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Chris Stevens walking with an elderly Libyan he’s just befriended on a visit to Ras al-Hilal in eastern coastal Libya.
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Anne Patterson delivering American military precooked meals for humanitarian relief to a Pakistani general.
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Ryan Crocker meets with U.S. three-star General Ray Odierno and an Iraqi general in the first days of his posting as U.S. ambassador to Iraq in 2007.
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Robert Ford shares a meal with Marsh Arabs in southern Iraq.





CAST OF CHARACTERS

Ryan C. Crocker, ambassador to Afghanistan, 2011–12; ambassador to Iraq, 2007–9; ambassador to Pakistan, 2004–7; deputy assistant secretary of state, 2001–3; chargé d’affaires, U.S. embassy in Afghanistan, 2002; ambassador to Syria, 1999–2001; ambassador to Kuwait, 1994–97; ambassador to Lebanon, 1990–93.

Robert S. Ford, ambassador to Syria, 2010–14; deputy chief of mission, U.S. embassy in Iraq, 2008–9; ambassador to Algeria, 2006–8; political counselor, U.S. embassy in Iraq, 2004–6; deputy chief of mission, U.S. embassy in Bahrain, 2001–4.

Anne W. Patterson, assistant secretary for Near Eastern affairs, 2013–17; ambassador to Egypt, 2011–13; ambassador to Pakistan, 2007–10; assistant secretary of state for international narcotics and law enforcement affairs, 2005–7; acting U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, 2005; ambassador to Colombia, 2000–2003; ambassador to El Salvador, 1997–2000.

J. Christopher Stevens, ambassador to Libya, 2012; U.S. special representative to the Libyan rebel coalition, 2011; deputy chief of mission, U.S. embassy in Libya, 2007–9; deputy principal officer and chief of political section, U.S. consulate, Jerusalem, 2002–6; killed in terrorist attack on U.S. diplomatic mission in Benghazi, September 11, 2012.

At the State Department

Richard L. Armitage, deputy secretary of state, 2001–5.

Richard A. Boucher, assistant secretary for South and Central Asian affairs, 2006–9; assistant secretary of state for public affairs, 2000–2005.

William J. Burns, deputy secretary of state 2011–14; undersecretary of state for political affairs, 2008–11; assistant secretary for Near Eastern affairs, 2001–5.

Hillary R. Clinton, secretary of state, 2009–13.

Jeffrey D. Feltman, assistant secretary for Near Eastern affairs, 2009–12.

Marc I. Grossman, special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan, 2011–12; undersecretary of state for political affairs, 2001–5; director general of the U.S. Foreign Service, 2000–2001.

Richard C. A. Holbrooke, special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan, 2009–10.

A. Elizabeth Jones, acting assistant secretary for Near Eastern affairs, 2012–13.

John F. Kerry, secretary of state, 2013–17.

Colin L. Powell, secretary of state, 2001–5.

Condoleezza Rice, secretary of state, 2005–9.

Wendy R. Sherman, undersecretary of state for political affairs, 2011–15.

At the White House

Joseph R. Biden, vice president, 2009–17.

George W. Bush, president, 2001–9.

Richard B. Cheney, vice president, 2001–9.

James F. Dobbins, Bush administration senior representative on Afghanistan, 2001–2.

Zalmay Khalilzad, ambassador to Iraq, 2005–7; ambassador to Afghanistan, 2003–5; special presidential envoy for Afghanistan, 2001–3; ambassador-at-large for the Free Iraqis, 2002–3.

Prem G. Kumar, senior director for Middle East and North Africa on the National Security Council staff, 2013–15; director for Israeli, Palestinian, and Egyptian Affairs, 2009–13; political officer, U.S. consulate, Jerusalem, 2002–4.

Denis R. McDonough, chief of staff to President Obama, 2013–17; deputy national security adviser, 2010–13.

Barack H. Obama, president, 2009–17.

Benjamin J. Rhodes, deputy national security adviser, 2009–17; top communications aide to President Obama.

At the Defense Department

General Martin E. Dempsey, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2011–15.

Douglas J. Feith, undersecretary of defense for policy, 2001–5.

Robert M. Gates, secretary of defense, 2006–11.

Leon E. Panetta, secretary of defense, 2011–13.

Donald H. Rumsfeld, secretary of defense, 2001–6.

Paul D. Wolfowitz, deputy secretary of defense, 2001–5.

In Afghanistan

Abdul Rashid Dostum, ethnic Uzbek warlord from the country’s north who served as deputy defense minister in 2003; vice president since 2014.

Karl W. Eikenberry, a career U.S. Army officer; ambassador to Afghanistan, 2009–11; commander of U.S. and coalition forces in Afghanistan, 2005–7.

Muhammad Qasim Fahim, ethnic Tajik warlord who led the U.S.-allied Northern Alliance forces that drove the Taliban out of Kabul in 2001. Vice chairman, Afghan interim government, 2001–2; vice president, 2009 until his death in 2014.

Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, brutal leader of the Hezb-i-Islami Islamist militia; two-time Afghan prime minister during the 1990s. During the civil war of 1992–96, forces under his command destroyed much of Kabul.

Hamid Karzai, chairman of the interim government, 2001–2; interim president, 2002–4; president, 2004–14.

Ismail Khan, ethnic Tajik warlord from western Afghanistan; minister of water and energy, 2004–13; governor, Herat Province, 2001–4.

Atta Muhammad Noor, ethnic Tajik warlord from northern Afghanistan; commander in the U.S.-allied Northern Alliance militia coalition during the 2001 campaign to oust the Taliban; governor, Balkh Province, 2004–18.

Abdul Rahman, onetime Northern Alliance official, appointed minister of aviation in December 2001 but beaten and stabbed to death, allegedly by political rivals, in February 2002.

Abdul Rahim Wardak, defense minister, 2004–12; senior representative in negotiations with U.S. officials, 2011–12.

Amanullah Khan Zadran, a minister of tribal and border affairs, 2001–2; militia leader and younger brother of warlord Pacha Khan Zadran.

Pacha Khan Zadran, ethnic Pashtun warlord; nominal U.S. ally in the 2001 campaign against the Taliban who also battled the U.S.-supported government in Kabul.

U.S. Team in Afghanistan

General John R. Allen, commander of U.S. and coalition forces, 2011–13.

James B. Cunningham, deputy chief of mission, 2011–12; ambassador to Afghanistan, 2012–14.

Eileen O’Connor, director of communications, U.S. embassy, Kabul, 2011–12.

Ronald E. Neumann, ambassador to Afghanistan, 2005–7; ambassador to Bahrain, 2001–4; political adviser to coalition forces in Iraq, 2004–5.

In Iraq

Adel Abdul-Mahdi, economist and Shia politician who held a series of high posts in postwar Iraq, including vice president, 2005–11. He became Iraq’s prime minister in October 2018.

Masoud Barzani, president of the Iraqi Kurdistan region, 2005–17; longtime leader of Kurdish Democratic Party, one of two main political groupings in Iraqi Kurdistan.

Karim al-Burjas, governor of Anbar Province, 2003–4; quit his post to free three sons who had been kidnapped by Al Qaeda in Iraq.

Ahmad Chalabi, controversial Iraqi expatriate financier who lobbied in Washington for the Iraq invasion and sought unsuccessfully afterward to become the country’s leader. He held a series of high posts, including deputy prime minister, in the post-invasion government.

Major General Mehdi al-Gharawi, Shia police commander accused by U.S. officials of torturing and killing Sunni prisoners in a secret prison.

Ali Radhi al-Haidary, successful businessman; governor of Baghdad Province, 2004–5; assassinated in 2005 in the eighth attack on his life by insurgents.

Tariq al-Hashimi, top Sunni politician; a leader of the Iraqi Islamic Party; vice president of Iraq, 2006–12.

Ibrahim al-Jaafari, physician and leader of the Dawa Party, a small but influential Shia faction; Iraqi prime minister, 2005–6.

Abdel Nasser al-Janabi, top Sunni lawmaker; adherent of a harsh Islamist ideology.

Nouri al-Maliki, Iraqi prime minister, 2006–14; exiled dissident during Saddam Hussein’s reign; a leader of the Dawa Party.

Mahmoud al-Mashhadani, hard-line Sunni politician; speaker of the Iraqi parliament, 2006–8.

Saleh al-Mutlaq, Sunni politician; onetime member of Saddam Hussein’s Baath Party; deputy prime minister, 2010–15.

Saddam Hussein, strongman ruler of Iraq, 1979–2003.

Abdul Sattar Abu Risha, sheikh from Anbar Province and cofounder of the Awakening movement, whose members joined U.S. forces to battle insurgents; assassinated September 2007.

Moktada al-Sadr, firebrand leader of Jaish al-Madhi, a Shia militia that challenged U.S. forces and U.S.-backed government in Baghdad.

Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, the most revered Shia religious figure in Iraq.

Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, Jordanian extremist who led Al Qaeda in Iraq from 2004 until his death in 2006.

