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Chapter 1

Chaos




MONDAY, MAY 12, 2003

Baghdad was burning.

As the Air Force C-130 banked above the curve of the Tigris River, I twisted in the sling seat and stared out the circular window of the cargo bay. The capital of Iraq stretched north beneath the right wing, dusty beige, sprawled in the shimmering heat. Dark smoke columns rose in the afternoon sun. I counted three, five…seven.

Beside me, my colleague, retired ambassador Hume Horan, was saying something. But his voice was swallowed by the engine roar. I took out the foam earplugs the crew had distributed when we’d boarded the plane that morning in Kuwait.

“…government buildings,” Hume shouted over the howl of the turboprops. “…Baath Party offices.” He pointed toward the smoke rising above the arc of the river. “Most of the ministries were concentrated in that district. Saddam liked to keep a close eye on his people.”

Ahead in the open compartment, Air Force General Richard Myers, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and his entourage also peered down at Baghdad. Over the weekend, my small staff and I had flown nonstop with Dick Myers aboard a huge C-17 jet transport from Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland to Doha, Qatar, on the Persian Gulf. From there, we’d taken this C-130, first to overnight in Kuwait, and then this morning to Basra in southern Iraq. We’d been traveling almost forty-eight hours.

The smoke below in Baghdad held all our attention.

Clay McManaway, another retired ambassador, my old friend—and now my deputy—was seated nearby. “Industrial-strength looting,” he yelled. “After they strip a place, they torch it. Lots of old scores to settle.”

Hume nodded in agreement as I replaced my earplugs. He was one of the State Department’s leading Arabists, had spent much of his career in the Middle East, and knew Baghdad well. I did not.

Among my own assignments during almost three decades as an American diplomat, I’d been Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s chief of staff and ambassador-at-large for counterterrorism under President Ronald Reagan, jobs that had taken me to almost every capital in the region. Every one but Baghdad. While Francie, my wife of thirty-seven years, and I had served at the American Embassy in Afghanistan long ago, this was my first trip to Iraq, the country where I was about to face the biggest challenge of my life.

Less than a month before, I’d been just another former ambassador living happily outside Washington, working in the private sector. I ran the crisis management division of a large American company, Marsh & McLennan. Francie and I didn’t miss the political pressure and crushing workload of high-level diplomacy. We’d recently bought an old farmhouse in New England where we hoped to vacation with our children and grandkids.

But on this hot afternoon above Baghdad, I was eight thousand miles away from suburban Washington and the mountains of Vermont. I was also back in the government, the recently appointed administrator of the newly formed Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA). Some press reports characterized me as “the American viceroy” in occupied Iraq.

As the senior American in Baghdad, I would be President George W. Bush’s personal envoy. My chain of command ran through Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and straight to the president. I would be the only paramount authority figure—other than dictator Saddam Hussein—that most Iraqis had ever known.

Being a civilian, I would have no command authority over the 170,000 Coalition troops spread thin across Iraq, a country the size of California with a population of more than 25 million. But the U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM)—the Coalition’s military arm, headquartered in Tampa, Florida—had orders from the president and Rumsfeld to coordinate their operations with the CPA and me.

The Coalition forces that had toppled Saddam after three weeks of intense combat were mainly American soldiers and Marines, but included more than 20,000 British and a much smaller number of Australians, as well as troops from NATO countries, including our new Central European allies.

The terrain they occupied was as varied as Iraq’s human landscape. Coalition troops held positions in the marshy Shatt al-Arab delta of the Tigris and Euphrates, in the river towns and holy cities of the south where the Shiites, 60 percent of Iraq’s population, were concentrated. Five hundred miles to the north, there were Coalition outposts on the pine-covered ridges in the homeland of the Kurds, non-Arabs who comprised about 20 percent of the population. And our units were also dotted across the flat, baking desert of central and western Iraq, the heartland of the minority Sunni Arabs who made up the 19 percent of Iraqis and had dominated Iraqi society for centuries.

The plane’s whining engines dropped in pitch, and the bank angle increased to the left. A young crewman in a desert-tan flight suit strode through the swaying cargo compartment, flexing the fingers of his right hand.

“Five minutes,” he called, “five.” He then made a sharp cinching gesture at his waist to remind us to tighten our red nylon seat belts.

This model of the workhorse C-130 transport was called a Combat Talon and normally carried Special Operations Forces on low-altitude parachute drops or steep assault landings deep in enemy territory. We’d flown up from the southern Iraqi city of Basra at an altitude of only 200 feet, flashing above the mud-walled villages and date groves among the ancient skein of irrigation canals that had made Mesopotamia the Fertile Crescent for millennia.

The purpose of flying fast, “down on the deck,” had not been to provide sightseeing for VIPs but to minimize the risk from ground fire. During the invasion a month earlier, automatic weapons and small arms had mauled U.S. Army attack helicopters passing over these sleepy farming compounds. Although President Bush had declared the end of “major combat operations” eleven days before, Deputy CENTCOM Commander General John Abizaid had conceded that the country was not yet fully pacified when he’d briefed us at CENTCOM’s forward headquarters in Qatar.

 

In less than five minutes we’d land at Baghdad International Airport. Pulling my seat belt tight, I stifled a yawn and thought back over the events that had brought me here.

It was mid-April and Francie and I were leaving the Hartford, Connecticut, airport in a rental Ford Taurus, en route to Vermont to choose furniture for our farmhouse. Francie had bought one of those sticky buns at the airport and the smell of cinnamon filled the car as we pulled onto Interstate 91.

She seemed happy and turned to me. “Honey, I always feel I’m in good hands with you.”

I glanced at her smiling blue eyes and hated to spoil that contentment. Not only does Francie have fibromyalgia, which often keeps her bedridden, but she had recently popped two discs in her back, which sent hot twinges down her sciatic nerve along the right leg. Still, she was temporarily free of pain and excited about furnishing our vacation home.

But I had to tell her what was weighing on my mind, and I had to tell her now. Washington couldn’t wait any longer.

