gifted writer and great newshound, an exceptional journalist with both narrative and investigative skills. Furiously independent, wise and resourceful in every way, he is an engine of good sense and sound judgment, a tireless worker who insists on fairness and accuracy. He is a tough and tenacious reporter, and a decent and genuine soul. His generosity, calm nature and constant good humor have made the longest days seem shorter, the largest obstacles surmountable. As we worked together, I came to rely on him heavily and trust him completely. Always positive, he reminds me of what Ben Bradlee, my mentor at The Washington Post, must have been like in his youth. I can think of no higher compliment to either of them. Brady has been a partner and a confidant, and there would be no book without him. I hope he realizes that.

Evelyn M. Duffy, a 2007 English and Creative Writing graduate of George Washington University, is a young wizard of old and new media. She can track down anything and anyone. In the space of a year, she gained an extensive understanding of the U.S. government and the Iraq War. She has transcribed hundreds of hours of recorded interviews with people from President Bush to cabinet officers, from White House aides to military and intelligence officials. Diligent, caring, and learned, she added value to every page of every draft. Anyone who thinks the younger generation doesn’t appreciate literature, history, and current events has not met Evelyn. At 23, she already has written and produced a one-act play called Nighthawks, based on Edward Hopper’s famous painting of four lonely souls in a late-night diner. It is raw and modern and wonderfully mysterious. I know that much more fine writing lies ahead for her. Evelyn is a terrific editor, full of stamina and intellectual curiosity. I consider her my friend for life. You get only a handful of those.
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PROLOGUE
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On June 13, 2006, halfway through the sixth year of his presidency and more than three years into the Iraq War, George W. Bush stood on a veranda of the American embassy compound in Baghdad. He had flown through the night for a surprise visit to the new Iraqi prime minister. With so much at stake in Iraq, where success or failure had become the core of his legacy, Bush had been anxious to meet the man he had, in many ways, been waiting for since the invasion.

It was now evening. A hazy sunset had descended over the sweltering, violent capital. The president stepped aside for a private conversation with Army General George W. Casey Jr., the 57-year-old commander of the 150,000 U.S. forces in the country. A 5-foot-8, four-star general with wire-rim glasses, closely cropped graying hair and a soft voice, Casey had been the commander in Iraq for two years. As American military units rotated in and out, rarely serving more than a year, Casey had remained the one constant, seeing it all, trying to understand—and end—this maddening war in this maddening land.

Recently, there had been some positive news in Iraq. A week earlier, U.S. forces had killed Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the man Osama bin Laden had declared the “Prince of al Qaeda in Iraq” and the terrorist organization’s in-country operational commander. And the previous month, after three elections and months of delay, Nouri al-Maliki finally had taken office as the country’s first permanent prime minister.

Now, in the warm Baghdad dusk, the president and the general lit thin cigars.

“We have to win,” Bush insisted, repeating his public and private mantra. Casey had heard the president’s line dozens of times.

“I’m with you,” he replied. “I understand that. But to win, we have to draw down. We have to bring our force levels down to ones that are sustainable both for them and for us.”

Casey felt that the Iraqis, a proud people and resistant to the Western occupation, needed to take over. The large, visible U.S. force was ultimately a sign of disrespect. Worse, the prolonged occupation was making the Iraqis dependent. Each time additional U.S. troops arrived, they soon seemed indispensable. The Iraqis needed to take back their country and their self-respect, so central to Arab culture. They needed to fight their own war and run their own government; they were doing neither.

Casey studied Bush’s face, now wrinkled and showing its 59 years, the right eye slightly more closed than the left under graying, full eyebrows. The general had pushed for a drawdown for two years. And while the president had always approved the strategy, he no longer seemed to buy Casey’s argument.

“I know I’ve got work to do to convince you of that,” the general said, “but I firmly believe that.”

Bush looked skeptical.

“I need to do a better job explaining to you” why winning means getting out, Casey said.

“You do,” Bush replied.

Casey had long concluded that one big problem with the war was the president himself. He later told a colleague in private that he had the impression that Bush reflected the “radical wing of the Republican Party that kept saying, ‘Kill the bastards! Kill the bastards! And you’ll succeed.’” Since the beginning, the president had viewed the war in conventional terms, repeatedly asking how many of the various enemies had been captured or killed.

The real battle, Casey believed, was to prepare the Iraqis to protect and govern themselves. He often paraphrased British Lieutenant Colonel T. E. Lawrence, the early-20th-century innovative godfather of irregular warfare, known as Lawrence of Arabia: “Better they do it imperfectly with their own hands than you do it perfectly with your own.” In Seven Pillars of Wisdom, Lawrence had written, “For it is their war and their country, and your time here is limited.”

The year before, Casey had had a list of 11 rules printed on laminated cards and posters to distribute to his troops. The most important was: “Help the Iraqis win—don’t win it for them.”

This isn’t a conventional war, Casey told every U.S. brigade that came to Iraq. He emphasized that the job was to gradually shift counterinsurgency tasks to the Iraqi security forces while continuing to conduct counterinsurgency operations themselves. On a scale of 1 to 10, he told the troops, “This is degree of difficulty 12.”

“These guys are primarily Arabs. They’re never going to like us,” he said, “We’re going to do it, or they’re going to do it. And I don’t believe we will ever succeed in Iraq by us doing it for them.”

In weekly secure videoconferences with the president, Casey had tried to drum home the point that they needed to reduce forces. Casey’s boss up the chain of command, General John Abizaid, the head of U.S. Central Command, who sat in on the conferences, shared Casey’s view. Though video didn’t have the intimacy of face-to-face meetings, Abizaid watched Bush carefully—the nods, the expressions, the president’s impatient dance in his chair as he listened. After the videoconferences, Casey and Abizaid, both students of Bush’s body language, often compared notes.

“What do you think?” Casey asked more than once. “Did we get through today?”

“Oh, no, I don’t think so,” Abizaid would reply. “I think the body language was bad on that one.”

Casey and Abizaid had been one-star generals together in Bosnia in 1996 and had seen that the various ethnic groups in the Balkans didn’t reconcile until the violence got totally out of hand.

Abizaid had concluded that the United States’ armed presence in Iraq on such a large scale for so many years was doing more harm than good. In private, he put it bluntly: “We need to get the fuck out.”

Casey was troubled by the thought that the president simply didn’t get it, didn’t understand the war and the nature of the fight they were in. The large, heavily armed Western force was on borrowed time, he believed. And worse, the president never really understood how the economy and the politics of Iraq must be rebuilt if military gains were to be sustained.

The president often paid lip service to the importance of these political and economic elements, and winning over the people. But then he would lean in with greater interest and ask about raids and military operations, grilling Casey about killings and captures. Months earlier, during one of the videoconferences, he had told Casey that it looked as if he weren’t doing enough militarily. “George, we’re not playing for a tie. I want to make sure we all understand this, don’t we?” Later in the videoconference Bush emphasized it again: “I want everybody to know we’re not playing for a tie. Is that right?”

In Baghdad, Casey’s knuckles whitened on the table. The very suggestion was an affront to his dignity that he would long remember, a statement just short of an outright provocation.

“Mr. President,” Casey had said bluntly, “we are not playing for a tie.”

After the screen went blank in Baghdad, David Satterfield, the deputy chief of mission in the embassy, who had been sitting in on the session, turned to Casey.

“George,” Satterfield said, “I don’t know how you manage to contain yourself.”

“I’m disciplined,” Casey replied.

Not so disciplined that General Abizaid, who was also on the videoconference, hadn’t noticed. He called Casey. “You shouldn’t yell at the president,” he advised.

But Casey was boiling. The president repeatedly questioned his commander about whacking the bad guys, as if everything would be okay if they just whacked enough. He summed up Bush’s approach for a colleague: “If you’re not out there hooking and jabbing with American forces every day, you’re not fighting the right fight.”

The president’s persistent questions suggested to Casey that the commander in chief believed in an attrition strategy of simply eliminating the bad guys. The Vietnam War had established that that wouldn’t work. No matter how many insurgents they killed or arrested, more would follow. The United States had killed tens of thousands of Iraqis. The classified operational summaries showed that 1,000 AIF, meaning “anti-Iraqi forces,” defined as al Qaeda, insurgents or other violent extremists, were being killed each month. It was pure body count, one more echo of Vietnam.

• • •

In 2005, after Hurricane Katrina had devastated New Orleans and the Gulf region, Bush praised Federal Emergency Management Agency Director Michael D. Brown. “Brownie, you’re doing a heck of a job,” he said, in one of the more memorable lines of his presidency. Within a week, Brownie had been relieved for bungling the disaster response.