U.S. Team in Iraq

Jeffrey Beals, Arabist and former CIA analyst; U.S. embassy political officer, 2004–6; political officer under Chris Stevens at U.S. consulate in Jerusalem, 2002–4.

L. Paul “Jerry” Bremer III, leader of the Coalition Provisional Authority, Iraq’s occupation government from April 2003 to June 2004.

Patricia A. Butenis, deputy chief of mission, 2007–9.

J. Adam Ereli, minister-counselor for public affairs, 2008–9.

Jay Garner, director of Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance, U.S. agency organized with plans to oversee a quick transition to Iraqi rule in 2003. The agency was shut down after four months.

Christopher R. Hill, ambassador to Iraq, 2009–10.

Ali Khedery, special assistant to five U.S. ambassadors in Iraq, including Ryan Crocker, 2003–9.

Thomas C. Krajeski, senior adviser to Ambassador Ryan Crocker on northern Iraq, 2008–9; ambassador to Yemen, 2004–7; political adviser to Coalition Provisional Authority, 2003; deputy director, then director, office of Northern Gulf Affairs, Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, 2001–4.

John D. Negroponte, deputy secretary of state, 2007–9; director of national intelligence, 2005–7; ambassador to Iraq, 2004–5.

General Raymond T. Odierno, commander of coalition forces in Iraq, 2008–10.

General David H. Petraeus, CIA director, 2011–12; commander of U.S. and coalition forces, Afghanistan, 2010–11; commander, U.S. Central Command, 2008–10; commander, U.S. and coalition forces, Iraq, 2007–8.

Charles P. Ries, minister for economic affairs, 2007–8.

Marcie B. Ries, minister-counselor for political-military affairs, 2007–8.

Lieutenant General Ricardo Sanchez, commander of U.S. and coalition forces in Iraq, 2003–4.

Emma Sky, British Mideast specialist; adviser to U.S. general Raymond T. Odierno, 2007–10; occupation government’s representative to the city of Kirkuk, 2003–4.

In Pakistan

Benazir Bhutto, two-time prime minister; leader of left-leaning Pakistan Peoples Party until her assassination in 2007.

Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry, three-time chief justice of the Pakistani supreme court between 2005 and 2013; political rival of Presidents Pervez Musharraf and Asif Ali Zardari.

Yousaf Raza Gilani, prime minister, 2008–12.

General Ashfaq Parvez Kayani, chief of army staff, 2007–13; Pakistan’s most powerful figure.

Pervez Musharraf, president of Pakistan, 2001–8; chief of army staff, 1998–2007.

Maulana Fazlur Rehman, leader of the pro-Taliban religious political party Jamiat Ulema-i-Islam.

Nawaz Sharif, three-time Pakistani prime minister; leader of a center-right party, the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz.

Asif Ali Zardari, son of a wealthy landowner; president of Pakistan, 2008–13; swept into power after his wife, former prime minister Benazir Bhutto, was assassinated in 2007.

U.S. Team in Pakistan

Gerald M. Feierstein, principal deputy assistant secretary for Near Eastern affairs, 2013–16; ambassador to Yemen, 2010–13; deputy chief of mission, Pakistan, 2008–10.

Kevin Hulbert, CIA station chief, Islamabad, 2004–5.

Vice Admiral Michael A. LeFever, top Defense Department representative in Pakistan, 2008–11.

In Libya

Wissam bin Ahmed, leader of Libya Shield 1 militia in Benghazi.

Ali Aujali, veteran Libyan diplomat; served as Qaddafi government’s ambassador to the United States from 2009 to February 2011; began serving as the rebel alliance’s ambassador to Washington in August 2011; Libyan foreign minister, 2012–13.

Muhammad al-Gharabi, leader of the Rafa’ al-Sahti Brigade and Libya Shield 2 militia in Benghazi.

Mustafa Abdul Jalil, chairman of the rebels’ umbrella organization, the National Transitional Council, in 2011.

Mahmoud Jibril, U.S.-trained political scientist who served in early 2011 as the first emissary of the Libyan rebels and later the same year as the rebels’ interim prime minister and minister of foreign affairs.

Ahmed Abu Khattalah, Benghazi militia leader who was sentenced to twenty-two years in a U.S. prison for leading the 2012 attack on the U.S. diplomatic mission in Benghazi.

Muammar el-Qaddafi, authoritarian leader of Libya from the moment he seized power in a coup in 1969 to 2011.

Mohammed el-Qaddafi, Muammar el-Qaddafi’s oldest son.

Seif al-Islam el-Qaddafi, Muammar el-Qaddafi’s second son and, until Muammar el-Qaddafi’s death, his presumed heir.

Abdul Fatah Younis, top military leader of the rebels until he was assassinated on July 28, 2011, apparently by disaffected rebels.

U.S. Team in Libya

Lieutenant Colonel Gregory Arndt, U.S. Army military adviser to the Libyans.

Gene A. Cretz, U.S. ambassador to Libya, 2009–12.

Bubaker Habib, teacher and translator from Benghazi who became adviser and fixer for Ambassador J. Christopher Stevens.

Deborah K. Jones, ambassador to Libya, 2013–15.

Lieutenant Colonel Brian E. Linvill, defense attaché, 2012.

David McFarland, political counselor; acting deputy chief of mission, U.S. embassy, 2012.

Laurence E. Pope II, chargé d’affaires, U.S. embassy, 2012.

Scott Wickland, diplomatic security officer on the team accompanying Ambassador J. Christopher Stevens during Benghazi attack.

In Syria

Hassan Abdul Azim, head of the Democratic Arab Socialist Union, an Arab socialist party.

Bashar al-Assad, president of Syria since 2000; son of Hafez al-Assad, Syrian ruler from 1971 to 2000.

Moaz al-Khatib, imam from a prominent Damascus family; leader of the Syrian opposition’s umbrella organization, 2012–13.

Ghiyath Matar, twenty-six-year-old Damascus tailor who led nonviolent demonstrations in 2011 and was tortured and killed by secret police.

Faisal Mekdad, Syrian deputy foreign minister since 2006.

Colonel Abdul Jabbar al-Oqaidi, commander and spokesman for the Free Syrian Army rebel group, 2011–13.

Dhu al-Himma Shalish, chief of presidential security in Damascus and a first cousin of President Bashar al-Assad.

Razan Zaitouneh, human rights lawyer widely considered the mother of the country’s nonviolent protest movement. She is believed to have been kidnapped by a jihadist group in 2013 and her fate is unknown.

U.S. Team in Damascus and Washington, DC

Mounir Ibrahim, political officer at U.S. embassy in 2011.

Wa’el N. Alzayat, worked with Robert Ford in Washington coordinating relations with Syrian opposition, 2012–14.

In Egypt

Essam el-Haddad, foreign policy adviser to Mohamed Morsi, 2012–13.

Hosni Mubarak, president of Egypt from 1981 until his forced resignation in 2011.

Mohamed Morsi, engineering professor and Muslim Brotherhood official who was elected president of Egypt in 2012 and deposed in a military coup in 2013. He died on June 17, 2019, while still imprisoned.

Ahmed Shafik, former Egyptian air force general who ran unsuccessfully for president in 2012.

Khairat el-Shater, Egyptian tycoon; chief strategist and financier of the country’s Muslim Brotherhood organization during the revolution; imprisoned since the military coup of 2013.

Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, Egyptian general who made himself president in a military coup in July 2013.

Field Marshal Mohamed Hussein Tantawi, chairman of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, 2011–12.

U.S. Team in Egypt

Margaret Scobey, ambassador to Egypt, 2008–11.

In the Persian Gulf States

Mohammed bin Zayed, crown prince of Abu Dhabi and de facto ruler of United Arab Emirates.

Yousef al-Otaiba, United Arab Emirates ambassador to the United States since 2008.

In Iran

Hassan Kazemi Qomi, first Iranian ambassador to postwar Iraq; believed by U.S. officials to also be a member of the elite Quds Force of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps.

General Qassim Suleimani, Iranian military mastermind; leader of the Quds Force of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, a unit that spearheads Iranian military and intelligence strategy abroad.

Mohammad Ebrahim Taherian, Iranian diplomat who negotiated with U.S. officials over Afghan issues in 2001 and served as Iranian ambassador to Kabul in 2002.

Mohammad Javad Zarif, Iranian career diplomat and scholar; took part in secret negotiations with U.S. officials before Iraq war; Iranian foreign minister since 2013.



TIMELINE OF EVENTS

September 11, 2001—Al Qaeda’s attacks on the United States kill 2,977 and begin a new era of U.S. military involvement in the Middle East and South Asia.

December 9, 2001—U.S. and allied Afghan forces complete a nine-week campaign that topples the Taliban government, which supported the Al Qaeda fighters who carried out the 9/11 attacks.

January 2, 2002—RYAN CROCKER arrives in Kabul, Afghanistan, to serve three months as acting U.S. ambassador and to help set up a new Afghan government.

March 19, 2003—U.S. forces invade Iraq, taking control in one month.