“We need to talk,” I said gently. “About a job I may be offered.”

“What job?” she asked quickly, the bun halfway to her mouth. Francie and I are so close that we sense each other’s moods instantly, and the atmosphere in the car cooled at once. “What job?” she insisted. “Last time I checked you had a job.”

She was right, of course. Running Marsh & McLennan’s crisis management division for eighteen months had been engrossing work. But Francie knew I was eager to draw on my experience to help our country some way, any way, in the global war on terrorism. I had been fighting this battle for almost twenty years, most recently as chairman of the bipartisan National Commission on Terrorism. In our report to President Bill Clinton in June 2000, the blue-ribbon commission had predicted mass-casualty terror attacks on the American homeland “on the scale of Pearl Harbor.” As with most such panels, our recommendations had been largely ignored until the attacks of September 11, 2001, proved our point.

And after that disaster, even at the age of sixty-two I just couldn’t stay safe on the sidelines. Members of the Bush administration had discussed several jobs with me in the past months. But whenever the topic arose, Francie had opposed the idea, vehemently.

“I need you too much,” she’d say. “I depend on you too much.” And I knew she had a point.

Now as we drove north from Hartford, I raised the subject again. “This time it’s a job where I can really make a difference. In a way, it uses all the skills I’ve acquired over a long career…diplomacy, insight into other cultures, management, and stamina…”

“What job?” Now she was curious. I knew Francie; if I could hook her intellect I’d be halfway there.

“Helping to put Iraq back together.” Only a few days before, we’d sat in our suburban Washington home watching the CNN coverage as deliriously happy Iraqi men and boys had beat their shoes on the decapitated head of Saddam Hussein’s statue that the victorious American Marines had just toppled.

“You?” She became quiet and just looked at me while I studied the road ahead with my heart pounding. I wanted this challenge. At least I wanted the chance to try. But I wouldn’t do it without her blessing.

Slowly, as we drove north through the greening hills, we worked our way around the subject. I told her that I had been contacted by Scooter Libby, Vice President Dick Cheney’s chief of staff, and by Paul Wolfowitz, deputy secretary of defense. The Pentagon’s original civil administration in “post-hostility” Iraq—the Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance, ORHA—lacked expertise in high-level diplomatic negotiations and politics. And, contrary to most media accounts, the White House had never intended ORHA’s leader, retired U.S. Army Lieutenant General Jay Garner, to be the president’s permanent envoy in Baghdad. I had the requisite skills and experience for that position.

“They’re interested in my being considered for the job of running the occupation of Iraq.”

Finally, after a long, thoughtful silence, Francie smiled again. “Okay, if anybody can do it, you can.”

Now, I’m no softy, but her words brought tears to my eyes: I knew what it would demand of her as well as of me. But she patted my leg and said, “You better call whoever you have to call before I change my mind.”

We both understood that the task of rebuilding Iraq would be difficult. But driving through the sunny foothills of the Green Mountains that April afternoon, neither Francie nor I could anticipate the true nature of the assignment or the strain it would put on both of us.

 

Ten days later, I was in the Oval Office.

Since my talk with Francie, things had moved quickly. Undertanding that I was willing to be considered for the job, Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld had asked me to meet with him. I had known him for decades, since the time we both had worked for President Ford. We had stayed in touch over the years, and I admired his patriotism, quick intelligence, and drive. We discussed the situation in Iraq, and I confirmed my interest. He said he would check with the other members of the national security team and get back to me. At 6:30 that night, his office told me we had a meeting with the president the next day at 10:00 A.M.

“Why would you want this impossible job?” President Bush asked me bluntly.

George W. Bush was as vigorous and decisive in person as he had appeared on television, trying to rally the country after 9/11. I had never met him before, although during my years as a diplomat I had come to know and respect his father and mother.

“Because I believe America has done something great in liberating the Iraqis, sir. And because I think I can help.”

This first brief meeting was over, except for a message Francie asked me to give him. “Mr. President, my wife wants you to know that her favorite passage from your State of the Union speech is, ‘Freedom is not America’s gift to the world. It is God’s gift to mankind.’ ”

The president smiled as he shook my hand, obviously moved by Francie’s words.

Over the next two weeks, I had a frenzied series of meetings at the Pentagon, struggling to get “read in” on the situation in Iraq before my departure. Between sessions, I scrambled to assemble a staff. The Pentagon had already made available Air Force Colonel Scotty Norwood as my military aide. Scotty knew the ropes at the Department of Defense and immediately began serving me with extraordinary skill. The Navy offered up an energetic young lieutenant, Justin Lemmon.

On a visit to Vice President Cheney I learned that his special assistant, Brian McCormack, was interested in going to Iraq. I found him standing by the copy machine in Cheney’s outer office at the White House and asked him if this was true.

“It is,” Brian said with a confident smile.

“Are you married?” I asked. I wasn’t eager to take people with young families to Baghdad.

“Not yet,” he replied. “I can be ready to leave in a week.”

This is the kind of enthusiasm I need, I thought, and hired him on the spot.

Realizing I would also need some wise, experienced counsel, I thought of my old friend and colleague, Ambassador Clayton McManaway. He had been my deputy twice in the State Department, had served in Vietnam, in the Department of Defense, and knew the intelligence community. After a tour as our ambassador to Haiti, where he’d managed a difficult “regime change” himself, Clay had retired and was living in South Carolina.

With the DOD’s help, I tracked him down that Friday afternoon. Clay was on a train, on his way south to a vacation in Florida.

I described my concept of the job: “Lots of long days and nights, and there’s bound to be frustrating negotiations. I’m going to need a lot of help, Clay. Please come join me.”

“I’ll get off at the next stop and be there tomorrow, Jerry.”

Next, there had to be a senior person who knew the culture and language of the Arab world. I had worked closely a decade earlier with one of the State Department’s very best, Ambassador Hume Horan. I found him in happy retirement in Washington.

My pitch to him also worked, and the next day he joined my briefings at the Pentagon.