At the end of one secure videoconference with Casey soon after the Katrina debacle, Bush told the crew in Iraq, “Guys, you’re doing a heck of a job.” He paused and added, “But then, I said the same thing to Brownie.”

In Baghdad, when the video screen went blank seconds later, nervous laughter filled the room. Bush had seemed serious. It was a clear reminder for Casey that his neck was on the line.

Adding to the frustration was the fact that the president had approved Casey’s strategy, which explicitly stated that the goal was to transition the security mission to the Iraqis.

The day before Bush’s conversation with Casey on the veranda in Baghdad, the president and his war cabinet had met at Camp David and unanimously approved Casey’s Joint Campaign Plan. The plan, classified SECRET, stated, “This strategy is shaped by a central tenet: Enduring, strategic success in Iraq will be achieved by Iraqis.” The concept was broken down into three phases—“stabilization” to early 2007, “restoration of civil authority” to mid-2008, and “support to self-reliance” through 2009.

But Casey never felt he had broken through to Bush. “I never cracked it,” he said later.

The private battle between president and general had been simmering for too long. Casey could feel their mounting mutual resistance, and he saw no way to lessen the intensity of their differences. Bush always insisted that he had confidence in Casey, but over time, each man had silently lost confidence in the other.

And now their bond seemed unrecoverable. Both men hoped the same wasn’t true of the war.

• • •

Also on the veranda that evening in Baghdad was Stephen J. Hadley, the president’s national security adviser. Hadley, 59, was the most deferential, perhaps the hardest working, and certainly the least visible to the public of the president’s senior advisers. He watched from a distance as the president and Casey shared a smoke and a private chat.

Since World War I, presidents have had a central coordinator in the White House to act as their eyes and ears—and enforcer if need be—on foreign policy and war. Presidents Dwight D. Eisenhower and John F. Kennedy formalized roles for an assistant to the president for national security. President Richard Nixon raised it to new heights with Henry Kissinger. Some national security advisers, like the strong-willed and opinionated Kissinger, have dominated foreign affairs, while others have acted merely as referees.

Hadley believed he had developed as close a relationship with his president as any national security adviser in history. He was ever present, so much so that the joke around the White House was that the only time President Bush was alone was when he went to the washroom, and even then Hadley would be waiting outside with a fresh towel. Hadley said of their relationship, “If I feel it, he feels it. If he feels it, I feel it.”

I later read Hadley’s statement to the president during an interview in the Oval Office.

“Yes,” Bush agreed.

“I’m watching him all the time,” added Hadley, seated nearby.

“I’m watching him watch me all the time,” Bush said.

The president lavished praise on his national security adviser. He said Hadley didn’t need permission to walk into the Oval Office. He could stop by or call anytime.

Traditionally, the National Security Council provides a setting to present all his advisers’ points of view to the president. But Hadley didn’t believe the NSC should be an arena for contentious and divisive debate. He believed his task was to ascertain Bush’s wishes, and then bring the secretary of state, secretary of defense, the chief of intelligence and others into line. He believed that consensus was not only possible in the quarrelsome world of national security policy, but necessary. “It is truth: A group of smart people looking at the same facts,” he said once, “generally come to the same conclusions over time.” In scientific discovery, brilliant people might suddenly see what nobody else sees, he said. But “you can’t patent ideas in this policy world.”

Bush’s vision for Iraq relied heavily on the country developing a viable political system. Almost from the beginning, he had asked, “Who’s going to run this country?” Under one of the first Iraqi plans, the presidency would have rotated each month. Both Bush and Hadley had been flabbergasted. During three elections over the past 18 months, the Iraqis had finally chosen Nouri al-Maliki, a little-known former spokesman for a small Shia party, as their first permanent prime minister. U.S. intelligence and most Iraq experts knew virtually nothing about Maliki, 55, whose unshaven look made him faintly resemble a Hollywood mogul.

“I need to go meet this guy,” Bush had told Hadley, “look him in the eye, make an assessment of him, but also make a commitment to him that I’m going to work with him and support him. He’s never been the head of a country before. He’s going to have to learn. And I’m going to have to engage with him personally to help him learn. I can help him figure out how to be prime minister, because this guy has a lot of learning he’s going to have to do.”

And so they had planned the president’s secret June 13 trip to Baghdad.

• • •

For months, Hadley had been trying to force a review of the Iraq strategy. In his special file that contained items for the president’s attention, marked “GWB,” he carried a SECRET chart showing that violence in Iraq was growing continuously worse and bloodier.

The president himself, despite his public statements, could see the war deteriorating. “If this is not working,” Bush told Hadley, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and other close advisers in the spring and early summer of 2006, “you people need to tell me. Because I cannot in good faith send more people who might die in Iraq unless it is working.”

“I meet with families of the deceased,” Bush said later. “I have got to be able to tell them, one, the mission is worthwhile, and we can succeed.”

It clearly wasn’t working. As a first step to find out why, Hadley had prepared an agenda for the president’s meeting with his war cabinet the day before his trip to Baghdad, June 12, at Camp David. He wanted the group to evaluate the assumptions and ask the hard questions—“the what, who, when, where and why,” as he called it, of what they were doing.

The gathering was to be the curtain-raiser on a strategy review. The plan had been for the president to lead a conversation among his principals—Rice, Defense Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld, Director of National Intelligence John D. Negroponte, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Peter Pace and Hadley. The SECRET agenda included big-picture questions, such as “What is fueling the current levels of violence?” Ninety minutes in the morning were to be devoted to “Examination of core issues and strategic assumptions” such as “Is our political strategy working?”

The morning had begun with a PowerPoint briefing on the campaign plan by General Casey from Baghdad, including this SECRET chart—a crazy quilt of circles, arrows, boxes and phrases with an undated end point called “Securing strategic victory.” (See opposite page.)

In addition to stating, “This strategy is shaped by a central tenet: Enduring, strategic success in Iraq will be achieved by Iraqis,” Casey added, “Completion of political process and recent operations have positioned us for a decisive action over the next year.”

He listed nine risks, ranging from a loss of willpower, to increasing sectarian violence, to rampant corruption, to a strategic surprise.

Rice’s State Department briefing at Camp David that day asserted that the “situation in Iraq is not improving.” It recommended that the administration “prepare [the] U.S. public for a long struggle,” and said that changing the governing culture of Iraq would “require a generation.”

But it turned out to be impossible to manage the Camp David event since the president had decided to go to Iraq the next day to see the new prime minister. The president’s mind, Hadley could tell, was already halfway to Baghdad.
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As so often happened, the daily tasks and the president’s immediate focus had overtaken all else, and the process of strategic review was postponed yet again. As Iraq descended into unimaginable levels of violence, more and more American soldiers were dying under a strategy that Bush, Hadley and many of the others already knew was faltering.

• • •

On Air Force One returning home from the June 13 meeting, Bush had at first been euphoric. It had been a good day, a great moment, exactly what they had been working toward for more than three years. But he gave the new government a mixed review. Some of the new Iraqi ministers seemed to know what they were doing, while others didn’t. The government of majority Shia and minority Sunni seemed plausible. “It feels like a unity government,” the president said, adding that lots of work remained.

Hadley stayed focused on the SECRET chart in his “GWB” file that showed the ever-increasing violence, a thousand attacks a week—six an hour. “I’ll believe we got it right in Iraq when that chart starts going down,” he said.

• • •

Back in Washington, the president held a news conference in the Rose Garden the morning of June 14. He did not express any of the hesitation, concern or doubt about the strategy that he and Hadley and so many others in the administration had begun to share. Yes, he said, it was a tough war and there would never be zero violence. And yet, “I sense something different happening in Iraq,” he said. “The progress will be steady toward a goal that has been clearly defined.”

• • •

In an interview two years later, the president acknowledged that despite his outward optimism, he had realized even then, in June 2006, that the strategy wasn’t working. “Underneath my hope was a sense of anxiety,” he said. Sitting in the Oval Office, he held up a chart that showed the spiking violence during the first half of that year. “I’m beginning to see” about this time, he said, hitting the chart twice with his hand, that the situation had taken a perilous turn. The strategy in place was one “that everybody hoped would work. And it did not. And therefore, the question is, when you’re in my position: If it’s not working, what do you do?”

Bush insisted he understood the nature of the war, whatever Casey might have thought. “I mean, of all people to understand that, it’s me,” he said.

But several of his on-the-record comments in the interview lend credence to Casey’s concern that the president was overly focused on the number of enemy killed.