April 2003—Crocker arrives in Baghdad, Iraq, to begin work helping the Iraqis organize a new government. In May he signs on for a three-month assignment with the newly formed U.S. occupation government. He leaves in August.

August 2003—ROBERT FORD arrives in Iraq for a four-month stint as the one-man U.S. occupation government for the central province of Najaf. He leaves in December.

July 2004—Ford agrees to return to Iraq as political counselor, in the second of five postings in the country.

November 25, 2004—Crocker takes over as U.S. ambassador to Pakistan, as the George W. Bush administration intensifies its campaign against militants in that country’s wild tribal areas. He leaves in 2007.

March 31, 2007—Crocker arrives in Baghdad as U.S. ambassador to Iraq, with the Bush administration expanding the U.S. troop presence there in a final attempt to end ethnic fighting.

June 2007—CHRIS STEVENS begins a two-year assignment as the number two U.S. diplomat in Libya during a warming of U.S. ties with Libyan leader Muammar el-Qaddafi.

July 2007—ANNE PATTERSON succeeds Crocker as U.S. ambassador to Pakistan. She stays until October 2010.

February 13, 2009—With Iraq more peaceful and the Obama administration under way, Crocker leaves Iraq with plans to retire from the U.S. Foreign Service.

April 2010—Ford ends his final posting in Iraq.

October 2010—Patterson gives up her post as ambassador to Pakistan and is chosen to be ambassador to Egypt.

January 2011—Ford begins his posting as U.S. ambassador to Syria, weeks before the antigovernment demonstrations that in a few months will become a civil war.

April 5, 2011—Stevens secretly enters Libya as a U.S. envoy to rebel forces one month after the beginning of a NATO air campaign against the Qaddafi government.

July 25, 2011—Crocker takes over as ambassador to Afghanistan, with instructions to help draw down the U.S. military presence and reshape the U.S.-Afghan relationship.

August 18, 2011—Six months after a revolution, with Egypt still in upheaval, Patterson takes over as U.S. ambassador in Cairo.

November 17, 2011—Following the close of the Libya war, Stevens ends his role as envoy and leaves Libya.

February 2012—Ford leaves Damascus because of the growing threats from the Syrian civil war but continues in Washington, D.C., as the State Department’s lead official on Syria.

June 7, 2012—Stevens returns to Libya after his confirmation as the new ambassador.

July 23, 2012—Crocker quits his post as ambassador to Afghanistan.

September 11, 2012—Stevens is killed in a terrorist attack on the U.S. diplomatic mission in Benghazi, Libya.

August 31, 2013—Patterson gives up her post as ambassador to Egypt. On December 23 she is confirmed as top State Department official for the Middle East.

February 2014—Ford gives up his role as point man to Syria, saying he can no longer defend the U.S. approach to the war, and quits the Foreign Service.

January 6, 2017—Patterson retires from the Foreign Service as the Obama administration winds down.

February 2017—James Mattis, the Trump administration’s first defense secretary, asks Patterson to serve as the Pentagon’s number three. In March, however, some officials in the Trump White House and conservative senators block the nomination, arguing Patterson was too close to Islamists during her service in Egypt.




CHAPTER 1 The Best People for the Worst Places


On a mild day in February 2009, President Barack Obama appeared before 2,000 camouflage-clad Marines in Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, to announce plans to wind down the Iraq war. American and foreign audiences had been waiting for months to hear how the new president would deal with the six-year-old conflict, and his remarks drew worldwide attention. Almost unnoticed in the text was a line thanking a career diplomat who as ambassador to Iraq helped shape a successful effort to check the country’s bloody insurgency. Americans owed a debt of gratitude to Ryan C. Crocker, an “unsung hero” who had always sought the toughest assignments and was “an example of the very best our country has to offer,” Obama said.

Crocker and a small number of seasoned diplomats like him were central players throughout the long campaign that America waged in the greater Middle East in the decade and a half after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. In the aftermath of 9/11, the country began dispatching waves of troops and civilian specialists to the Middle East and South Asia to try to overcome security threats and steady fractured societies. These ambassadors, practicing a new diplomacy of the front lines, became Washington, D.C.’s preeminent troubleshooters and primary links to foreign leaders. Presidents and secretaries of state sometimes heeded their advice and sometimes didn’t. But even when they chose a different path, they continued to seek out these ambassadors to ask their guidance and recruit them for new assignments. Although their names were unknown to most at home, they became a crucial line of national defense.

The American leaders these diplomats served never solved the puzzle of the greater Middle East. Two presidents of different parties blundered getting into conflicts and stumbled trying to exit or avoid them. They were overwhelmed by the dysfunction of the world’s most volatile region and buffeted by the pressures of U.S. domestic politics. Now Americans yearn for an end to the “forever wars” in the Muslim world. Yet the nation can’t retreat from the effort to stabilize weak countries. This mission, the foremost task of these diplomats, is more important than ever. Unstable lands continue to threaten—not only those in the Muslim world’s long arc of instability, but also in Central and South America, sub-Saharan Africa, and other regions. Washington needs to find ways to steady these countries using diplomacy and political and economic leverage, if not American armies. Left alone, they will menace their neighbors and the distant American homeland, too, with extremist violence, mass migration, economic turmoil, and transnational crime. The threat they pose remains among the most urgent of security challenges.

The story of these diplomats’ experiences offers a window onto the history and lessons of America’s long struggle. Dispatched repeatedly to the most important and difficult posts, these foreign service hands saw the conflicts from all angles. They met with warlords and terrorist chiefs and witnessed bloody civil strife from street corners. They heard the whispered secrets of Arab rulers and took part in White House strategy sessions. They did not have all the answers, they are the first to admit. But through their many tours they learned at closest range what happened in embattled capitals and on the far sides of the blast walls and razor wire. They saw which of Washington’s decisions brought progress and which led to disaster. After decades in the region, they returned home with an unmatched understanding of the capabilities and limits of American power.

The diplomats were present as the new era of U.S. involvement began after the shock of the September 11 attacks. As years passed and Washington’s interests in the region shifted, they moved from capital to capital and remained at the center of the action.

The first American intervention came within a month of 9/11 when U.S., British, and Afghan forces routed the Taliban government, which had provided a haven for the Al Qaeda terrorists who attacked the United States. Within days after the Taliban fled the capital of Kabul, a small landing party of U.S. diplomats arrived there to help set up the replacement government that had been organized by world powers.

Eighteen months later, 177,000 U.S. and allied troops invaded Iraq to oust Saddam Hussein, whom they incorrectly believed to be developing nuclear arms that threatened the world. Saddam’s fall left the country in chaos and opened years of bloody struggle among Iraq’s ethnic and religious groups. The Pentagon was first put in charge of running postwar Iraq, but U.S. diplomats took an ever-larger role over the next eight years in efforts to build a functioning state.

By the end of the decade Washington’s attention turned back to South Asia, where the Taliban and allied militant groups again threatened the weak Afghan government from the countryside and havens in neighboring Pakistan. The Bush and then Obama administrations added U.S. troops and turned to a new style of counterinsurgency warfare that relied on armed drone aircraft and special forces troops. U.S. diplomats helped guide the new war in the shadows.

In 2011, Washington’s attention shifted to a wave of popular uprisings in the Middle East that came to be called the Arab Spring. In February 2011, crowds of thousands in Cairo’s streets forced the resignation of Hosni Mubarak, Egypt’s ruler for the past thirty years. For the next two years U.S. diplomats tried to steer the most populous Arab country toward a more democratic government. But in the summer of 2013 the military seized power from a democratically elected Islamist government and imposed the harshest rule the country has had in modern times.

In 2011 the Obama administration was also drawn into a revolution in Libya, which had been ruled since 1969 by the erratic Muammar el-Qaddafi. U.S. forces joined a Western bombing campaign that protected the rebels from Qaddafi and enabled them by August to topple his government. But after the war ended and world powers turned their attention elsewhere, the country descended into bloody factional fighting and lawlessness that continues.

The Obama administration sought to avoid a large military role in the civil war that broke out in Syria in the summer of 2011. As the war became the most devastating of the new century, a divided administration carried on a prolonged internal debate about military involvement. It chose to focus instead on unsuccessful attempts to negotiate a peace between President Bashar al-Assad and the rebel opposition. By the close of Obama’s second term, the Assad government and its Iranian and Russian allies had gained the upper hand in the war.

The Obama administration found getting out of wars was harder than getting into them. After withdrawing the last U.S. troops from Iraq in 2011, the administration was compelled to return some forces to the region in 2014 to halt the advance of a new insurgent group that was seizing land in Iraq and Syria. The so-called Islamic State, heir to the Sunni insurgents who ignited civil war after the Iraq invasion, controlled at its peak territory as large as Britain. U.S., Iraqi, and allied forces gradually reclaimed the land. President Donald Trump, who campaigned in 2016 on bringing an end to the Middle Eastern wars, was still wavering in the third year of his presidency on how quickly to withdraw the last U.S. forces from Syria and Afghanistan.