Clay and I discussed the gigantic administrative job the Coalition Provisional Authority would face. The Coalition already had over six hundred civilian employees and the staff would undoubtedly grow into the thousands.

“I know only one guy who could handle such a management challenge,” I said. “Pat Kennedy.”

“Absolutely,” Clay agreed. We’d worked with Pat for decades at the State Department, where he was recognized as the best administrator the modern Foreign Service had produced.

Pat was serving as a deputy ambassador to the United States mission at the United Nations in New York. Would he give that up and leave his family for the uncertainties and dangers of Iraq? Through the State Department Operations Center, Clay tracked down Pat, who was on his way back from a family vacation in Mexico.

After obtaining the blessing of his boss, Ambassador John Negroponte, Pat reported, “I’ll be honored to serve.”

There was one final gap to fill. I knew that my work would involve intense interaction with Congress. Someone suggested that congressional expert Tom Korologos might be interested in serving in Iraq. I’d known Tom for decades and knew he would make a strong addition to the team because of the high regard he commanded in both political parties. But I doubted that at this stage in his life he would want to leave the quiet security of his lobbying practice in Washington for the dangers of life in Baghdad. To my happy surprise, Tom immediately agreed to come along. Later, we added another former State Department colleague, Bob Kelley, to the team managing the hundreds of congressional visitors to Iraq.

Less than ten days into the job, I had my personal staff and senior deputies. But I was beginning to gauge the scope of the task we faced. A chaotic power vacuum prevailed in Iraq. When Coalition tanks rolled into Baghdad, they destroyed more than Republican Guard armor and artillery. Saddam Hussein’s Baathist dictatorship, one of the world’s most repressive totalitarian regimes, lay shattered, its leaders fugitives. And, while the American-led Coalition had accomplished half of its stated goal of regime change by ousting Saddam Hussein, we were far from identifying honest, energetic, and patriotic Iraqis who could govern post-Baathist Iraq.

As I was considering this situation, Jim Dobbins, a former diplomat and experienced analyst with the RAND Corporation, added another dimension when he came to my Pentagon office. “Jerry,” he said, handing me a document, “you’ve got to see this.” I knew RAND to be one of the country’s most respected think tanks.

The paper was a draft RAND report estimating the troop levels that would be needed to stabilize postwar Iraq. The study was impartial, and unflinching. The professionals at RAND did not deal in rosy scenarios; they applied cold logic to problems.

The study examined the relationship between troop levels and stability during seven previous occupations, ranging from the Allies’ post–World War II experience in Germany and Japan to Somalia in 1993, the Balkans later that decade, and our recent experience in Afghanistan. Although I was not a military expert, I found the conclusions persuasive. And troubling.

The historical record demonstrated that to achieve stability in the initial years after military occupation there should be twenty occupying troops for every one thousand people in the country occupied.

“The population of Iraq today,” the report noted, “is nearly 25 million. That population would require 500,000 troops on the ground to meet a standard of 20 troops per thousand residents. This number is more than three times the number of foreign troops now deployed to Iraq.”

The analysis was stunning. I agreed with Secretary Rumsfeld’s efforts to transform the American military to meet the emerging challenges of the 21st century. Rumsfeld envisioned smaller, more agile units, augmented by “multipliers” such as precision weapons and Special Forces. And I also agreed that our forces were still better configured for the unlikely event of heavy land combat in Europe than for the contingencies we were likely to face in more remote corners of the world. Moreover, Rumsfeld’s lighter and faster forces had certainly won a stunning short victory in Iraq. But did the situation on the ground in Iraq support the conclusion that we would need only a third of the occupation forces suggested by the RAND study?

That afternoon, I had a summary of the draft copied and sent it down the corridor to Don Rumsfeld. “I think you should consider this,” I said in my cover memo.

I never heard back from him about the report.

 

The next day, Colonel Norwood and I were talking about our mission.

“You know, sir,” he said, reading our staff roster, “all the civilians in Baghdad are volunteers. The job will be difficult and frustrating, and maybe even dangerous.” He was right. The CPA couldn’t hope to succeed unless I could inspire our people’s optimism and loyalty. After mulling this over for a couple of days, I hit on a mission motto I hoped would instill optimism.

Scotty tracked down someone in the Pentagon who made the ubiquitous long hardwood desk plaques. On mine, the plaque maker affixed the phrase that visitors to my office would see for the next fourteen months: SUCCESS HAS A THOUSAND FATHERS.

During those months, I would tell my staff that I meant every word of it.

 

Meanwhile, there were the usual Washington leaks. News of my possible appointment had reached the media soon after my meeting with the president. Immediately the Beltway rumor mill went into high gear trying to assess my selection in relation to the ongoing turf war between Secretary Rumsfeld and Secretary of State Colin Powell.

Some stories pointed out that I had known Rumsfeld since we served together in the Ford administration. Noting that Rumsfeld had proposed me for the job to the president, they concluded that I must be “his man.” Other stories, emphasizing my years in the diplomatic service where I had come to know Powell, speculated that I was really State’s candidate.

President Bush was clearly aware of these rumors because the following week, just four days before I was to leave for Baghdad, he invited me to have lunch alone with him at the White House before a meeting of the National Security Council.

We ate in a small room off the Oval Office, the windows opening onto the White House lawn. We were both athletes; George Bush was a jogger and weight trainer, and I competed in triathlons and ran marathons. So we dined on a salad of pears and greens.

After a wide-ranging discussion of foreign policy issues, we focused on Iraq.

“What can I do to help you?” Bush asked.

“I need help in a couple of areas, Mr. President,” I said.

First, I noted that my experience in government and the private sector made me a strong proponent of the “unity of command” principle. I could not succeed if there were others in Iraq saying they too represented the president. I was particularly concerned that a National Security Council official, Zalmay Khalilzad, who bore the title “presidential envoy,” had visited Iraq in mid-April, helping Jay Garner contact political leaders. I had the impression he intended to continue visiting Iraq in his capacity as “envoy.”