“What frustrated me is that from my perspective,” the president said, “it looked like we were taking casualties without fighting back because our commanders are loath to talk about our battlefield victories.”

Sure, periodically he had asked about how many enemy fighters had been eliminated. “That’s one of many questions I asked. I asked that on occasion to find out whether or not we’re fighting back. Because the perception is that our guys are dying and they’re not. Because we don’t put out numbers. We don’t have a tally.” He knew the military opposed body counts, which echoed the Vietnam-era practice of publishing the number of enemy killed as a measure of progress.

“On the other hand, if I’m sitting here watching the casualties come in, I’d at least like to know whether or not our soldiers are fighting,” he said. “You’ve got a constant barrage of news basically saying, ‘Lost three guys here. Five guys there. Seven guys lost.’ You know, ‘Twelve, twenty-eight for the week.’” The president simply wanted to know that the other side was suffering too.

So maybe Casey had hit upon a valid question. Did the commander in chief truly understand the war that he had started? Then again, did Casey himself understand the war? Did Rumsfeld? Or Rice? Or Hadley? Did anyone in the administration have a vision for how to succeed?

And most important, could anyone answer the president’s own question, which loomed large and bright and inescapable:

“If it’s not working, what do you do?”
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Two Years Earlier

One weekday afternoon in May 2004, General George Casey bounded up the stairs to the third floor of his government-furnished quarters, a beautiful old brick mansion on the Potomac River at Fort McNair in Washington, D.C. His wife, Sheila, was packing for a move across the river to Fort Myer, in Virginia, the designated quarters of the Army’s vice chief of staff.

“Please, sit down,” Casey said.

In 34 years of marriage, he had never made such a request.

President Bush, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and the Army chief of staff had asked him to become the top U.S. commander in Iraq, he said.

Sheila Casey burst into tears. Like any military spouse, she dreaded the long absences and endless anxieties of separation, the strains of a marriage carried out half a world apart. But she also recognized it was an incredible opportunity for her husband. Casey saw the Iraq War as a pivot point, one of history’s hinges, a conflict that would likely define America’s future standing in the world, Bush’s legacy and his own reputation as a general.

“This is going to be hard,” Casey said, but he felt as qualified as anyone else.

Casey’s climb to four-star status had been unusual. Instead of graduating from West Point, he had studied international relations at Georgetown University. He’d been there during the Vietnam War and was a member of ROTC, the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps. He remembered how some students had spit on him and hurled things when he crossed campus in uniform. In 1970, after his graduation and commissioning as an Army second lieutenant, his father and namesake, a two-star Army general commanding the celebrated 1st Cavalry Division, was killed in Vietnam when his helicopter crashed en route to visit wounded soldiers.

Casey had never intended to make the Army his career. And yet he fell in love with the sense of total responsibility that even a young second lieutenant was given for the well-being of his men. Now, after 34 years in the Army, he was going to be the commander on the ground, as General William Westmoreland had been in Vietnam from 1965 to 1968. Casey had no intention of ending up like Westmoreland, whom history had judged as that era’s poster boy for quagmire and failure.

Casey had never been in combat. His most relevant experience was in the Balkans—Bosnia and Kosovo—where irregular warfare had been the order of the day. He had held some of the most visible “thinker” positions in the Pentagon—head of the Joint Staff strategic plans and policy directorate, J-5, and then the prestigious directorship of the Joint Staff, which served the chiefs. But aside from a 1981 stint in Cairo as a United Nations military observer, he had spent little time in the Middle East.

After getting Sheila’s blessing, Casey met with Rumsfeld. The two sat at a small table in the center of the secretary’s office. “Attitude” was important, Rumsfeld explained—Casey must instill a frame of mind among the soldiers to let the Iraqis grow and do what they needed to do themselves. The general attitude in the U.S. military was “We can do this. Get out of our way. We’ll take care of it. You guys stand over there.” That would not spell success in Iraq, Rumsfeld explained. As he often would describe it later, the task in Iraq was to remove the training wheels and get American hands off the back of the Iraqi bicycle seat.

For the most part, Casey agreed.

“Take about 30 days, and then give me your assessment,” Rumsfeld directed.

Casey was heartened that Rumsfeld and he shared a common vision. But he was surprised that the secretary of defense had devoted only about 10 minutes for a meeting with the man about to take over the most important assignment in the U.S. military.

The president held a small dinner at the White House for Casey and John Negroponte, the newly designated ambassador to Iraq, their spouses and a few friends. It was a social event, a way to say good luck.

• • •

Casey went to see Secretary of State Colin Powell, who had served in the Army for 35 years and been the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff during the 1991 Gulf War. Powell did not conceal his bitterness. Rumsfeld is screwing it all up, he told Casey. Marc Grossman, one of Powell’s senior deputies and an old friend of Casey’s, put it more pointedly. “These guys at DOD are just assholes,” he said, “and I don’t have any more patience for them.”

Casey concluded that there was no clear direction on Iraq, so he invited Negroponte to his office at the Pentagon.

Negroponte, then the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, had volunteered for the Iraq ambassadorship. At 64, he was a 40-year veteran of the Foreign Service. He believed that an ambassador was the executor of policy made in Washington. He and Casey agreed that they weren’t getting much guidance from above.

“What are we going to accomplish when we get over there?” Casey asked, and they started to hammer out a brief statement of purpose. The goal was a country at peace with its neighbors, with a representative government, which respected human rights for all Iraqis and would not become a safe haven for terrorists.

The general and the ambassador were pleased with their draft. They had laid out mostly political goals, despite the fact that the United States’ main leverage was its nearly 150,000 troops on the ground.

• • •

In Iraq, Casey relieved Lieutenant General Ricardo Sanchez, who had been the junior three-star in the Army when he had taken command of the forces the previous year. Casey asked him to stick around for a while after the change of command ceremony. Over dinner, Sanchez unloaded his bitterness about the lack of support he felt he had received from the Army, the Pentagon and Washington. “This is ten times harder than Kosovo,” he said.

Casey could relate. He was familiar with the deep, irrational hatred that had driven the ethnic cleansing and other violence in the Balkans.

He met with officers from the CIA station in Baghdad. They posed ominous questions: Could the whole enterprise work? What was the relationship between the political and military goals? Casey and Negroponte had settled on the political goals, but how would Casey achieve the military goal of keeping Iraq from becoming a safe haven for terrorists? As he was briefed and as he read the intelligence, he saw that terrorists had safe havens in at least four Iraq cities—Fallujah, Najaf, Samarra and, for all practical purposes, the Sadr City neighborhood in Baghdad.

As Casey had passed through neighboring Kuwait on his way to Baghdad, the Third Army officers had a message for him: “If you want to understand this, you need to talk to Derek Harvey.”

• • •

Harvey, a 49-year-old retired Army colonel and Middle East specialist who worked for the Defense Intelligence Agency, was a controversial figure within the U.S. intelligence world. He believed in immersion intelligence work, spending months at a time gathering information in the field rather than relying solely on reports and statistics.

In the late 1980s, Harvey traveled throughout Iraq by taxicab—500 miles, village to village—interviewing locals, sleeping on mud floors with a shower curtain for a door. He resembled the television detective Columbo—full of questions, intensely curious and entirely nonthreatening. After the 1991 Gulf War, when the CIA was predicting the inevitable fall of Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein, Harvey, then a major, insisted that Hussein would survive because members of the Sunni community knew their fortunes were tied to his. He was right. Months before the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Harvey wrote an intelligence paper declaring that al Qaeda and the Taliban leadership in Afghanistan posed a strategic threat to the United States.

After the 2003 invasion of Iraq, Harvey had intermittent Army assignments in the country, traveling quietly, talking to insurgents, sitting in interrogation rooms.

One of his approaches was so-called DOCEX—document exploitation. He spent hours poring over files found in safe houses and financial data discovered in Saddam’s briefcases. It was clear to him early on that a vacuum existed in Baghdad. Where was political power?

Harvey made scouting missions into the provinces in an SUV, making contact with tribes, learning that former Baathist regime leaders, generals and other former officers were reuniting. He studied documents and letters found in buildings that U.S. forces had raided. Together with his interviews, they told a story: The old regime elements had plans to create a violent, hostile environment.

Within U.S. intelligence agencies, a debate was taking place about how much real organization existed among the insurgents. Who was really in control? Harvey found that the insurgency was based on the old trust networks of professional, tribal and family relationships connected with the mosques. Guidance, instructions and exhortation—even the planning documents for operations—were often written in the religious language of holy war.