The diplomats sent on the Middle Eastern missions were a small part of the more than 3 million Americans on the expeditions. The vast majority were military, but they also included intelligence officers, aid specialists, drug agents, and others. The biggest frontline embassies—in Iraq, Pakistan, and Afghanistan—were sprawling frontier forts with thousands in staff from more than thirty U.S. agencies. In 2008, when the U.S. embassy in Baghdad was the largest in U.S. history, the country was host to 170,000 U.S. troops and 154,000 U.S. contractors, but had only 140 officers handling the core diplomatic work.

Yet the top foreign service officers were mainsprings of these missions. In battle zones where most in the U.S. military knew nothing of the locals, the ambassadors understood language and custom and could lead Washington around the blind curves of local politics. They were confidants of local leaders, able to steer them through crises. They sat with U.S. generals and spy chiefs to decide how to wage war, as well as how to end it. When Washington had no plan for dealing with a country on the edge, they could improvise.

This style of statecraft did not resemble diplomacy as outsiders imagined it—a decorous pursuit carried on in the gilt halls of foreign ministries and at glittering dinner parties. The foreign service officers who thrived in sandstorms and the smoke of battle became known among insiders as “expeditionary diplomats.” They were the best people for the worst places.

Ryan Crocker was one of them. The son of an Air Force bomber pilot from Spokane, Crocker became a rising star in the U.S. Foreign Service with his first assignment, in provincial Iran in 1972. Before the September 11 attacks, Crocker was already a three-time ambassador, with experience tangling with Saddam Hussein’s regime and Hafez al-Assad’s Syrian police state. He was nearly killed in the 1983 terrorist bombing of the U.S. embassy in Beirut. After the Taliban was ousted in 2001, Crocker was sent to run the U.S. embassy in Kabul and help organize a fragile new Afghan government. He was among the first U.S. diplomats detailed to Baghdad after the 2003 invasion to help run the chaotic occupation. In 2004 he was appointed ambassador to Pakistan, which had become a key player in the fight against Islamist militants. President Bush sent him back to Iraq in 2007 as ambassador and partner to General David Petraeus as Bush began a high-stakes strategy to suppress the insurgency with a surge of U.S. troops. In 2011 he was brought out of retirement by President Obama to again lead the U.S. embassy in Afghanistan and to help lay the groundwork for an exit from America’s longest war.

Another drawn to the toughest jobs was Anne W. Patterson, an Arkansan who learned to wrap Washington’s demands in the soft accents of her native state. Patterson made her reputation leading the embassy in Colombia from 2000 to 2003 when the government in Bogotá was buckling under a drug-financed Marxist insurgency. The multibillion-dollar aid program overseen by Patterson seemed to bring it back from the brink. The assignment made her reputation and earned her appointments to a series of the State Department’s toughest and most important posts. In 2007 she was made ambassador to Pakistan, replacing Crocker, when Washington was expanding its campaign against the country’s militants. Patterson was dispatched as ambassador to post-revolutionary Egypt in 2011, at a desperate moment when the Obama administration was divided on how to promote democracy while preserving an essential alliance. In 2013, when her tour was done, she served for three years as the top State Department official for the Middle East.

Robert S. Ford, the son of a Colorado geologist, was first noticed by the State Department brass for the insightful reports he wrote while a one-man provincial government in Iraq in 2003, in the dark early days of the U.S. occupation. Like Crocker, Ford ended his first Iraq tour in despair over the chaotic mission and vowed never to return. But his bosses wanted him back and he accepted four more assignments in the country. As the embassy’s top political official and then its deputy chief, he decoded Iraqi politics for Washington and found ways to open a dialogue with the insurgency’s supporters. In 2011, Ford earned a worldwide reputation as the American ambassador who stood up to Syrian president Bashar al-Assad when Assad began slaughtering protesters at the start of the Syrian civil war. Ford fled Damascus in early 2012 amid threats from the regime, but he continued for two years in Washington as the administration’s chief point man on Syria.

J. Christopher Stevens became the country’s most well-known frontline diplomat when he was killed in the terrorist attack on the U.S. mission in Benghazi, Libya, on September 11, 2012. A charismatic Californian, Chris Stevens served three tours in Libya, which for Americans had long been unknown and hostile terrain. In his first tour, which began in 2007, Stevens sought to improve ties with a country that had been for four decades one of America’s chief foes in the region. His second tour came during the 2011 Western air campaign against the Qaddafi government, when Secretary of State Hillary Clinton enlisted him to sneak into the country to serve as Washington’s link to the Libyan rebels. The following year, after Qaddafi’s fall, Stevens returned as U.S. ambassador to try to steady the country. After he and three other Americans were killed in the terrorist attack, Stevens’s name became a partisan war cry for Republicans who blamed Clinton. In Benghazi’s aftermath, the State Department tightened security rules and made diplomats stick closer to their fortified embassies. But inside the diplomatic service he remained a symbol of the opposite philosophy: to do the job right, diplomats needed to get past the barricades and make face-to-face contact.

These four diplomats crossed paths repeatedly. Ford worked as Crocker’s number two in Iraq after serving with him at the start of his career as a junior officer in Egypt. Patterson succeeded Crocker as ambassador to Pakistan when Crocker was sent to Iraq in 2007. Crocker had a long friendship with Stevens, starting when they both worked in Washington in the 1980s.

All four had long experience in the kind of assignments that led Ronan Farrow, a State Department official turned journalist, to write that the diplomat’s life could have the feel of “Thanksgiving dinner with your most difficult relatives, only lasting a lifetime and taking place in the most dangerous locations on earth.”1

U.S. diplomats in the Middle East had faced risk since the day in 1786 when consul general Thomas Barclay arrived in Morocco to begin negotiating with the Barbary pirates. But this generation of foreign service officers lived with danger like none before. In this era American diplomats were always on the extremists’ kill lists. Like the troops working alongside them, they lived with the daily reality of truck bombs, rocket barrages, and sniper fire. Since 2001 there have been more than four hundred “significant” attacks on U.S. diplomatic facilities and personnel, data from the Bureau of Diplomatic Security suggest.2 Terrorists have killed more than 166 diplomatic personnel, contractors, and local hires since the 1970s.3 In 2012, Al Qaeda’s branch in Yemen offered 6.6 pounds of gold to anyone who could assassinate the U.S. ambassador, Gerald M. Feierstein. U.S. diplomats are injured or killed far more often than American generals.

Even before 9/11, top State Department officials understood that the diplomatic corps was going to have to find new ways to deal with the growing threats from disorderly states that were breeding grounds for extremism. Marc Grossman, the top manager of the Foreign Service in 2000 and 2001, proposed creating a corps of rough-riding diplomats who would be the civilian equivalent of the military’s elite Navy SEALs, Army Rangers, and Delta Force. They would be an advance guard tasked to do more than the traditional observing and reporting. “We were going to have to find ourselves a group of people who were going to go to the hardest places and do the hardest things,” Grossman said. Grossman’s boss, Secretary of State Colin Powell, and the three secretaries who followed all gave priority to this new diplomacy of crisis.

Three of these diplomats, Crocker, Ford, and Stevens, rose through the ranks as part of the State Department’s tight-knit community of Mideast specialists, sometimes called Arabists. Patterson began as a Latin American specialist. But she lived in Saudi Arabia for three years, early in her career, because her husband, David, was a foreign service officer and Mideast hand.

The Mideast specialists had a celebrated history and group culture. They were drawn by the romance of a region that seemed full of nobility and savagery and infinitely far from home. In recent decades the Middle East was the world’s most turbulent region and the Mideast bureau was always at the center of the action. Top State Department officials spent their days worrying about the multiple wars that raged at any moment, Arab-Israeli frictions, counterterrorism campaigns, civil upheavals, and ethnic strife. About half the paper flowing to the department’s mahogany-paneled executive floor was about the Middle East. Young foreign service officers were told that the Near Eastern Affairs bureau, known to insiders as the “mother bureau,” was a club that admitted only the best. Mediocre talents would not stand up to the demands and pace of these jobs. “It was drilled into us: you’re part of an elite group,” said former ambassador R. Nicholas Burns, who began his career as a Mideast specialist and rose to number three in the department. “And that’s what drew me.”

The State Department’s Mideast specialists were a small tribe, a fraction of a foreign service that itself is compact. Of the 75,000 State Department employees, only about 8,000 are the so-called foreign service generalists who do the core diplomatic work. Until recently that was fewer than the number of musicians in U.S. military bands. Only a handful speak the difficult language of Arabic well enough to conduct top-level diplomacy. The Mideast hands have long been known as proud, loyal to each other, and a bit insular. They see themselves as diehards who work long hours in blast-furnace heat, risking dysentery and terrorist attack while their colleagues in more stable regions knock off at dusk for cocktails. (Other bureaus have a different view, of course.)