“Mr. President, this also means I must have full authority to bring all the resources of the American government to bear on Iraq’s reconstruction.”

“I understand and agree,” he said immediately.

“This is going to be long and hard,” I said, “a marathon, not a sprint. And I’ll need your support to buy time to do a decent job.”

Some people thought we could get away with a short occupation and quickly turn full authority over to a group of selected Iraqi exiles. In part, this optimism was based on the relative ease of a military campaign that had been described as “a cakewalk.” And it appeared to be encouraged by the predictions of some Iraqi exiles. Just the day before, as I drove to work at the Pentagon, the lead story on the 6:00 A.M. news had been that Jay Garner had announced his intention to appoint an Iraqi government by May 15. I almost drove off the George Washington Parkway.

I knew it would take careful work to disabuse both the Iraqi and American proponents of this reckless fantasy—what some in the administration were calling “early transfer” of power—animated in part by their aversion to “nation-building.” I mentioned to the president that giving Iraq a stable political structure would require not just installing democratic institutions, but also creating what I called the social “shock absorbers,” institutions which form civil society—a free press, trade unions, political parties, professional organizations. These, I told the president, are what help cushion the individual from an overpowering government.

“I understand,” President Bush said. “And I’m fully committed to bringing representative government to the Iraqi people. We’re not going to abandon Iraq.” He paused, and then added emphatically, “We’ll stay until the job is done. You can count on my support irrespective of the political calendar or what the media might say.”

“There’s one other important issue, Mr. President,” I added. “Troop levels. I’m a diplomat, not a general. But I just saw a pretty persuasive draft RAND report arguing that to stabilize Iraq we’ll probably need an awful lot more troops than we now have.”

Bush listened carefully and noted that Secretary Powell and the State Department were trying to enlist more troops from friendly countries. “But I’ll mention it,” he said.

After our lunch, the president led me into the Oval Office and asked the others to join us. As they filed in—the vice president, the secretaries of State and Defense, National Security Adviser Condoleezza (Condi) Rice, and Andy Card, the White House chief of staff—Bush waved me to the chair beside him and joked, “I don’t know whether we need this meeting after all. Jerry and I have just had it.”

His message was clear. I was neither Rumsfeld’s nor Powell’s man. I was the president’s man.

True to his word, on May 9 President Bush gave me a letter with my appointment as Presidential Envoy to Iraq with full authority over all U.S. government personnel, activities, and funds there. Rumsfeld followed up, designating me administrator of the Coalition Provisional Authority, empowered with “all executive, legislative, and judicial functions” in Iraq.

 

Those two documents, stuffed into my overloaded briefcase on the C-130 sling seat, gave me the powers I needed to do the job, and I was impatient to begin.

The plane’s engine noise softened again. We’d climbed to about 500 feet. Flaps whirred, and the deck tilted beneath our feet. Then the landing gear came thumping down. We were landing in Baghdad.

My party climbed into an armor-plated Chevy Suburban in the center of a small convoy that was guarded head and tail by armored Humvees mounting machine guns and grenade launchers. Two squads of security guards in flak jackets carrying submachine guns rode in SUVs ahead and behind us. As we rolled past the bullet-pocked terminal, an evil-looking Apache helicopter gunship clattered overhead, flying top cover.

The car’s air-conditioning felt chill after the blasting heat on the tarmac. Only May, I thought. What’s August going to be like?

Baghdad’s Airport Road, a six-lane freeway, like so much else in Iraq, had been officially named to honor Saddam Hussein. The road was almost deserted as we sped toward the city center, five miles to the east. Abrams tanks and Bradley fighting vehicles guarded some, but not all, of the overpasses and exit ramps, heat waves rippling off their dusty brown armor. A column of Humvees rolled along the westbound lanes, but there were no Iraqi vehicles on the road, only the occasional blackened hulk of a truck or Russian-built jeep that had been destroyed in the brief, savage combat to capture Baghdad.

The green highway signs in Arabic and Roman letters announcing distances to exits gave the empty road a surreal quality. We could have been in a sci-fi movie about postapocalypse Los Angeles, a city which Baghdad rivaled in size and population. Nearer the heart of the capital, I gazed up empty intersecting boulevards through the oleander hedges screening the parallel service roads. No traffic on any of those streets either. But the smoke was denser here, boiling in gray or black clouds from the sooty windows of government buildings.

Then we heard the flat crack of small-arms fire off to the right. I caught a glimpse of a dirty white pickup careering around a corner, two men clinging to a lopsided pile of furniture in the truck bed. The truck disappeared behind a stand of palms along the road’s right shoulder.

“Looters,” Scotty Norwood said from the backseat. “The GIs call them ‘couch pushers’ because they usually don’t have a vehicle. I guess those guys found a truck, but it sounds like someone’s defending his property.”

I nodded and shook my head at the irony, remembering the arson and looting in Los Angeles during the Rodney King riots of 1992. With that city’s police department unable or unwilling to stop the anarchy, there had been calls for troops to restore order by force. Eleven years later in Baghdad, the Iraqi police and army had melted away, disappeared, “self-demobilized,” in military jargon. And apparently, the more than 40,000 American soldiers and Marines occupying greater Baghdad didn’t have orders to stop the looters.

We’d passed more than a dozen tanks and Bradleys along the Airport Road and seen other American armored vehicles and Humvees mounting machine guns parked in defensive positions north and south of the freeway. Yet we’d also just seen a pickup full of loot roaring away, challenged only by some hapless citizen firing an AK-47. One round from an Abrams tank’s 120 mm cannon would have vaporized that pickup, along with the looters. But, according to the CENTCOM briefing in Qatar, we didn’t yet have enough troops in Baghdad to “secure key tactical objectives”—traffic circles, bridges, power plants, banks, and munitions dumps—and also patrol the streets.

I remembered the words of the RAND report. This has got to change. Fast.