Harvey found that U.S. units had reported a lot of attacks when they first arrived, but the longer they stayed in Iraq, the fewer they reported. It wasn’t because the troops had appeased or vanquished the insurgents. Rather, near the end of their tours, they ventured out into the population less and less—sometimes never. He also concluded that only 22 to 26 percent of the violence directed at U.S. forces was being reported.

General Sanchez never bought into Harvey’s conclusions about the insurgency, even as officially measured violence in the classified SECRET reports kept rising. During one four-month period in mid-2004, the attacks doubled from about 1,000 a month to 2,000.

• • •

Casey summoned Harvey to a meeting in early July 2004. Harvey found the general on a balcony at his new headquarters at Camp Victory, gazing out over Baghdad. Casey held up two cigars.

“Do you smoke?”

Harvey nodded.

“Okay, come with me.”

What’s really going on in Iraq? Casey asked.

The Sunni insurgency is growing and getting worse, Harvey explained. It’s organized. It’s coherent. And its members have a strategy. They are gaining popular support. They believe they are doing well, and by any measurement they are—the number of attacks, their logistics, their financing, their external support, freedom of movement, ability to recruit. Every trend line was going up. Way up.

The insurgency is not a guerrilla war designed to win political power, he said. “It’s all about wearing you out, getting you to leave and subverting the existing order, and infiltrating and co-opting the emerging Iraqi institutions.”

The Iraqi government was weak, he added. It needed to be stronger, much stronger, but the United States was not going to change the attitudes or the culture. “We have to work around them,” he said. “You’re not going to force them to make decisions that they’re not comfortable with. We don’t have the leverage. We really don’t.”

Harvey said the Americans must learn to operate with humility, because there was so much they didn’t understand about how and why the Iraqis made decisions. We think we know, but we’re delusional. We get these glimpses, and we extrapolate. But if you really dig, what’s it all really based on? Only whispers of the truth. “We don’t understand the fight we’re in,” he said.

Harvey said the revelations about abuse of prisoners at Abu Ghraib months earlier had inflamed Iraqis. Photographs of smiling U.S. soldiers alongside naked, hooded, manacled and leashed inmates had flooded newspapers, television screens and the Internet. They had spread like a lightning bolt through Iraqi society and sent a devastating message: The U.S. occupation was the new oppressor.

As their cigars burned down and their conversation drew to a close, Harvey fixed his gaze on the new commanding general. “We’re in trouble.”

• • •

In Washington, infighting over the war had gone from bad to worse within the administration since the 2003 invasion.

“Control is what politics is all about,” legendary journalist Theodore H. White wrote. War is also about control—both on the battlefield and in Washington, where the strategy and policy are supposed to be set. But from the start, no one in the administration had control over Iraq policy.

In the early days of the war, the president’s national security adviser, Condoleezza Rice, and Hadley, her deputy at the time, had worked on Iraq nonstop and yet they never got control over the policy making. They were no match for Rumsfeld. The president had signed a directive before the invasion, giving the authority for an occupation to the Defense Department.

Bush and Rumsfeld’s selection of L. Paul Bremer, a career diplomat, to act as the viceroy of Iraq further diminished the role of Rice and Hadley, as well as Powell at the State Department. Bremer all but ignored the National Security Council.

“We’re all told to stay out of it,” Hadley complained to a colleague. “This is Don Rumsfeld’s thing.”

Bremer, who as a presidential envoy had a direct reporting line to the president, bypassed even Rumsfeld and made important decisions unilaterally and abruptly. Some of those decisions proved disastrous, such as disbanding the Iraqi army and excluding from government service tens of thousands of former members of Saddam’s Baath Party.

Rumsfeld had his own view of how the U.S. should proceed. He would send out one of his “snowflakes,” brief documents asking questions, looking for details, demanding answers, when it was unclear to him what had happened. Though unsigned, everyone knew they represented his orders or questions. But if a snowflake leaked, it provided deniability.

The snowflake sent on October 28, 2003, was two pages long and classified SECRET: “Subject: Risk and the way ahead in Iraq. In discussing the way ahead in Iraq, all agree that we should give Iraqis more authority more quickly.”

Powell had a different view. Control was about security. In the first year after the invasion, Bush and Rice repeatedly expressed worry that the oil production in Iraq and availability of electricity were dropping—visible signs that conditions were worse in Iraq than prior to the invasion.

“Petroleum is interesting. Electricity is interesting,” Powell said, but added, “Mr. President, none of this makes any difference unless there’s security . . . Security is all that counts right now.”
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As Casey set off in July 2004 to decipher the puzzles of Iraq, Hadley worked the problem in Washington. At a meeting with NSC staff members on September 7, 2004, he told the group they had to find a way to measure success. “We need a framework,” he said, “to think about or use to determine how we know if we are winning or losing.”

Everyone, it seemed, had a different focus. Rumsfeld wanted to hand off to the Iraqis and get out as soon as possible. Powell believed the United States now owned Iraq and must protect its citizens. Rice and Hadley were intent on getting a functioning government in place.

Some suggested measurements included: how many countries were withdrawing their troops; how many companies were leaving Iraq, and which ones; recruitment rates in the Iraqi security forces; the number of flights that came under fire; assassination attempts.

The Pentagon’s chief measure was how many Iraqi security forces were being trained and sent into the field. Quality control received little emphasis. Tens of thousands of Iraqis supposedly had been trained, but the Pentagon threw around numbers and cited so many increases that Powell could only laugh. An army could not be built in a matter of months or even a year. These numbers came from nowhere. Powell knew how the Pentagon worked: pumping up numbers that were guesses from the people on the ground.

And yet, some numbers seemed depressingly accurate. A SECRET analysis showed that in September 2004, about 50 percent of assassination attempts in Iraq were successful. By December, the success rate had jumped to 81 percent.

• • •

While the leaders in Washington wrestled one another for control, debated the strategy, and tried to determine how to measure progress, Iraq seemed to be blowing up. An epidemic of violence erupted around the end of October 2004, during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan. Daily attacks doubled from about 70 early in the month to nearly 140 at the end of the month. Derek Harvey’s take on the insurgency now seemed prescient. Rumsfeld summoned the lone-wolf DIA intelligence analyst to brief him and other Pentagon intelligence brass. They sat around the conference table in the secretary’s office.

The insurgency is gaining strength, Harvey said again. They have a strategy, they know what they need to do to win, and they are on the right trajectory. The insurgency continues to be driven by former beneficiaries of the old Saddam regime, motivated by both nationalist and religious messages, who fear the loss of power. Rumsfeld’s pointed questions to Harvey suggested that he disagreed. The secretary viewed the insurgents as thugs.

They’re not just thugs, insisted Harvey, who’d acquired the nickname “Grenade” when he served a tour in the State Department. “This is not a bunch of disenfranchised, decentralized, incoherent, local-generated insurrectionists going around.” They are not just pissed-off Iraqis. They want power, influence and authority, and they’re rejecting this forced change. The war had actually gone pretty well in the early part of 2004, but the dual catastrophes of Abu Ghraib and the botched coalition attack on Fallujah had added fuel and purpose to the insurgency. Recruitment and support are going up, Harvey told Rumsfeld.

“This is all very interesting,” Rumsfeld replied, “but it’s more opinion than fact.”

“We’ve got good evidence,” Harvey said. He cited documents, messages, interrogation reports. We are not doing the right things to check and thwart the insurgency, he said. One solution was tribal outreach.

“What underpins this?” Rumsfeld asked him. “Why are you saying that?”

Harvey reminded him that for years he had visited the tribes and their leaders. “We are constantly understating the violence.” There was no good way to collect numbers, and the violence was much greater and more widespread than reported. He estimated that only about 25 percent of the attacks were being reported.

“Well,” Rumsfeld said, “you can’t count every bullet that’s being fired.”

Harvey didn’t disagree.

“So you believe this?” Rumsfeld asked.

“Yes.”

“We need to take this over to the White House,” he said.

Harvey brought his briefing to the Situation Room, where Rice and Hadley listened to his description of an organized, powerful, well-honed insurgency.

“Well, this is the first time I’ve heard any of this,” Rice said.

Hadley too was surprised. He opened a three-ring binder. “We’ve got all these programs,” he said, describing the massive efforts to help with electricity, water and sewage treatment.

Harvey said he had been part of a team set up by General Casey to look at such programs, and it found that despite all the contracts, the money was being spent in the wrong places and sometimes not at all. Money needed to go to the areas of high unemployment where people felt most disenfranchised. But, he said, the response from those in command was “Well, it’s not safe there.”