The chaos was the attraction. Former ambassador A. Elizabeth Jones, a Mideast veteran, recalled a colleague telling her: “I want to be able to go down the hall and say, ‘I’ll be goddamned—guess what’s happened now?’ If you can’t say that, what’s the point?” Even after years in the region, the Mideast hands remain fascinated by its romance. When they arrive in a new country, they gravitate toward the tribal leader in a flowing gold-trimmed robe rather than the government functionary who might have more influence. “You go into the Foreign Service to meet a sheikh, not some bureaucrat in an ill-fitting polyester suit,” said former ambassador Gordon Gray III.

Their role as regional experts didn’t always make them popular. They often had to deliver bad news that Washington’s plans would take longer and cost more than expected, and sometimes wouldn’t work at all. Often their superiors didn’t want to hear it.

Under the code of the Foreign Service, the diplomats were entitled to disagree with top officials during initial debates over policy. Once the policy was set, they were supposed to salute smartly and help figure out how to make the approach succeed. They were part of a nonpartisan professional service, and that’s the way it was supposed to work.

That was sometimes easier said than done. All of the ambassadors wrestled with their consciences over what they considered disastrous policy blunders. They always had a choice. They could quit, as some diplomats and military officers did. Or they could stay on the job, hoping they would make more of a contribution by using their skill to make the policies work. Crocker and Stevens came close to quitting over the Iraq invasion. Stevens refused repeated requests to serve in Iraq, at some risk to his career. Patterson considered joining a new management at the Pentagon in 2017 in hopes of setting right mistakes of the Obama administration. Ford, after years of misgivings, finally decided he could no longer support administration policy and had to quit.

The rule requiring foreign service officers to support all policies “is simple in concept—a lot harder in practice,” Crocker said after he retired.4

Other Americans who risked all on the front lines won acclaim for their contributions. The exploits of generals, spies, and sharpshooters were chronicled in bestselling books, movies, and TV series. But the complicated business of steering relations between nations didn’t stir the public’s passions. It never had. “There are no ticker tape parades for diplomats,” said Richard N. Haass, who headed the State Department’s policy planning office under Secretary of State Powell.5

When the Trump administration arrived in 2017, the Foreign Service’s problem wasn’t indifference but hostility. Skeptical of traditional foreign policy and its practitioners, the Trump team sought to cut the State Department’s budget by 30 percent in its first year, 25 percent in its second, and 23 percent in its third. It shuttered offices that had been occupied by diplomats and gave top foreign policy posts to military officers and cable news personalities. Two years into the administration, almost one half of the State Department’s top jobs remained unfilled.6 It was “perhaps the foreign service’s greatest crisis,” Crocker and former ambassador Nicholas Burns warned in an op-ed column.7

Among those who had been closest to the action, there was no doubt about the value of the diplomats at the battle’s edge. The presidents and secretaries of state who preceded Trump had relied on them as caretakers of the most sensitive overseas relationships and consulted them before making the weightiest foreign policy decisions. During emergencies they talked to them many times a day. They enlisted them, because of their nonpartisan credibility, to sell controversial policies to a skeptical Congress. When these diplomats left the service, the top administration officials continued to seek their advice and sometimes tried to rehire them or recruit them for secret missions.

As the presidents knew, you had to hear their take on the mess in the Middle East. You couldn’t understand it without them.






CHAPTER 2 Go Figure Something Out


Ryan Crocker had just returned to Washington from the Middle East on the day after Christmas 2001 when he was summoned to the executive floor of the State Department. Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage, a bull-necked and famously gruff former Navy officer, had marching orders. “Crocker, we need you in Afghanistan now!” Armitage barked.

The U.S.-led military campaign that had ousted the Taliban government after the 9/11 attacks was winding down and U.S. troops were leaving. The administration needed someone to lead the newly reopened Kabul embassy and help organize the Afghan government that had been conceived only that month at a conference of world powers in Bonn, Germany. The mission would be difficult, the country dangerous and chaotic, and the living conditions primitive. It was just what Crocker wanted.

Seven days later, Crocker got off a military plane at Bagram Air Base, thirty miles north of Kabul, and was driven to the capital across a muddy ribbon of road through a postapocalyptic wasteland. He passed the blackened carcasses of abandoned tanks, collapsed homes, and uncleared minefields. Kabul in 2002 was the worst place he ever saw during his career—worse than Beirut or Baghdad in their worst days. The city didn’t seem like the scene of a developing-world struggle as much as Berlin in 1945, with block after block of crushed buildings that looked like so many broken teeth. Broad boulevards that had once been shaded by stately chinar trees were pitted with craters and carpeted in rubble. No cars were on the roads, most shops were closed, and the few pedestrians who dared venture out seemed dazed and fearful. Most of the damage was caused not by the Taliban or American invaders but by Afghans fighting each other in block-by-block tank battles during the devastating civil war of 1992 to 1996. Crocker surveyed the damage and thought: My God, we’ve got quite a job in front of us.

The U.S. embassy had been closed in 1989 because of fears that a civil war would erupt as the Soviets pulled out after their bloody nine-year occupation. It had been reopened three weeks before Crocker arrived, after the U.S. forces and their Afghan allies entered the city. There were signs of the embassy staff’s hurried departure: documents remained stacked on desks under coatings of dust, and old ashtrays were half-full. On the walls were faded pictures of former secretary of state George Shultz. In the cafeteria the menu listed hot dogs at a 1980s price of 25 cents.

The embassy had had more than its share of trouble. The last ambassador posted there was Adolph Dubs, who had been kidnapped in 1979 by Afghan militants disguised as police, then killed during a botched rescue attempt. Washington didn’t send an ambassador for a decade after that incident, leaving it instead to be run by lower-ranking diplomats.

The embassy had no electricity, heat, or water. There was no regular phone or telegraph service, Internet, or any of the classified links governments depend on. Communications with the outside world were, in the early days, entirely by satellite phone. Some staff meetings were held in the first-floor lobby in almost total darkness, except for the light of a single candle.

For sleeping quarters, much of the staff was jammed into a six-room underground concrete bunker across a field from the main building, the chancery. Crocker made do with a sleeping bag in his office. Many of the windows in the embassy building were broken, and the winds knifing through them made it hard to ever feel really warm.

The Taliban had melted away, but the Americans never knew for sure the intentions of the armed militiamen who roamed the capital’s streets. The company of ninety young Marines and sailors who protected the embassy were mostly teenagers on their first deployment, learning on the job. They came with all the gear needed to sustain the embassy: medical kit, equipment for gathering intelligence and engineering tasks, missiles to fight off a tank attack. They gave Afghan streets American names for their use because they couldn’t read Afghan script. Here and there across the city, tiny metal tail fins poked from the soil, looking like some form of science fiction plant life. They were unexploded ordnance, and they claimed hundreds of lives in Afghanistan every year.

The danger and disorder were a tonic for Crocker. The vibration he gave off was “ ‘This is a great adventure. Aren’t we lucky? Man, we’re in the action,’ ” recalled Jonah Blank, then an aide to former senator Joseph Biden (D-Del.), who visited the embassy only weeks after it reopened. If Crocker had been uncomfortable, Blank said, the staff would have sensed it, with damaging effects on morale. But they could see Crocker was where he wanted to be, and found him reassuring.

Crocker set a brisk pace. He had developed a running habit in the 1970s and during postings in Washington had jogged every morning the eight miles from his home in Alexandria, Virginia, to State Department headquarters. The streets of Kabul were still too dangerous for an early-morning run, so fifty-two-year-old Crocker got in the habit of running a tight circle around the embassy, followed by pull-ups on a set of outdoor bars. The commander of the Marine unit had been excusing his troops from their usual dawn exercise because of the city’s dangers. Then he spotted the gray-haired ambassador, his thin face flushed and dripping as he labored in Kabul’s morning cold. The officer issued a new order: Do like the old guy.

Crocker was a natural choice for the assignment because of his long history in danger zones. Serving in Lebanon in 1982 during the country’s bloody civil war, he risked his life investigating the slaughter of at least eight hundred Palestinians by right-wing Christian militias in Beirut’s Sabra and Shatila refugee camps. Crocker drove himself to the camps in the middle of the night to investigate rumors of a massacre while gunmen were still present. The same year a band of teenage militiamen abducted him on a street in Beirut and threatened his life. The following year he was working in the U.S. embassy in Beirut when the militant group Hezbollah set off a 2,000-pound truck bomb at the embassy’s entrance, killing sixty-three. Crocker was shadowed by Saddam Hussein’s secret police during a posting in Baghdad in the late 1970s and had his home attacked and looted while he was ambassador to Syria in 1998.

The brushes with danger convinced him he belonged in the field. He took only two managerial jobs at State Department headquarters in Washington during his career and tried to keep those short. He and his wife, Christine, also a State Department staffer, decided they would have no children because of the difficulty of juggling family and frequent postings abroad.

“Ryan would look around for wherever the worst crisis was, the hardest place to go, and he’d wave his hand and say, ‘I’ll go there,’ ” said former ambassador Thomas C. Krajeski, who served in the Mideast and Washington with Crocker.1

Insiders differentiated between two types of Mideast hands. One group were the “indoor Arabists,” who spent their time in Washington working on long-running diplomatic problems, such as the Israeli-Arab conflict. The other were the “outdoor Arabists,” who jumped in their cars to drive through gunfire and sandstorms to interview sources in the local dialect. Crocker was in the second group.