In many ways, it had been the initial wave of looting after Baghdad fell in April that had expedited my assignment as the Presidential Envoy in Iraq. No sooner had the euphoria among the Iraqi crowds that greeted the Marines’ toppling of Saddam Hussein’s statue in Firdos Square been broadcast worldwide than the international media switched to virtually nonstop coverage of the subsequent looting. It was as if the camera crews all abruptly shifted gears from images of victorious American tanks blasting through enemy positions to uninterrupted footage of ragged looters scrambling out of vandalized government buildings, hauling desks, chairs, air conditioners, crystal chandeliers, and rococo vases on their backs.

The competing cable networks, with their penchant for gripping “visuals,” were pleased with their correspondents’ feeds from the chaos in the streets of Baghdad. Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld was not amused. During a Pentagon news conference on April 11, he’d exploded.

“I picked up a newspaper today and I couldn’t believe it,” Rumsfeld had announced. “I read eight headlines that talked about chaos, violence, unrest. And it just was Henny Penny, ‘The sky is falling.’ I’ve never seen anything like it! And here is a country that’s being liberated, here are people who are going from being repressed and held under the thumb of a vicious dictator, and they’re free. The images you are seeing on television you are seeing over and over and over, and it’s the same picture of some person walking out of some building with a vase, and you see it twenty times and you think, ‘My goodness…is it possible that there were that many vases in the whole country?’ ”

But Rumsfeld’s scorn concealed the first ripple of disquiet along the Pentagon’s E-Ring, where the secretary’s senior civilian and military staff responsible for postwar Iraq was beginning to confront the reality of occupying a large Muslim nation in the heart of the volatile Middle East.

Now, riding through the smoky afternoon heat into central Baghdad, I thought about the meeting I’d had with Jay Garner in Kuwait the night before. I had asked him and his senior staff to fly down from Baghdad and meet me at the Marriott hotel for dinner and briefings.

I took an immediate liking to Jay, an affable man with a relaxed manner, a ready smile and a Southern accent. But Jay wasn’t smiling much that night. He was clearly upset by media accounts that he was being replaced because he’d mismanaged the three-week-old reconstruction. Lead stories in both the New York Times and the Washington Post that morning had reported that Washington was engaged in a wholesale purge of ORHA, including Garner.

“All these stories put me in a helluva difficult position, Jerry,” Garner said.

“It’s just the usual leaks, Jay,” I reassured him. “People inside the Beltway with agendas and grudges.”

I was sympathetic to Jay, a former soldier who had come out of retirement for no other reason than to serve his country again. I felt strongly that his service should be honored and that he deserved to be treated with respect.

But the relentless media focus on the “anarchy” in Baghdad had tainted Garner’s image. It hadn’t only been Rumsfeld’s bugaboo—the stock footage of the young looter lugging away the tall blue vase—but also accounts of angry lines at gas stations and the “total” pillaging of Iraq’s National Museum, where looters purportedly stole thousands of priceless antiquities dating from the dawn of civilization in Mesopotamia.

Garner and his staff might have made mistakes, but he had much more experience in Iraq than I did, and I wanted a smooth transition between ORHA and the new Coalition Provisional Authority.

So Sunday night in Kuwait, over lamb and stuffed grape leaves, I had emphasized how eager I was to have him aboard. Nonetheless, I was acutely aware of the fact that I was indeed replacing him, not for his management failings, but because the president and Rumsfeld wanted someone with more political experience in charge. As a practical matter, I knew I needed to keep him around until I could get my feet under me. At the end of dinner, I felt that Jay had recommitted to staying on in Iraq until his planned departure date of June 15.

 

Now, twenty hours later, our convoy was rolling down the empty Qadisiya Expressway toward the Tigris and Baghdad’s Al-Karkh district, a sector that had been virtually the exclusive reserve of Saddam’s regime. We were headed to the ORHA headquarters Garner had set up in the sprawling Republican Palace that occupied an eighty-acre compound on a bend in the river. For better or worse, this would be the headquarters of the CPA as well.

The lead Humvee stopped at a sandbagged roadblock across the palace gate. As we crawled along the curved entrance drive between rows of unkempt royal palms, I squinted at the turquoise tile dome topping the central wing.

The structure wasn’t a white elephant, as I’d feared in Washington, studying aerial photos of the site. It was a turquoise elephant.

Of the many decisions Garner had been forced to make on the fly those first days after Baghdad fell, the choice of this site was one I definitely regretted. The palace was not only impractical, being physically isolated from the professional and cultural life of the capital, it was also irrevocably associated with the Baathist regime in the minds of Iraqis. Baathist intelligence officers had tortured and executed an unknown number of dissidents in the cellars and outbuildings of this very compound. I learned that when the first group of Iraqi workers entered the palace after Liberation, they were in tears at the evidence of Saddam’s profligacy.

The core of the palace was built in the 1950s, in a vulgar splurge of the country’s burgeoning oil revenues. Later, Saddam Hussein had added twin crescent-shaped, colonnaded wings, tastelessly decorated in neofascist style with facing pairs of twelve-foot-high bronze statues of the dictator. These were topped with bizarre military headgear resembling the pith helmets of the British Raj.

We entered the echoing marble foyer, its gleaming floor crisscrossed with communication and power cables, and I caught a whiff of two distinct odors: diesel exhaust and overloaded portable toilets. “No electricity or running water, sir,” said one of the burly security guards lugging my bags.

No air-conditioning, either. The only significant battle damage to the structure had been a direct hit on the air-conditioning plant from a heat-seeking warhead.

I was eight thousand miles and at least a century removed from home.

 

Later that evening, after shaking the hand of almost every one of the several thousand employees and troops stationed at the site—right down to the cheerful young servicemen in the sweltering kitchen—I attended an “all hands” meeting held in a vast hall in one of the palace wings.

There was no microphone, so as I stood beside Jay Garner at the head of the crowd I had to half shout to be heard. “First,” I said, my words echoing off the shadowy alabaster ceiling, “I want to extend the president’s deep appreciation to General Garner and his colleagues for the extraordinary work you have accomplished under the most demanding circumstances imaginable. I look forward to working with all of you on the reconstruction of Iraq.”