Harvey next briefed Vice President Dick Cheney’s chief of staff, I. Lewis “Scooter” Libby.

Libby had a different reaction from Rice and Hadley’s. “I was worried that this was really what we’re dealing with,” he told Harvey.

In December 2004, Harvey came back to the Situation Room to brief President Bush. Rumsfeld, Rice, new CIA Director Porter Goss and CIA expert John Charles were present.

Bush had been warned that Harvey had an unorthodox view. The president asked three questions right off the bat: Who are you? What’s your experience on Iraq? And why should I believe what you’re saying?

“I’ve spent nearly 20 years working the Middle East” for the Army and DIA, Harvey answered. “I have advanced degrees. I’ve spent the last 18 months working, traveling, talking with insurgents, sitting in interrogation rooms.” He described going into Fallujah, the epicenter of the insurgency, in the middle of the uprising when the city was walled off. He had entered the city without armed escort and spent the night talking with Abdullah al-Janabi, one of the clerics leading the insurgency. “We label him a religious extremist,” Harvey said. “He’s a Baathist who’s very angry, has lost family members, okay? Drinks Johnnie Walker Black Label.”

“Okay,” Bush said, “let’s go on.”

You have a coherent enemy, Harvey said. They have a strategy. They’re doing well by any measure. They’re very well organized, and they’re gaining popular support. All the measurements—the attack data, the logistics, the financing, external support, freedom of movement, ability to recruit—all these trend lines are going one way—up. This enemy is made up of the old Sunni power brokers, not a bunch of angry young men. Holding elections right now would be counterproductive. The Sunnis would boycott, thereby fueling the insurgency.

Harvey told the president that Syria was supplying support to the insurgents in Iraq, and though it was not absolutely crucial to the insurgency, it gave them strategic depth. Former senior members of Saddam’s government were based in Damascus, the Syrian capital, and were providing direction, political guidance, coordination and money. Intelligence had traced at least $1.2 million a month of Syrian money going into Ramadi.

Charles, the CIA man, countered that the insurgency was fractious and very local, lacked coherence, and was made up of the angry, unemployed and disenfranchised. Nor did the Syrians have that much influence, he said.

Harvey began throwing out names, dates and amounts of money, saying that the intelligence showed that a certain man had left $300,000 in Ramadi, then another $250,000 in Diyala province.

“You’re extrapolating too much,” Charles retorted.

Harvey flashed some slides on the screen that named insurgency leaders in various provinces. “Here are their key leaders,” he said. “Here’s where they assess they’re doing well. Here’s where they don’t think they’re doing well.” The charts showed tribal, religious trust networks that Harvey had pieced together.

“We agree,” Porter Goss, the CIA director, said unexpectedly, undercutting his own agency.

“Thank you,” was all the president said, and the meeting adjourned.

• • •

In December 2004, Robert L. Grenier, the CIA’s mission manager for Iraq since before the invasion, wrote a classified paper for the agency’s new director, Porter Goss. Iraq was poised to hold its first election the next month, and President Bush was touting the event as a significant step on the road to democracy.

“With a month to go before elections, it’s time to face facts,” Grenier wrote. The Sunni insurgency was not going away, and elections were not going to fix things. The Sunnis had decided to boycott the elections. A new Shia-led government would only underscore that the Sunnis had lost power, doubtless fueling the insurgency. The result would be an increased likelihood of civil war. Already, the two branches of Islam had a violent history dating back centuries to the death of the Prophet Muhammad. The election could put them even more at odds.

Charles Allen, the CIA assistant director for intelligence collection, visited Iraq and issued a stark assessment. He said he had not been prepared for how the situation had deteriorated. He was stunned by the level of disorder and violence. Iraq was coming off the rails.

Rice summoned the NSC principals toward the end of the year to discuss both CIA reports.

But Bush would not budge. Postponement of the Iraqi elections, as the CIA was recommending, was not going to happen. “We’re going to hold the election on January 30,” he insisted.

• • •

On Saturday, January 8, 2005, Hadley was in his West Wing office. He was about to take over as national security adviser for Bush’s second term. Rice, his former boss, was set to become secretary of state. Tall and calm, with a warm smile and large eyeglasses, Hadley had a studious, professorial look. He wore his dark suit jacket even in his own office. When he was summoned to the Oval Office about 75 paces away, jacket and tie were mandatory, even on weekends.

At the dawn of Bush’s second term, so much seemed within reach. “The opportunity to spread freedom throughout the globe, and particularly in the broader Middle East and in the Muslim world,” Hadley said that day, “that is, I think for the president, the defining idea of his presidency . . . it is not only a sort of moral duty, it’s not only consistent with our principles, it’s consistent with our interests, it’s actually essential for our national security . . . . For liberty to be secure at home, liberty has to be on the march abroad. Big stuff. Not big. Huge.”

That was the mission Hadley had signed on for. As for the president, he added, “The guy’s really a visionary . . . . He defies the conventional wisdom by his boldness. He’s unapologetic. He sits there and reaffirms it, and clearly almost relishes it. And, you know, it traumatizes people. And they think, ‘What’s he doing . . . this cowboy?’”

But it was different in the White House, Hadley said. “Those of us who are here believe in him. Believe in him and believe he has greatness in him. He has greatness in him and he could be a great president. We could use one right now.”

Hadley would repeat his awe-inspired theme months later, on another Saturday morning in his office. “He’s a remarkable guy,” he said of Bush. He said there was a style of discourse at Cornell and Yale Law School, from which he had graduated in 1972, that was academic, long-winded and analytical, but Bush had “rejected all of that.” Bush had adopted the style of Midland, Texas, and many people think “it’s simplistic, it’s two-dimensional, it’s not subtle.”

But what Cornell, Yale and most of the country had missed, Hadley believed he had discovered. “The guy is really strong,” he said, and what “people don’t recognize is, everybody else needs that strength. And he understands that . . . . And all the rest of us need it. We’re strong because he’s strong.”

Hadley’s acceptance of Bush’s ways raises some basic questions.

When I interviewed the president on August 20, 2002 for my book Bush at War, he mentioned a dozen times his “instincts” or his “instinctive” reactions as guides for his decisions. “I’m not a textbook player, I’m a gut player,” he said. I wrote, “His instincts are almost his second religion.”

National security decision making normally requires a rigorous process of examining alternative courses of action. But a “no doubt” president can swamp any process, not allowing much reconsideration. The president and his team had become marketers of Bush’s certainty. Hadley had acceded not only to Bush’s judgments but to his method. He had sidelined the analytical style of Cornell, Yale and his own experience.

A president so certain, so action-oriented, so hero-worshiped by his national security adviser, almost couldn’t be halted. The administration lacked a process to examine consequences, alternatives and motives. There was no system to slow down the process so the right questions were asked and answered, or alternative courses of action seriously considered. The national security adviser has to be a negotiator and an arbiter, someone who tries to consider every angle to a problem. But Hadley had become the lawyer for the president’s foreign policy, his unwavering advocate and a cheerleader for his greatness.

• • •

Throughout January 2005, the CIA kept up its dire warnings. A day before the Iraq elections, Bush slammed his briefing book shut at an Oval Office meeting when he was again warned that the outcome could be grim.

“Well,” he said, “we’ll see who’s right.”

When some 8 million Iraqis went to the polls, many waving their purple-inked fingers in the air to show they had voted, Bush hailed “the voice of freedom” coming from the Middle East. The CIA, in contrast, saw the seeds of deeper unrest and violence taking root.

• • •

On the evening of election day, January 30, 2005, Casey was about to meet with his staff in Baghdad when Rumsfeld called. He stepped into a hallway to take the call.

“George, the eyes of the world were upon you, and you stood and delivered,” the secretary said.

“Well, thank you,” Casey replied. “I’ll pass that on to everybody.”

It was a high moment, the icing on the most emotional day of Casey’s time in Iraq. He felt encouraged and moved that so many Iraqis had stepped forward to take a stake in their future. He’d been saying in the run-up to the elections, “Look, millions of people are going to vote.”

But Casey also felt a little disingenuous. Eighty percent of the country was Shia and Kurds. Of course they would turn out. It was the Sunnis, who had held power under Saddam and now made up the bulk of the insurgency, who had boycotted the election.

But for a fleeting moment, with his boss offering praise and the massive turnout dominating the airwaves, there was time to relax and wonder if this venture just might work.
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In early 2005, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice hired her old friend and colleague Philip Zelikow as counselor to the department. It was a normally low-profile but potentially powerful post. An intellectual with a law degree, a Ph.D. in history and a healthy ego, Zelikow had co-authored a book with Rice on German reunification after the Cold War and later served as executive director of the 9/11 Commission, which examined the terrorist attacks in detail and published a best-selling report that detailed their origins and execution.