The reopened U.S. embassy in Kabul got a ceremonial blessing on January 17, 2002, when Secretary of State Colin Powell thundered in on a Chinook helicopter, with machine gunners in front and rear, for a six-hour visit. Crocker greeted Powell at the embassy and described the diplomats’ mission in military terms. “The men and women of this mission are very happy to be your forward element,” Crocker told the retired general.

Powell met with Hamid Karzai, an opposition leader of the Pashtun ethnic group who a month earlier had been made interim head of the new government by world powers at the conference in Bonn, Germany. Among the chandeliers and rose-marble columns of the faded royal palace, Powell clasped hands with Karzai, who had a courtly bearing, a shiny bald head, and a beak-like nose. Karzai was wearing the lambskin hat and shimmering emerald and blue cape that became his signature formal dress. Powell assured him the Bush administration was “doing everything we can to assist you in this time of transition to a new Afghanistan.”

In truth, the administration wasn’t doing all it could, and intended to do even less. While Powell and State Department officials wanted more money and troops to ensure the success of the new government, officials at the White House and Pentagon were determined to step back from the chronic troubles of one of the world’s poorest countries. They wanted the Afghans to rely on the United Nations mission that had been set up to help. They wanted U.S. forces focused on completing the counterterror fight and not involved in the kind of postwar rebuilding the Clinton administration had undertaken in the Balkans and elsewhere in the 1990s. The Afghans resented foreigners, they argued, and a large troop presence would only anger them and inflame resistance. The administration ruled out any U.S. contribution of troops to the 4,000-soldier British-led international peacekeeping force taking shape in Kabul. Officials agreed to spend about $1 billion for reconstruction and humanitarian relief in 2002, a figure that Pentagon comptroller Dov Zakheim considered about $500 million short of what was needed.2 “We’re not there to fix their problems,” President Bush told Zalmay Khalilzad, his special envoy for Afghanistan.3

But even though White House and Pentagon officials were determined to limit U.S. spending on Afghanistan, the State Department was happy to have its low-cost foreign service team do what it could. Crocker was dispatched with orders to help make a government in name only, a real one. He was given full freedom to do it as he wished—more freedom, really, than he wanted. “I did not arrive with a detailed set of instructions on what the administration wished to have accomplished in those initial months,” Crocker said. “In fact, I arrived without any instructions—just, ‘Go figure something out.’ ” The assignment was a rush job, and the State Department didn’t have time to get the Senate to confirm Crocker as ambassador. He led the mission as the chargé d’affaires, the fill-in mission chief.

His key partner was Karzai, the interim leader. The day after Crocker arrived, he visited Karzai and discovered that the leader’s offices in the former royal palace were ice-cold. The two wrapped themselves in blankets and launched into the first of many meetings. “We just sat down and started to map through all the steps we would need to take to ensure that there was an Afghan government that could function like a government,” he said.

Crocker and Karzai got in the habit of meeting at dawn, when the rest of the city was still asleep, and huddling next to a space heater, sipping traditional chai shireen. The palace, known as the Arg, was a once-grand nineteenth-century stone citadel with eighty-three acres of gardens, courtyards, and decorative pools, enclosed in high walls with ramparts, battlements, and turrets. Now the gardens were overgrown, the roof leaked, and the plumbing was busted. The office of the new head of state smelled faintly of sewage.

“Every conversation we had would begin with the phrase, ‘What the hell do we do now?’ ” Crocker said.

Crocker understood when he arrived that this diplomacy would be far different from the craft as outsiders imagined it. Though a civilian, he could not avoid becoming deeply involved in the continuing military struggle.

In early March U.S. commanders decided to send a column of tanks owned by allies of the Tajik ethnic group from the country’s north to a valley south of Kabul. U.S. forces had no tanks, and they desperately needed big guns to blast Al Qaeda and Taliban forces from a stronghold in the remote Shah-i-Kot Valley. But when the tanks reached the city of Gardez, 80 miles south of Kabul, they were blocked by a rival Pashtun warlord. The warlord, Pacha Khan Zadran, also a U.S. ally, was incensed that the Tajiks wanted to cross his territory. He threatened to attack with his 3,000-man force, unless the Tajiks turned around. It appeared that in their search for more firepower U.S. commanders had touched off an ethnic confrontation that might split their coalition.

It fell to Crocker to find a way out. In U.S. battlefield strategy sessions, CIA officers and special forces commanders towered over him. But he had dealt with militia chiefs in earlier postings. He was willing to try it again.

Crocker tracked down Zadran’s brother and senior aide, a bearded, scowling commander called Amanullah. Then he spent a night with him in a bullet-scarred, unheated building in Kabul, arguing by the light of a single kerosene lamp.

Crocker made the case that the Tajik force would help the Zadrans beat their common enemies, the Taliban. The Tajiks had no designs, he insisted, on the Pashtun territory. But as the hours dragged on, Zadran came up with a series of reasons why the armored column could not advance. Zadran, it was clear, had made up his mind and was simply offering excuses. Crocker finally broke off the negotiation. He conferred for a last few minutes with his U.S. team and Afghan allies. Then he returned and played his last card.

The United States would give its guarantee that the Tajik forces would withdraw after the fight, he told Zadran. But if the warlord continued to resist, the Tajiks would advance anyway. “If we have to fight our way through, we will,” he said. “And if we find your brother in those circumstances, we will kill or capture him. You will be fighting us.” The U.S.-Afghan force had overwhelming power, he pointed out: not just tanks, but F-16 fighter aircraft.

The giant Pashtun “had his awakening moment,” Crocker recalled later. “I finally had something he could comprehend.” Pacha Khan Zadran ordered his force to stand down and the tanks passed. Crocker had won the day, on the edge of the battlefield, by threatening the life of an ally.

Another of Crocker’s chief tasks was helping Karzai figure out how to set up a working political structure and run a country. World leaders had made Karzai Afghanistan’s interim leader in part because he was well-spoken, peace loving, inclusive, and presentable. In a country of rough-hewn and often violent leaders, Karzai could describe in eloquent English, Pashtun, and Dari how his country yearned to emerge from thirty years of civil war to become a modern society. Karzai relished his ceremonial role and was delighted at his unlikely ascent to power. But he had no clue how to run a government. The product of a family of tribal leaders from the southern city of Kandahar, he had spent his adult life as an English teacher and then a public relations aide for an opposition politician. When Karzai was sworn in in December, he inherited a state that had no police force, military, or government bureaucracy, and was nearly broke. When he chose ministers, they sat alone in battle-scarred buildings in Kabul. The country was chronically wracked by sectarian warfare and had never had an effective central government.

In those first days of his thirteen years as the country’s leader, Karzai needed some prodding to do his part. Karzai wanted to bring back the functioning Afghanistan of his youth, “but he was oddly passive about doing so,” wrote Zalmay Khalilzad, the Afghan-born scholar and diplomat who was made U.S. presidential envoy to the country in December 2001 and U.S. ambassador two years later. “He knew what needed to be done. The problem was he wanted America and the rest of the world to do it.”4 The CIA officials who had led the U.S. effort in Afghanistan since the fall told Crocker when he arrived he would need to push Karzai to start organizing the government, build support from provincial leaders, and figure out how to spend his meager budget.

Crocker, eager to build a personal tie with the Afghan leader, listened patiently to Karzai. He called him “sir” and showed him the deference Karzai craved. But Crocker was also persistent in reminding him what needed to be done. Crocker understood that “if you didn’t tell Karzai what to do, he wouldn’t do anything,” said a former senior intelligence officer who was in Afghanistan at the time. “You had to say, ‘Do this, appoint this guy, get rid of this guy’… Ryan was the first one to really kick Karzai in the ass.” Unlike some U.S. diplomats, Crocker wasn’t queasy about telling officials of the host government what to do, the intelligence official said.

One of Karzai’s top priorities was building support for the new government from warlords and other regional leaders who were the real power in the country. Karzai needed to distribute some posts in the new government to the regional bosses to strengthen their support for Kabul and to allow him to keep tabs on what they were doing. But the field of candidates was not inspiring, and sometimes Crocker and other U.S. officials would discover Karzai had chosen Afghans who were too corrupt or too closely tied to the drug trade or the Taliban. They would tell Karzai he needed to cancel their appointments. He was usually amenable.

Through Karzai’s office and sitting room flowed a constant stream of Afghans, prominent and obscure, lobbying for money, security forces, appointments, or the arrest of a rival. Karzai was always ready to hear their supplications and sometimes too willing to grant them. He had the bad habit of “listening to the last corrupt Afghan official he saw in his office,” said the former intelligence official. Sometimes, after these sessions, Crocker would have to meet with Karzai to explain that he would have to take back what he had just promised.