I meant those words, but I also saw the need to reassure these exhausted, frustrated ORHA people, many of whom felt that Washington bureaucrats were scapegoating them.

Next, Garner and I joined about thirty senior staff members in a small conference room whose windows opened onto an interior courtyard that radiated back the day’s heat. This would be the first CPA briefing in Baghdad. Our “Senior Advisers” were the core of the CPA, assigned to the Iraqi ministries and to work with counterpart senior Iraqi civil servants to get those ministries running again. They were a dedicated group of men and women, all of them volunteers. The light from the chandelier would fade, then swell to a glare, according to the whims of a generator that was chugging outside near the filthy swimming pool.

I sat at the head of some folding tables that had been pushed into a square. Jay and his ORHA deputy, British Major General Tim Cross, were beside me.

“You know the size of this challenge better than I do,” I told them. “America and its allies haven’t taken on a job this big since the occupations of Germany and Japan in 1945.”

Several of the tired, expectant faces in the room nodded in somber agreement.

“Establishing law and order will be our first priority,” I stressed. “The media coverage of the unchecked looting makes us look powerless.” I paused. “When the American-led forces occupied Haiti in 1994, our troops shot six looters breaking the curfew and the looting stopped.”

Everyone around the table was staring at me.

“I believe we should do the same thing here, even if it means changing the military’s Rules of Engagement.”

The group was uncomfortably silent.

“Guarding Iraqi ministries buildings and commercial concerns is a matter of great urgency. We have to work hard to get local police back on the street.”

Again, I paused and then softened my tone. These were mainly Garner’s people. They’d worked full tilt for weeks. The media was describing their effort as a failure.

“I want you all to know how proud I am of your service to our country and to the people of Iraq,” I began. “We have one hell of a job ahead of us. And now we have to look forward, not backward.”

After that effort to boost their morale, I requested a “warts-and-all” briefing. During the frantic round of meetings I’d had in Washington, I’d been briefed by representatives from the departments of Defense, State, and Treasury, by the CIA, and by the Joint Chiefs of Staff. But nobody had given me a sense of how utterly broken this country was.

Peter Gibson, the ORHA Senior Adviser to the Electricity Ministry, began.

“In the whole country, sir,” he said, “the power plants are only generating three hundred megawatts of electricity. That’s hardly enough for a small city, but this is a country of more than twenty-five million people.”

“What the hell happened?” I asked. “Coalition aircraft and artillery didn’t attack Iraq’s power plants.”

“It’s complicated,” he explained, and several military officers observing the meeting offered details.

Before the war, Iraq never produced enough electricity to meet demand. So the Baathists simply rationed power. Naturally the Shiites in the south and the Kurds in the north got the short end of the stick. And during the three-week campaign, Baathist officials and Republican Guard officers had used rolling, wide-area blackouts as a warning system that streams of American attack helicopters were flying north at night. When the electricity surged and then was cut, loyalist forces knew to fire their weapons blindly into the dark sky. These surges had severely damaged the power grid.

“And we’ve got a big-time looting problem,” Gibson added.

Looters had ransacked power plants and substations to steal controls, gauges, and electronics. They also knocked down transmission towers for the copper cable, which, melted into ingots, sold well on the black market in Kuwait.

“Sewage?” I asked. “Water treatment?”

Equally grim. Other essential services, including trash disposal and firefighting, were spotty.

“Most schools and universities are closed,” Drew Erdman, the Education Ministry adviser, added.

“Supplies of potable water are very low,” Steve Browning, the CPA Health Ministry adviser, said. But he offered a more positive note. “Fortunately many hospitals and clinics are still functioning, though the lack of power hampers surgery.”

One after another, the staff gave their bleak reports.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s talk about the police.”

Bob Gifford, adviser to the Interior Ministry, which oversaw Iraq’s police, spoke in an unemotional tone. “Whatever law and order existed under Saddam has broken down completely.” Three weeks of largely unchecked looting—spurred by long-suppressed rage against the regime, or conducted as sabotage by Baathist “dead-enders”—had destroyed many of the government buildings in Baghdad. Only the Oil Ministry had been spared, because American troops had been ordered to guard the site. It contained archives and data on the southern and northern oil fields—the patrimony of the Iraqi people.

The targets of the looting were widespread. All across the country, buildings associated with the army or Saddam’s multiple intelligence agencies had been flattened—in many former army barracks, not a single brick stood upon another. Several dozen state-owned enterprises, especially those that had been part of the Ministry of Military Industries, had been looted down to the bare walls, even to the plumbing inside those walls.

“Where are the police?” I asked.

Gifford, a State Department expert on policing, with experience in Afghanistan, looked around at his colleagues. “In theory, there are about four thousand poorly trained officers on duty in Baghdad. But they’re armed only with pistols. Most of them have just disappeared, like the army. The looters have AKs, some machine guns, and even RPGs [rocket-propelled grenades]. The cops are home guarding their families. Violent street crime is way up…armed robbery, kidnapping…and murders.”

We were also getting many reports of sexual assault. Rape had been one brutal tool Saddam had used to control the population. In almost every police station, there’d been a rape room, and one of the busiest had been at the Baghdad Central Police Academy.

We’ve got to have a lot more well-armed American MPs patrolling these streets, I realized, and made a note to call General Abizaid in Qatar.

Before the session ended, I told the group that I was going to issue an order on de-Baathification soon. “And I hope to set up an Interim Iraqi administration by mid-June. But we’re not going to rush into elections because Iraq simply has none of the mechanisms needed for elections—no census, no electoral laws, no political parties, and all the related structure we take for granted. We’ve also got to get this economy moving and that’s going to be a helluva challenge. A stable Iraq will need a vigorous private sector.”

They all understood the scale of the task, but perhaps this was the first time it had been delineated so frankly.

“Let’s keep in mind the relevant lessons of Germany and Japan. Democracies don’t work unless the political structure rests on a solid civil society…political parties, a free press, an independent judiciary, open accountability for public funds. These are society’s ‘shock absorbers.’ They protect the individual from the state’s raw power.”