Rice, who had little confidence that she was getting the straight story on Iraq from the military, dispatched Zelikow and a small team to assess the situation on the ground.

“If they want to send Zelikow over, he needs to look at the State stuff,” Casey told Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Peter Pace. “That’s what’s really screwed up.”

Pace said it made sense that Zelikow look at everything.

“You can go anywhere you want,” Casey told Zelikow when he arrived in Iraq, “and you can talk to anybody you want.”

On February 10, 2005, Zelikow issued a 15-page report classified SECRET/NODIS—secret, no distribution—meaning that copies should go to no one other than Rice herself. It concluded, “Iraq remains a failed state shadowed by constant violence.” Zelikow made two more under-the-radar visits to Iraq, carefully weaving in some good news with a heavy dose of realism.

Rice praised Zelikow for his memos, which offered a clear conclusion: The United States didn’t know what it was doing in Iraq.

• • •

Rumsfeld always worried about surprises—“unknown unknowns,” he called them. On October 11, 2005, he dashed off a SECRET snowflake to Pace, Abizaid and Casey, titled, “Intel piece on Iraq.” He had read a CIA report discussing ways to preempt a possible Tet-like offensive by insurgents in Iraq.

The January 1968 Tet offensive in Vietnam had been a military defeat for communist forces but had provided an overwhelming psychological victory that shocked the American public and marked a major turning point in the war.

“What do you think?” Rumsfeld asked in a one-paragraph memo to General Casey. Could insurgents in Iraq pull off a similar attack?

Casey replied, “I believe this came from work I asked CIA to do on an Iraqi Tet. The conclusion was this insurgency couldn’t mount a Tet. They don’t have the organization or military formations, but they don’t have to. They could create the perception of a Tet with far smaller numbers because of the increased media presence.”

• • •

Congress was demanding a description of what the strategy was supposed to be. Rice made it the core of her testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on October 19, 2005. “Our political-military strategy,” she said, “has to be clear, hold and build: to clear areas from insurgent control, to hold them securely and then build durable Iraqi institutions.”

“What the hell is that?” asked Casey. He called Abizaid.

“I don’t know,” the central commander said.

“Did you agree to that?”

“No, I didn’t agree to that.”

When Rice next came to Iraq, Casey asked for a private meeting with her and U.S. Ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad.

“Excuse me, ma’am, what’s ‘clear, hold, build’?”

Rice looked a little surprised. “George, that’s your strategy.”

“Ma’am, if it’s my strategy, don’t you think someone should have had the courtesy to talk to me about it before you went public with it?”

“Oh, well, we told General Odierno.” A bald, towering three-star general, Raymond T. Odierno had commanded the 4th Infantry Division during the invasion and now traveled with Rice as the liaison between the military and the State Department.

“Look, ma’am, as hard as I’ve worked to support the State Department in this thing, the fact that that went forward without anybody talking to me, I consider a foul.”

Rice repeated that she had told General Odierno, and later she apologized to Casey.

To Casey, it wasn’t a simple matter of miscommunication. He didn’t see “clear, hold and build” as a viable strategy. It was a bumper sticker. His main goal was to build up all Iraqi institutions so American soldiers could go home. He called Rumsfeld.

“Mr. Secretary, what’s this clear, hold and build thing?”

“Oh, goddamn State Department . . . ” he grumbled.

Casey spoke with Zelikow. This was about more than just a slogan. “Look, Phil,” he said, “this isn’t professional. This is personal. I opened this up to you. You owed me the courtesy of a call.”

“Well . . . ” Zelikow began.

“Bullshit! This is man-to-man. We were dealing with each other as individuals here. You owed me a call.”

“George,” Zelikow replied, “how could I have called you?” They both knew how paranoid Rumsfeld would be. Rice’s testimony had been sent to the Pentagon in advance and had been signed off on. But it had never found its way to Casey.

Casey’s response to Zelikow was simple: “You can trust me.”

Soon after Rice’s statement of the strategy, Rumsfeld saw “clear, hold and build” in a draft of a speech that the president was going to give. He called Andrew Card, the White House chief of staff, about a half hour before Bush was to speak.

“Take it out,” he insisted. “Take it out.” The “clear” was fine because that was what the U.S. military was doing. “It’s up to the Iraqis to hold. And the State Department’s got to work with somebody on the build.”

Rumsfeld lost. The president said in a speech on October 25, “As Secretary Rice explained last week, our strategy is to clear, hold and build.”

• • •

Months earlier, Casey had commissioned a report to study counterinsurgency practices and how they were, or were not, being implemented across Iraq.

On November 12, he forwarded a 15-page summary to Rumsfeld. The third page laid out traits of both successful and unsuccessful counterinsurgencies. Successful ones, Casey noted, last an average of nine years. Unsuccessful ones average 13 years.

The characteristics of a successful counterinsurgency included an emphasis on intelligence, a focus on the needs and security of citizens, an ability to deny safe haven to insurgents and isolate them from the population, and a competent local police force.

It had become increasingly clear that the efforts in Iraq had too many characteristics of a failing counterinsurgency.

• • •

As Casey was trying to quell the insurgency and al Qaeda in Iraq, Rumsfeld was in his third-floor Pentagon office, trying to control the world through his snowflakes.

One minute he’d expound on issues as large as the war strategy; the next might inspire a memo on grammar. No detail was too large, and none was too small.

“I also note that on page two,” Rumsfeld wrote to Pace in a SECRET memo November 17 about Iraqi security forces, “the third set of asterisks has four instead of three in the note, and that should be fixed.

“I particularly want to know why we cannot get any improvement at all between December 15 and June 1 in terms of color coding . . . ”

• • •

On December 2, 2005, a snowflake came from Rumsfeld to Casey and Abizaid. “Subject: Insurgent infiltration in Anbar province.”

Rumsfeld had seen a CIA intelligence paper assessing insurgent infiltration of Iraqi army units in that part of the country. The paper, which claimed to be based on multiple sources of human intelligence and other reporting, found that terrorists and foreign fighters “are active in western Iraq and have infiltrated some elements of the Iraqi army in al-Anbar province.”

The secretary wanted answers.

“I am in general agreement with the thrust of the paper,” Casey replied. “We are aware that insurgents and militia have infiltrated Iraqi security forces on a generally local basis with corruption [rather than] ideology as the primary motivation. The impact on the Iraqi army is low, but I remain concerned about the loyalty of some Iraqi police elements to a central government.”

• • •

“Attached is a worrisome DIA report on coalition detention facilities and insurgent networks,” Rumsfeld wrote on December 12 to Casey, Abizaid and Ambassador Zal Khalilzad.

The attached five-page SECRET report from the Defense Intelligence Agency brought more disturbing news from Iraq, suggesting that the aggressive detention program was creating more terrorists.

“Insurgents and terrorists use coalition detention facilities to trade information on successful tactics and techniques, teach detainees insurgent and terrorist skills, preach radical Islam and recruit new members into the insurgency,” it stated.

At one detention facility, the report stated, detainees had an insurgent training program to prepare detainees for their release, in which they taught new recruits how to become suicide bombers, use IEDs—improvised explosive devices—and carry out kidnappings and torture.

That was especially troubling, considering that more than 75 percent of detainees were released within six months of their capture, including a substantial number of insurgents and terrorists.

“Many detainees are determined to be innocent of any involvement in the insurgency,” the report continued. “Insurgent recruiters, however, exploit their feelings of humiliation, anger and fear to entice them to join the insurgency while in coalition custody or immediately after release.”

The report concluded, “insurgents, terrorists, foreign fighters and insurgent leaders captured and released by coalition forces may be more dangerous than they were before being detained.”

• • •

On Wednesday morning, February 22, 2006, Casey got a call from his second in command, Lieutenant General Peter Chiarelli. A bomb had gone off at a mosque in Samarra, a city on the Tigris River about 65 miles north of Baghdad.

Pictures began coming in showing that the golden dome of al-Askari Mosque, one of the holiest sites in Shia Islam, had been obliterated. With the help of the embassy, Casey had put together a list of possible catastrophic events, but the Samarra mosque hadn’t been included and had been left unguarded.

Intelligence indicated that Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the leader of the Sunni-based organization al Qaeda in Iraq, was behind the attack. It was a clear attempt to stoke sectarian tensions, and Casey realized right away it was one of the “unknown unknowns” that Rumsfeld so dreaded.