All issues, big and small, ended up in Karzai’s in-box. One morning, over an Afghan breakfast at the palace, Karzai told Crocker he wanted to discuss the design of a new Afghan flag. He sketched his idea on a napkin. He wanted to restore the traditional red, green, and black color scheme used by the old Afghan monarchy, sending a signal of continuity that he thought would be popular. He wanted also to add, in Arabic script, the Shahada, the Muslim profession of faith: “There is no God but Allah and Muhammad is Allah’s messenger.” Karzai summoned an aide to take his doodle to the bazaar, to see what it would look like when turned into a flag. The aide eventually returned with the flag, and Karzai was pleased.

Crocker helped Karzai try to defuse frictions between the warlords. When the Taliban was ousted, militia leaders filled the vacuum of power, leaving them controlling vast stretches of the country. Some of the most aggressive among them began maneuvering to expand their fiefdoms. Around the northern provincial capital of Mazar-e-Sharif, warlords General Atta Muhammad Noor, an ethnic Tajik commander, and General Abdul Rashid Dostum, an Uzbek, quickly began a confrontation over control of the city.

Soon after he arrived, Crocker traveled to the north to visit Atta and urge him to settle his differences with Dostum. Atta told Crocker there would be no trouble—not because he was willing to compromise, but because he intended to overwhelm Dostum. “The response was basically: ‘I’m going to annihilate that guy and everybody who’s shaken hands with him,’ ” Crocker said. The rivalry between them raged for years.

The rivalries sometimes exploded into violence in the capital. In February 2002, the minister of civil aviation, Abdul Rahman, was beaten to death by a mob at the Kabul airport. Crocker learned about it one night during a meeting with Karzai when the defense minister Muhammad Qasim Fahim, who was also commander of the Northern Alliance forces, burst into the room giggling with the news. Karzai and Crocker were stunned. The first reports had it that Rahman had been attacked by Muslim pilgrims angry that their flight to Mecca had been canceled. Karzai soon concluded the killing was the work of officials in his intelligence, defense, and justice ministries who had long been Rahman’s rivals. Karzai held a press conference to denounce the crime and announce the launch of an investigation. But the accused were never brought to trial, and several retained high-level posts in the government. The incident was the ultimate example, Crocker thought, of the poisonous rivalries that swirled in Kabul.

Crocker carried on a continuing round of meetings with local and tribal leaders. Some were near the capital, but to reach others he had to fly by helicopter across the mountains to remote landing strips and struggle across rocky terrain to reach the leaders’ homes. Intelligence officials recommended that he avoid risky travel, “but Crocker was clamoring to go to iffy areas,” said a former senior U.S. intelligence official. He wanted to wear jacket and tie to show respect for the Afghan leaders, even though formal dress could make him a target for enemy snipers. CIA officers wore beards and Afghan clothes to reduce that risk.

On arrival, Crocker’s team would be waved into the leader’s walled compound and greeted in the courtyard with handshakes and embraces. Then they would step inside to talk for hours, sipping tea and eating raisins and nuts. They would sit on pillows and simple rugs or Chinese-made polyester carpets, often in concrete walled rooms with diesel-burning heaters. The leaders were rarely well off but generous with their hospitality, following Afghan tradition. In those months the Americans were still popular for ousting the Taliban.

American diplomats often make one of two mistakes in such introductory meetings. Sometimes they are too deferential, an approach that invites their new contact to press them with demands. In other cases, they lecture the local leader on what America expects of them. Crocker tried to convey that he understood the pressures on the leaders and, without promising more than he could deliver, wanted to work out solutions that could benefit both sides, colleagues said.

The local leaders usually had a wish list: weapons, water wells, medical help, garbage trucks. Sometimes they would tell the American team that they were under attack by the Taliban, when their skirmishes were actually not with militants but with their longtime local rivals. Crocker had to know enough about local politics not to be snowed.

“Crocker would say ‘Thanks for telling me that. Maybe they’re Taliban. But don’t they also happen to be that group you’re historically at war with?’ ” recalled a former U.S. official who worked with him. “ ‘How about you make it a priority to reconcile with that guy, so that you both can use the highway and the mountain pass? Then you’ll both get help from us.’ ”

Sometimes the local leader got the message right away. In other cases, it took them longer. Sometimes an emissary would show up later in Kabul asking Crocker: What about the aid you promised? In one case, Crocker answered: Why are we still hearing reports that your militia is still fighting with your neighbor on the highway? Although Crocker was new to the region, he had heard similar pitches for thirty years in the Mideast. Word got around among the local leaders that Crocker knew what he was doing and had pull in Washington.

When Crocker arrived, the new government was almost without cash. The Taliban had raided the central bank’s vault before leaving town, and the country’s primitive financial system was barely functioning. Crocker spent one of his first nights in the embassy on a satellite phone, shivering in the draft, trying to get Federal Reserve officials to send cash to Karzai to jump-start the government.

Many of Karzai’s cabinet ministers started their jobs with nothing more than what they were given by the United Nations: a single Land Rover and a satellite phone. The bombed-out official buildings they worked from had recently been occupied by the Taliban.

The new government faced tough choices in deciding how to spend its meager resources. Afghanistan’s needs were overwhelming: 70 percent of the population was malnourished, and one quarter of children died before age five. But in addition to providing humanitarian relief, they needed to build credibility for the new government, both with Afghans and with the world powers that were helping to sustain it. “We had to create at least a plausible image of Afghanistan as a country that could succeed,” Crocker said. They needed to show progress.

Education was an area where they could do that. Much of the world knew of the plight of Afghan girls and women who had been excluded from education by the Taliban. First Lady Laura Bush, among others, had championed their cause. And within weeks of its arrival, the new Afghan government, with U.S. help, was reopening schools for girls as well as boys, with gratifying results.

During Senator Joe Biden’s early visit, Crocker led the delegation to a newly opened first-grade class in Kabul. The girls ranged in age from six to twelve, because the older ones had had no chance up to that point to go to school. Crocker asked one twelve-year-old if it bothered her to be in a class with girls half her age. She beamed. “I’m just so happy to be in school,” she told him.

When Crocker arrived in January 2002, there were 900,000 pupils in Afghan schools, all boys. By September of that year, there were 3 million, far exceeding expectations, with about 30 percent of them girls. Over the next decade and a half, as the economy sputtered and violence raged, education remained a bright spot.

Crocker helped direct other aspects of the development program. The U.S. Agency for International Development, the lead U.S. foreign aid agency, had decided to give agriculture an early focus. But many of the agricultural projects would not produce results for several growing seasons. Crocker pushed to have the money go instead to rebuilding the nation’s roads, arguing that without them produce wouldn’t get to market. Andrew Natsios, USAID’s director, agreed.

Crocker, Karzai, and his team held a long brainstorming session trying to figure out how they could find skilled, culturally attuned, and reasonably priced help to build a new country. Their answer: enlist accomplished Afghan expatriates from Europe and America. They began reaching out.

One of Crocker’s most important contributions was in enlisting the help of Iran. The Iranians were seen by the Bush administration as a chief regional foe and the world’s foremost sponsor of terrorism, and the White House had barred high-level negotiations with them. But after the 9/11 attacks, Iran had stepped forward to offer Washington help in ousting the Taliban, whom they viewed as an enemy. Starting in late September 2001, Crocker had served repeatedly as a point man in secret talks about the military campaign and formation of the new government in Kabul.

Crocker’s meetings with the Iranians after 9/11 had hopscotched from Geneva to Paris and New York. While Tehran was publicly denouncing the United States, its diplomats were lobbying Washington to send its troops into Afghanistan to install a new government.

One round of meetings was held in the United Nations offices in Geneva on weekends, when no one else was around. Crocker would slip out of State Department headquarters on Friday afternoons to catch flights so that the talks were known only to the smallest circle. The American and Iranian officials sometimes began their talks in the UN offices, then adjourned to hotel rooms, where they ordered room service for dinner, then continued talking until dawn. Crocker found the Iranians civil, professional, and fully informed on American culture, including the recent performance of the UCLA Bruins football team. Two of the three Iranian diplomats had been to school in the States. Crocker learned that the diplomats were being directed from Iran by General Qassim Suleimanei, leader of the elite Quds Force unit of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps. Suleimani, a small man with sleepy dark eyes and a close-cropped silver beard, was feared and admired throughout the Middle East as Iran’s military mastermind.

The Iranians, who had been helping the Taliban’s Afghan opponents for years, offered a full range of military intelligence and advice. They produced a map detailing the location of Taliban troops and arms. “The Iranian thrust was, ‘What do you need to know to knock their blocks off? You want their order of battle? Here’s the map. You want to know where we think their weak points are? Here, here and here,’ ” Crocker said.

The Iranians grew impatient only when they thought the Americans were dragging their heels on the invasion. One of the Iranian officials blew up at Crocker during a long discussion on how to organize a new government in Afghanistan. There was no point in debating a new government, he declared, unless Washington was going to move against the current one. He stomped out of the room.

The Iranians listened to briefings from U.S. intelligence on Al Qaeda’s presence in Iran and arrested some of the group’s members there. In November 2001, when world powers met in Bonn, Germany, to help organize a new Afghan government, the Iranians played a key role. They were even agreeable to having an international peacekeeping force in the country after the war.