President Bush and I shared these goals for a free Iraq. It was just as important for all of us here to keep focused on them as it was to solve the welter of immediate crises.

“Finally,” I said, closing my briefcase, “we all have to avoid arrogance, either individual or institutional. Yes, we’re an ‘occupying power.’ No getting around that. But we must never forget that this country belongs to the Iraqis. Our goal must be to help them get their nation back on its feet as soon as possible.”

Some of the men and women at the table looked inspired, some faces showed no emotion, and a few seemed dubious.

“Thanks, everyone,” I said. It was late, and I needed a couple hours of sleep to fight jetlag. “We’ll have a full staff meeting at 7:00 A.M. tomorrow.”

Donald Rumsfeld’s special assistant, Larry Di Rita, and I had been assigned a small bedroom adjacent to the temporary “Boys’ Dorm,” an area for senior civilian staff on the second floor. I had a cot with a mosquito net mounted on a frame above it. A powerless fan stood at the open window and effectively blocked the weak breeze. But we were lucky: the junior military were billeted, stubbly cheek by sweaty jowl, in brown general-purpose tents that sat sagging in rows on the shadeless palace grounds.

Standing beside my cot, I looked down and noticed that my black dress shoes were covered with the tan dust deposited across Baghdad by the last shamal sandstorm. The cuffs of my dark suit trousers were also dusty. Most of the men and women in the senior staff had been dressed casually, a concession to the sand, heat, and primitive laundry facilities. (We had to deposit our laundry at a pickup table—“Remove Ammunition from Pockets,” the sign read.)

But I intended to continue wearing a dark suit, white shirt, and tie. I was the president’s personal envoy to the people of Iraq, not a technician in a rumpled safari jacket and a baseball cap. From my assignments in Asia and Africa as a young diplomat, I’d learned that local officials—even village schoolteachers in threadbare suit coats and frayed neckties—dressed according to their position in society. I felt strongly that it was a mark of respect for the Iraqi people that I also would dress in the manner demanded of my position.

Even though my suits would survive the dust, dress shoes wouldn’t make it in Baghdad. Tired as I was, I suddenly realized, as I prepared for bed, that I had a solution.

I had been thinking about our family farewell party three days earlier. Our kids had driven down to join us for Maryland blue crabs on our terrace, site of so many birthdays and Fourth of July gatherings. Sitting beside me were Paul, his wife, Laura, and our first grandchild, Sophia, who was just a year old. Our daughter and her husband were on either side of Francie. We were up to our elbows in crab shells, and the cold beer and white wine flowed. Little Sophia’s gurgling enthusiasm lightened the underlying sadness of the occasion.

It was hard to accept that I would be away from my beloved family for so long. The baby would be talking the next time I saw her. Often I had to close my eyes to hold back the tears.

The only thing that made leaving them bearable was knowing they would hold me in their prayers, just as I would hold them, and the assurance in our faith that God, who had asked us to make this sacrifice, would give us the strength to endure it.

After the crabs, the family gave me gifts. One was a photo of Sophia in a colorful frame. When I squeezed the edge, her lilting giggle sounded from a microchip embedded in the picture.

Then Paul handed me a box and said, “These’ll come in handy.”

Inside were a pair of tan Timberland boots and a note reading: “Go kick some butt, Dad.”

I’ll start wearing those boots tomorrow, I thought in the heat of my first Baghdad night.

Before turning in, I sat down at my desk, opened my battery-operated laptop, and began my first e-mail to Francie in the glare of the fluorescent camp lantern. Over the coming months, I would send Francie an e-mail each night, no matter the hour or how tired I was. It was one way to keep us connected despite the distance that kept us apart. On this first night, I had no way of knowing if this message would make it through the unfamiliar maze of military communications.

After summarizing the kaleidoscope of impressions that I’d had over the previous fifty-six hours, I closed with a note on my new home.


Apparently, the palace conditions are much better than a week ago. We have some electricity (generators), a few bathrooms with a periodic trickle of running water (mostly it is porta-potty town). No air-conditioning, which will be a problem in about a month (it was 115 in Basra today). They have begun to bring in small trailers with running water and air-conditioning, each of which sleeps four, and had planned to put me into the first one, which was installed today. When I heard this last night in Kuwait, I gave orders for the Chief of Staff to choose four people who had been here longest and put them into the first trailer. I will bunk in where I am for the time being. It’s primitive living, but not half bad compared to what it was just a few days ago…or to what the troops face.

I have begun issuing directives to sort things out. It is a managerial nightmare, but I have to move carefully so as not to offend Jay (I cannot afford to lose him now, as he would also take several key people with him). But I will gradually start up a parallel management structure to run alongside his and shift over to that in the weeks ahead.



I yawned and the words on the laptop screen blurred.

“That is about all I can manage tonight,” I typed. “Love to both my blondes!”

The second blonde in my life was our Maltese dog, Minny.

I pulled aside the mosquito net and stretched out on the damp sheet. Although my head sagged into the lumpy pillow, sleep did not come as quickly as I’d expected. Instead, I lay in the stifling darkness, listening to the unfamiliar sounds of the compound. Static from a military radio. The rumble of the generators. A huge truck engine starting.

The blast of small-arms fire ripped the night. A string of loud single shots across the river, the noise echoing off the walls…an even louder burst of a weapon on full automatic. Lighter taps. Another jackhammer blast of the machine gun.

I pulled back the mosquito net and groped for the earplugs from the C-130 ride. With the foam jammed into my ears, the noise of the gunfire was tolerable.

What’s going on? I wondered. Looters…criminals? It was impossible to tell from this dark, isolated room.

Then I remembered a reassuring phrase from the military briefings I’d received in the past couple of weeks. “There is no indication of ‘organized’ resistance to the occupation, no evidence of ‘command and control’ among the handful of Iraqis who are shooting at our troops.”