Within hours, Shia militias, particularly those associated with cleric Moqtada al-Sadr, poured into the streets, firing grenades and machine guns into dozens of Sunni mosques in Baghdad. Three Sunni imams were killed, and a fourth was kidnapped. Tens of thousands rioted. A daytime curfew was imposed in Baghdad. Bodies began turning up the next morning by the score.

Iraqi officials denounced the attack, and President Bush appealed for restraint. An anxious calm settled over the country after several days, and it seemed that perhaps the worst had passed.

“The interesting point here is what conclusions the communities draw from this difficult week. They’ve stared into the abyss a bit,” Hadley said during a Sunday, February 26, appearance on CBS’s Face the Nation. “And I think they’ve all concluded that further violence, further tension between the communities is not in their interest.”

But to some, it now seemed more likely than ever that Iraq was on the brink of civil war.

• • •

On March 20, the president drew attention to the work of one of the most high-profile colonels in the U.S. Army. “I’m going to tell you the story of a northern Iraqi city called Tall Afar,” he said, “which was once a key base of operations for al Qaeda and is today a free city that gives reason for hope for a free Iraq.”

He explained how the 5,300 soldiers of the Army’s 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment, led by Colonel H. R. McMaster, had arrived the previous May in Tall Afar, 250 miles from Baghdad near the Syrian border. Insurgents and al Qaeda fighters had choked the life out of the city and filled its quarter million residents with fear of savage attacks against anyone who didn’t cooperate. But over the coming months, McMaster and his regiment had methodically driven insurgents first from surrounding villages and later from Tall Afar itself. They had then begun to rebuild and restore basic services, reform the local police force, and establish a local government. The city had come back to life.

It had been a clear departure from so many past operations in Iraq, where American forces would sweep into an area, kicking in doors and rounding up many young Iraqis with no ties to the insurgency before moving on again, leaving no one to prevent insurgents from returning to terrorize the population. McMaster’s focus on economic and political improvements in addition to the military operations, as well as providing basic public services to the people, had paid huge dividends.

McMaster was 43, a small, stout man at 5-foot-9 and 190 pounds—bald-headed, green-eyed and barrel-chested, a blur of energy and intensity. A 1984 West Point graduate, he was a bona fide combat hero of the first Gulf War, where in February 1991, he had led his soldiers in a decisive tank battle against an Iraqi Republican Guard brigade and earned a Silver Star for his leadership. Beyond the battlefield, he had forged a reputation as one of the Army’s most outspoken and dynamic thinkers. Some superiors saw him as a handful, a renegade who too often did things his own way. But few questioned his competence and ingenuity.

McMaster spoke more like a surfer, or even a rock ’n’ roll roadie, inserting the word “man” or sometimes “dude” into his profanity-laced sentences. After his Gulf War experience, he had earned a Ph.D. in military history at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where he researched and wrote a groundbreaking dissertation that became the 1997 book Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies That Led to Vietnam.

The book laid bare the culpability of military leaders for the failure in Vietnam. McMaster argued that the Joint Chiefs—the “five silent men,” as he called them—had failed to adequately voice their reservations about the war. He concluded that the chiefs were weak and had failed to establish the essential personal rapport with the civilian leaders so they could speak their minds. The work struck a chord within the generation of military brass who had served in Vietnam and offered an enduring lesson about the responsibilities of leadership and candor.

Dereliction of Duty was in essence a field manual for avoiding another Vietnam, and it became required reading throughout the military. Even President Bush said he had read the book. It established McMaster as the voice of a new generation of military officers who were determined not to be silent or passive, especially before and during a war. McMaster had become a kind of barometer of the military’s moral conscience and the fortitude of the officer corps to speak out.

His success in Tall Afar cemented his status.

“Tall Afar shows that when Iraqis can count on a basic level of safety and security, they can live together peacefully,” Bush said during his March 20 speech. “The people of Tall Afar have shown why spreading liberty and democracy is at the heart of our strategy to defeat the terrorists.” He added, “The strategy that worked so well in Tall Afar did not emerge overnight. It came only after much trial and error. It took time to understand and adjust to the brutality of the enemy in Iraq. Yet the strategy is working.”

What Bush did not make clear that afternoon was that McMaster’s success in Tall Afar wasn’t part of a broader strategy, but rather a freelanced, almost rebellious undertaking by one Army colonel and his unit. It was further evidence that the greatest accomplishments in Iraq had come despite the administration’s strategy, not because of it.

• • •

The next day, March 21, a SECRET CIA report stated that al Qaeda in Iraq was continuing to grow, undermining security and preventing legitimate political and economic development. The report asserted that even if the minority Sunnis were given a role in the Iraqi government, “It is likely that AQIZ [al Qaeda in Iraq] will continue to wage war against the Iraqi government for years to come.”

Within days, Rumsfeld sent a snowflake down the chain of command. “Attached is a field commentary from CIA on al-Qaeda. I found it interesting,” he wrote in perfect understatement. “If it is true, I wonder if we are properly focused on the al-Qaeda operations. I would like to discuss it with all of you.”

• • •

It wasn’t long before another disturbing CIA report crossed Rumsfeld’s desk. Dated April 16, the SECRET report stated, “As of early April 2006, the Karbala Iraq chief of police, Brigadier General Razzaq Abid Ali al-Tai, hosted a meeting at his residence in Karbala to discuss forming an alliance between the Iraqi police major crimes unit, JAM”—the Jaish al Mahdi or Mahdi Army, a paramilitary force created by the Shia cleric Moqtada al-Sadr—“and the Iraqi national guard force in Karbala to fight the U.S. military if they attacked JAM forces. The meeting concluded after all parties agreed to fight jointly should U.S. military initiate an attack on Jaysh al-Mahdi.”

The report went on to state that General Ali had provided JAM members with Iraqi police identification cards to allow them to travel in closer proximity to U.S. forces and to attack and inflict a greater number of casualties.

On April 17, the inevitable snowflake went out from Rumsfeld to Abizaid, Pace and Casey, with the CIA report attached. Though he didn’t say so directly, the secretary seemed to realize the Catch-22 nature of speeding up transition to the Iraqis.

“The attached is worrisome,” he wrote. “If it is true, we may want to think about the pace at which we equip and train the units that could be a problem in the future.”

• • •

At a National Security Council meeting on May 5, with Rice, Rumsfeld, Khalilzad and others present, Bush wanted to know about Maliki, the man who had been selected as the new prime minister.

“How’s he doing?” the president asked. “What’s your broad assessment?”

“He knows what he wants,” Khalilzad replied. “He’s not so eloquent.”

“Lay off that eloquence thing!” the president joked.

“He wants room to appoint good people,” the ambassador continued. “Securing Baghdad, getting electricity from Baji to Baghdad using Ministry of Defense assets.”

Rice, who had drawn up the agenda for the day, argued that three new efforts were necessary—a political launch, a security launch and a launch for an international compact. It was another in a line of down-in-the-weeds discussions of oil production, electricity and other infrastructure issues.

Bush said he wanted no action on the part of the United States that would cause disunity. “You want to avoid contention if things are going well,” he said. “We don’t want to trigger yet another Iraqi election.”

• • •

On May 8, Rumsfeld composed a short SECRET snowflake to Hadley. The subject: “U.S. Casualties.” The defense secretary noted that between the elections in December and the beginning of May, there had been “197 killed in action; 1,701 wounded.”

“I think at some point, if you are working with the Iraqi leadership and you need an argument,” Rumsfeld wrote, “you could tell them that the longer it takes them to get a government and the longer it takes them to start providing leadership, the more people are going to be killed. There has to be a limit.”

For his part, Casey had a terrible feeling in the months after the elections as he watched “the air go out of the balloon as they negotiated on the government.”

• • •

On May 17, the NSC convened again with the president and vice president. In just three days, the new Iraqi government under Maliki would formally be introduced at a ceremony in Baghdad. But the discussion turned to the deteriorating security situation.

On video, Casey acknowledged that the situation in much of Iraq was “turbulent,” particularly in Baghdad. Attacks linked to sectarian violence were high and getting higher. He ticked off names and numbers of recent executions, and the president’s face flashed with distress.

Casey mentioned a U.S. operation taking place in Baghdad named Scales of Justice. It had had some effect, but they were short on Iraqi police. The Sadr militias were operating as death squads and were responsible for much of the violence. Some Sadr militiamen had been caught in Iraqi army uniforms.

Casey said Maliki seemed eager to help with the problems and had offered to do what he could.

“Who are they going after?” Cheney asked, referring to the death squads.