When Crocker arrived in Kabul, he discovered that Mohammad Ebrahim Taherian, the Iranian official who had led the fall weekend talks in Geneva was now ambassador to Kabul. So the U.S.-Iranian talks simply picked up where they had left off. They made plans to collaborate on a ring of highways that would link the country. The plan was for the Iranians to start building in Herat, in the country’s west, and work eastward toward Kandahar in the south. The Americans would start in Kabul, in the east, and work westward. The two sides even discussed using a similar composition for asphalt so that their roads would join seamlessly.

The talks led to a discussion of more sensitive issues, such as how to reduce threats from the more aggressive warlords to other provincial leaders. The Americans worked on limiting Abdul Rashid Dostum’s ambitions in the north by giving him a role in the new central government while the Iranians applied pressure to restrain Ismail Khan, a Tajik power broker who ran much of western Afghanistan. The plan worked reasonably well for a time.

Crocker passed on to the Iranians the location of an Al Qaeda official who was living in Mashhad, in eastern Iran. The Iranians arrested him and turned him over to Afghan officials, who in turn passed him to U.S. officials.

The Iranians were also taking care to avoid run-ins with the U.S. and allied forces in the country. Tehran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, a chief executor of the regime’s foreign policy, was present all over the country. But unlike in Iraq, where they became a deadly threat to U.S. forces, “they never interfered with us,” said a former senior intelligence officer. “They never attacked us and we never attacked them.”

But the U.S.-Iranian cooperation unraveled quickly after January 29, 2002, when President Bush declared in his State of the Union speech that Iran was a member of the “axis of evil” and threatened to attack its nuclear program. Crocker’s next meeting with his Iranian counterparts was ugly. An Iranian official demanded to know how, after their collaboration on Afghanistan, Washington had seemed to turn on them so abruptly. “What are you guys doing?” the Iranian demanded. He told Crocker that his standing at home had been damaged by the speech. Suleimanei, too, felt jeopardized by the speech, and was in a “tearing rage,” the diplomat said.5 Crocker had no good answer. He stammered something like “I’m the guy in Kabul. We’ve got to focus on the issues we’ve been dealing with.”6

Crocker was most upset because it appeared the speech had destroyed a chance for improved relations between the two states. The Iranian diplomat told Crocker that Suleimanei had been weighing a complete re-evaluation of the relationship. “One word in one speech changed history,” Crocker said.7

The Iranians were now thinking about payback. The Americans and Iranians had been discussing what to do with former Afghan prime minister Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who had ties to Osama bin Laden and had been one of the country’s most brutal warlords in the 1980s and 1990s. Hekmatyar was then in luxurious house arrest in Tehran. But U.S. officials feared he would try to seize power in Afghanistan if freed and were urging that he be jailed and turned over to Afghan authorities. They were also quietly lobbying to have Iran jail any Al Qaeda fugitives they picked up.

After the speech, the Iranians made it clear they would not help on either issue. The Iranian diplomat told Crocker they planned not only to release Hekmatyar from house arrest but also to help him surreptitiously reenter Afghanistan. U.S. troops tried but failed to intercept him on his way in. In the years since, Hekmatyar’s Hezb-i-Islami insurgents have been among the most dangerous opponents of U.S. forces and the Afghan government.

In Crocker’s view, the “axis of evil” speech marked a point of no return where the Iranians decided they couldn’t cooperate with the Americans, even where interests overlapped. “It was the point, I think, where the Iranians made the decision, ‘Can’t work with those sons of bitches. Told you all along, can’t do it,’ ” Crocker said. The hard-liners in Iran gradually took control of the Afghan portfolio from more moderate officials in the foreign ministry. While the U.S.-Iranian talks continued intermittently until May 2003, they were passed to lower-ranking Iranian officials and yielded less and less. The speech “killed the diplomatic channel that Ryan Crocker had so skillfully developed with the Iranians,” William J. Burns, then the State Department’s assistant secretary for the Middle East, wrote in his memoir, The Back Channel.8

Karzai and many other Afghan leaders remained worried about security. Afghan delegations from around the country were always asking him for troops to protect them from warlords or criminal gangs. Karzai believed warlords were a threat to the country, to the new government, and to him personally. Pacha Khan Zadran, the Pashtun warlord who tried to prevent the tanks reaching the battle in the Shah-i-Kot Valley, repeatedly defied Karzai. In May his militias launched a rocket attack on the city of Gardez in an attempt to seize power. Another threat came from defense minister Muhammad Qasim Fahim, who swaggered around Kabul as if he and his 15,000 troops, rather than Karzai, were running the government. Fahim made himself at home in Karzai’s palace, sometimes sitting in the leader’s chair even when Karzai was in the room. He joked darkly that if Karzai arranged the government in a way he didn’t like, he would send his guards to kill him.9 Karzai confessed to American officials he feared he could be killed at any time. When American officials visited, Karzai would invariably press them for more American troops.

But the Pentagon was dead set against sending more U.S. troops and didn’t want the allies to send more of their troops, either. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and other Pentagon officials opposed expanding the mission of the international force in Kabul, believing that would discourage the Afghans from figuring out how to protect themselves.

After a few weeks in the country, Crocker began to fear that a clash between rival warlords could cripple the new government before it got started. The U.S. forces in the country then consisted of a single Marine expeditionary unit, usually 2,200 troops, and a scattering of special forces teams. The administration’s bywords in the anti-Taliban campaign had been “small footprint” and “economy of force.” “This was economy of force to the nth degree,” Crocker said. Was this smart strategy, Crocker wondered, or simply an effort to pull off regime change on the cheap? If the government fell, Afghanistan could once more become a lawless state and Washington could again face the same militant threat that brought American troops there in the first place, Crocker thought. U.S. forces might be compelled to return.

Crocker’s worries were shared by the leader of the international force, British Army major general John McColl. He as well as Karzai and Lakhdar Brahimi, the United Nations special envoy for Afghanistan, favored a larger force that could take on threats outside of Kabul.

Crocker and McColl came up with a plan to strengthen the force. Their idea was to have an expanded company of troops in each of four cities in corners of the country. The companies would be backed up by an airmobile battalion—a helicopter force with massive firepower—that could reach the cities within an hour or two if a threat appeared. The force would deter warlords from attacking the Kabul government or fighting among themselves. The message would be “We’re here to develop a unified Afghan state and if you have different views you’ll be chopped up into hamburger,” Crocker said.

Crocker and McColl cabled their proposals to Washington and London at the same time. And they both got replies that were emphatic and negative. Officials in Washington and London called back in the middle of the night telling them, essentially, “ ‘We’re shredding this: Don’t ever send in anything like this again,’ ” Crocker recalled.

Other officials, including Secretary of State Powell and former U.S. envoy James F. Dobbins, also pushed to add more troops and were also rebuffed. In truth, most top officials in Washington were no longer thinking about Afghanistan but focused on preparing for the coming war against Iraq. As former envoy on Afghanistan, Dobbins had been recruited to oversee Afghan issues from Washington between January and April 2002, while Crocker was in charge in Kabul. During that period Dobbins didn’t have a single inquiry about Afghanistan from top administration officials. There were only two interagency meetings on Afghanistan at the White House during the period.10

On April 3, Crocker wrapped up his mission in Kabul and boarded a plane at Bagram Air Base to return to Washington. But the three months had convinced him that the administration had misunderstood the outcome of the campaign and bungled the aftermath. U.S. officials didn’t appreciate the complexity of the situation, the intensity of local rivalries, or the resistance to the new government, he feared.

The battle in the Shah-i-Kot Valley, which began after Crocker’s negotiation over the tanks, had turned out to be the largest American battle since the Persian Gulf war. The American and allied forces had destroyed the militants’ mountain stronghold. General Tommy Franks, the Army four-star who led the U.S. military effort in Afghanistan, described the battle as “an absolute and unqualified success.” Bush administration officials were convinced that their minimal-force strategy had been brilliant. In Washington they were already preparing to use it in their next war, against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.

Crocker had a different view. He believed the battle showed that the enemy was stronger and more tenacious than expected and that America’s Afghan allies were weaker and more divided. Eight Americans had been killed in the battle, and eighty wounded. The enemy was presumed to have had many casualties, but few bodies were ever found in the valley. By the time the attackers had gathered enough force to destroy the enemy, Crocker believed, most of the Al Qaeda and Taliban fighters had escaped to havens in Pakistan’s wild border areas. There they would join others to rearm, recruit, and begin raids on U.S. and allied forces in Afghanistan.

Crocker’s effort to get the tanks to Shah-i-Kot Valley had convinced him that the war had been dangerously under-resourced. He saw another troubling sign when he learned that U.S. forces had been picking up a steady flow of young Afghans who were trying to cross their lines to get into the battle. They were trying to join not the American side but the Taliban’s. It looked like resistance to the new government might be far stronger than Washington had expected. “It was another uh-oh moment for me,” Crocker said. The war in Afghanistan might be just getting started.
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