It’s not random, Casey said. He had seen lists of targets, primarily Sunnis being hunted down by Shia.

“This sounds political, not criminal,” the president noted, and Casey agreed.

The president asked about the persistent problem of IEDs, which continued to kill and maim soldiers at an appalling rate. “Who is behind it?”

Casey emphasized that in recent months there had been an increase in the use of EFPs—explosively formed projectiles—in the Shia areas. He said the technology was coming from Iran and that it was especially lethal.

What’s the motive in planting the IEDs, the president asked. What’s the goal?

“Well, ultimately, for us to leave,” Casey said, “although some of this is now violence for violence’s sake to pressure the political process.”

Bush said he was astonished by the volume of the attacks and wondered if there was any kind of command structure in which a few people could give the order to stop it. Casey said that if there was a structure, it was very loose.

Would the IED problem be as significant without the U.S. presence? Bush asked. Well, they would still want to hit Iraqi forces, Casey said. But at the moment, the Americans were the targets of two thirds of the attacks.
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Frustrated by the lack of progress, Congress had created the bipartisan Iraq Study Group to assess independently the situation in Iraq and provide policy recommendations to the president. The White House offered reluctant support.

The group’s members were the old set. Its co-chairs were Republican James A. Baker III, the 77-year-old former secretary of state and political consigliere for President George H. W. Bush, and Democrat Lee Hamilton, 76, who had served in the House for 34 years, chaired the House Committee on Foreign Affairs, and seemed to have been on every blue-ribbon commission since the Vietnam War.

Other Republicans included former Attorney General Edwin Meese III, President Ronald Reagan’s top White House adviser, who had replaced presidential hopeful Rudy Giuliani; retired Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, the first woman to serve on the high court; Robert Gates, former CIA director for Bush senior; and former Senator Alan Simpson, the outspoken, cantankerous gadfly from Wyoming. The Democrats were Leon Panetta, the former California congressman and White House chief of staff for Bill Clinton; Vernon Jordan, civil rights attorney and Clinton confidant; William J. Perry, the reserved mathematics Ph.D. and military science expert who had served as Clinton’s defense secretary; and former Virginia Governor and Senator Charles Robb, a Marine in Vietnam and son-in-law of the late President Lyndon Johnson.

The group had met regularly to interview administration officials, Iraqi leaders, members of Congress, scholars and members of the military. On May 18, the last interview of the afternoon was reserved for Lieutenant General David H. Petraeus, head of the U.S. Army Combined Arms Center in Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, who was working on the military’s first counterinsurgency field manual in 20 years.

I first met Petraeus in 1989, when he was a major and the aide-de-camp to General Carl Vuono, the Army chief of staff. I was working on a book on the Pentagon and invited him to dinner on January 31, 1990. The book was The Commanders, which focused on the 1989 invasion of Panama and the 1991 Gulf War during the administration of Bush senior. It was immediately apparent that Petraeus had an unusual, active intellect. He later sent me a copy of his 1987 Princeton Ph.D. dissertation, “The American Military and the Lessons of Vietnam.” Its thesis, summarized in the introduction to the 317-page manuscript, was that “in no case since Vietnam has the military leadership proffered more aggressive recommendations than those of the most hawkish civilian advisers” to presidents.

“He’s a small, academic-looking guy with glasses,” begin the six pages of notes I typed after dinner. I’ve rarely spoken with anyone as intense. You could almost hear the gears in his brain whirring. Though only 5-foot-9 and 155 pounds, he was a fitness addict, having won all three prizes at the Army’s Ranger School, a nine-week ordeal that grinds body and mind.

Petraeus at that point had served 17 years. He emphasized his belief that in the military, everything is “personality-driven, personality-dependent.” Though he felt personal affection for his boss, Petraeus said that the chief was difficult. Vuono had told him early in his tenure as an aide, “One reason I hired you is I know you have enough self-confidence that if I chew your ass all day, you won’t be destroyed by it.” The slightest irregularity could set Vuono off. If the chief’s black leather gloves were not instantly available, he would chew out Major Petraeus. If the schedule was not in order, Petraeus would get chewed. Before a speech the chief would sweat, get nervous and begin chewing out Petraeus. Once, when Vuono canceled a trip to buy shoes with his son, he suddenly had 30 minutes free. It was fidget city. Vuono couldn’t deal with unscheduled time and had little inclination to read, which is what Petraeus would have done. His time with Vuono gave Petraeus an understanding of the impact a senior leader’s personality can have on an entire organization.

Now, at 53, Petraeus remained a slim man with boyish features, famously smart, articulate and motivated. He had served two tours in Iraq, first as commander of the 101st Airborne Division in and around the northern city of Mosul, and later in charge of training the new Iraqi army and security forces as commander of the Multi-National Security Transition Command—Iraq.

The study group members wanted to talk to him because Petraeus had been lauded as a general who understood the situation on the ground and had a track record of pacifying the territory he controlled.

The meeting was supposed to take place by videoconference, but the United States Institute of Peace in downtown Washington, where the group had gathered, was having technical problems. Instead, a conference call was piped through speakers in every corner of the room, making Petraeus sound like the voice of God.

From the first moment, it sounded as though he were following a script.

“U.S. strategy over the last 18 months has been sound,” he said. The ongoing violence had made the mission more difficult. “Nonetheless, no alternative strategy is better.”

He said the United States had “terrific people” assigned to the war, endorsing Casey and Khalilzad and adding, “I would not break up the team of military and civilian leaders currently in Iraq.”

What about the level of violence in Iraq? Hamilton asked. Petraeus acknowledged that it had increased, adding, “The violence and the insurgency are an independent variable,” referring to the growing problem.

Panetta said the study group had been told it would be between 2009 and 2013 before Iraqis could take over security for their country. What did the general think about that?

That’s a worst-case timeline, Petraeus said, though he added, “Iraq is the most challenging security environment I’ve seen in 31 years in the military.” He did not offer his own timeline.

Petraeus also stressed national reconciliation. “You have to give Sunnis a reason to support the new Iraq,” he said. “Iraq is a civil-military challenge.”

He said, as he had often in public, that Iraq could not be solved militarily. It had to be solved politically.

• • •

The aging soldier showed up alone.

His hair had long ago turned gray and wrinkles had stolen the youth from his face, but Colin Powell still cut a striking figure as he arrived for his interview with the study group the next day, May 19. Though he had shed his general’s uniform more than a dozen years earlier, he still marched perfectly erect, shoulders back, military bearing intact. He wore a dark suit, well-tailored shirt and tie and polished black shoes. He moved almost at quick time. But there was nothing careless or hurried about him.

Even in retirement, Powell, now 69, remained nearly as recognizable as the president of the United States. He might have held the job himself had he not declined to run a decade earlier when the polls had had him at the top. In the minds of many, including his own, he had possessed the tools needed to win the White House—a black Republican, former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the nation’s number one military man during the 1991 Gulf War, most trusted, most admired, the latest American version of The Great Man of Our Times.

Instead, he had taken a different path, a path that led him now to this small conference room inside the U.S. Institute of Peace in downtown Washington. It had been sixteen months since he had been pushed out as George W. Bush’s secretary of state, a job that had turned out to be a rough ride. Powell had become an outsider in Bush’s administration, seen as too much his own man, the Reluctant Warrior out of step with the fulsome muscularity of the post-9/11 Bush team.

Powell’s path, of course, had also led to his role in the Iraq War. He didn’t think it was a necessary war, and yet he had gone along in a hundred ways, large and small. He had resisted at times but had succumbed to the momentum and his own sense of deference—even obedience—to the president. During a mano a mano Oval Office session two months before the Iraq invasion, Bush had asked Powell for his support.

“Are you with me on this?” Bush had asked, in a personal request to join the commander in chief in battle. “I want you with me.”

Believing the war decision belonged to the president—not to generals or secretaries of state—Powell had pledged his fidelity, perhaps halfheartedly, but unequivocally: “I’m with you, Mr. President.”

Perhaps more than anyone in the administration, Powell had been the “closer” for the president’s case for war. A month before the war, he appeared before the United Nations and the world to make the public case, displaying what he said were the “facts” proving that Iraq had threatening stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). The 76-minute presentation had proven effective, too effective, with Powell displaying all his powers of persuasion.

Four years later, no WMD had been found, many saw the war as a catastrophe, and Powell’s reputation was irretrievably linked to it, forever damaged. So the 10:30 A.M. meeting on this Friday was both a mission of accommodation and penance. He was going to have to confront the war and its aftermath for the rest of his life, and this was but another stop on the road to sort out his anguish.
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