And with that comforting thought, I slipped into exhausted sleep.









Chapter 2

Taking Charge




BAGHDAD

MAY 13–16, 2003

I managed four solid hours of sleep my first night in Iraq before snapping awake in the relative cool before dawn. The muezzin in a nearby minaret was calling the faithful to morning prayer, the salaatus subh. Without scratchy loudspeakers—one result of the power shortage—the chant was pure in the half-light.

There was no treadmill for exercise, so I pulled on shorts and running shoes, joined my bodyguard, Erik, and ran a couple of quick kilometers along the gravel paths through the weedy garden and palm grove behind the palace. My hopes for a shower ended with a couple of feeble dribbles of rusty water in the ornate bathroom. So I bathed by dumping a plastic bottle of water with one hand and scrubbing with the other. I looked ridiculous in the big gilt-frame mirror.

Ten minutes later, Clay and Hume entered my office. We did not yet have a direct communication connection to Washington, so I had to forgo the Foreign Service tradition of reviewing the overnight cables.

Clay, too, was frustrated. ORHA and the new CPA mission had been flooded with unauthorized volunteers who’d simply been appearing unannounced in Baghdad, straining our already overburdened infrastructure. We needed to control this flow of people, so I’d asked Clay to send Washington a cable that no one was to come to Baghdad without our prior approval.

“No way to send an official cable from this place, Jerry,” Clay said.

“I know. We’ll have to improvise.”

We’d soon learn that hundreds of civilians working for CPA did in fact have unofficial e-mail connections from their laptops through the military’s uplinks and to the bureaucracies in the States. Veteran ambassador that he was, Clay recognized the inherent disorganization—and potential ill discipline—of this improvised system.

Clay and Hume now handed over a stack of reports, maps, and satellite pictures collected from ORHA’s makeshift offices scattered around this huge building.

I knew we could learn more about the organization’s true nature and track record by culling its “in-country” documents than we had from consulting ORHA’s patrons and detractors eight thousand miles away in Washington.

“You asked us for a quick analysis,” Clay said, tapping the papers on my desk. “There it is.”

“As they say,” Hume added, “things haven’t exactly gone ‘according to plan.’ ”

“Lots of fundamental misconceptions, Jerry,” Clay said.

Although there would later be widespread acrimonious speculation about what went “wrong” after the collapse of the Iraqi military, we learned that morning that there was no mystery about the actual sequence of events.

I scanned a summary of the preinvasion planning.

Before the Coalition had launched the ground war on March 19, 2003, responsibility for “post-hostility operations” had been removed from General Tommy Franks and assigned to the Pentagon’s new Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance, ORHA. In January 2003—late in the planning process—Rumsfeld appointed retired Army Lieutenant General Jay Garner to lead ORHA.

The organization’s initial raison d’être, as its name implied, was to oversee repairs to vital war-damaged Iraqi infrastructure such as oil fields, hospitals, roads, and telecommunications networks. Another priority was averting a humanitarian disaster—starvation and epidemic—among the millions of internal refugees expected to flee what might be months of combat. Although an adjunct of CENTCOM, the organization reported directly to the Office of the Secretary of Defense in the Pentagon.

Garner had led the emergency humanitarian operation in 1991 that saved thousands of refugees in the snowy mountains of northern Iraq after Saddam Hussein unleashed his army against the rebellious Kurds following the Persian Gulf War cease-fire. To prepare for initial reconstruction and humanitarian assistance in 2003, Garner had been authorized to recruit about three hundred administrators and experts. ORHA was meant to be a civilian rapid reaction force, a fire brigade, responsible for meeting immediate needs. If Saddam Hussein sabotaged Iraq’s oil fields, ORHA had specialized teams to douse the fires and cap the wells. If prolonged fighting drove throngs of refugees out of the cities and into the empty desert, Garner’s people were prepared to house and feed them in tent cities.

“Looks like Garner and his folks started working around the clock as soon as they hit the ground in Kuwait in February,” I said.

Beyond oil field repair crews and refugee workers, ORHA’s team included civil engineers as well as administrative and infrastructure experts. ORHA also had a few political experts in a “governance” team, led by Ambassador Ryan C. Crocker, a deputy assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern affairs. Ryan was an experienced career Foreign Service officer (FSO), having served as ambassador to Syria, Kuwait, and Lebanon. A fluent Arabic speaker, he had also spent several years at our Baghdad embassy in the late 1970s.

Although many press stories alleged that the Pentagon had “shut out” the State Department from participation in Iraq’s reconstruction, the presence of hardworking Crocker and dozens of other career FSOs, as well as my own senior staff, shows that State officials were deeply involved after the fall of Baghdad.

Sometime after arriving in Baghdad, I read press reports about a State Department study on the future of Iraq, claiming that it provided a full plan for postconflict activities in the country. Crocker had been deeply involved in the study, so I asked him if it provided a practical “plan” for postwar Iraq. “Not at all,” he told me. Its purpose was to engage Iraqi-Americans thinking about their country’s future after Saddam was ousted. “It was never intended as a postwar plan,” Crocker noted. When I eventually had a chance to read the fifteen-volume study, I agreed.

Beyond the State Department, Garner had also hoped to be able to tap into the resources of other American government agencies when and if the job required.

“The one problem Garner couldn’t solve was the unknown,” Hume said.

And the biggest unknown back in February had been whether there actually would be a war followed by an occupation. The widely accepted assumption—that Iraq had developed and stockpiled weapons of mass destruction (WMD) in defiance of multiple United Nations resolutions—was the crucial issue before the war, the casus belli. Many senior members of the Bush administration, including Secretary of State Powell, sincerely hoped that international diplomacy would prevail in disarming Iraq and deposing the Baathists.

If Saddam Hussein, his sons Uday and Qusay, and the other senior Baathists with bloodstained hands could be toppled by Iraqi dissidents or forced into exile without an invasion, ORHA’s task would be greatly reduced. No war, no battle damage or refugees. In this optimistic projection, the post-Liberation Iraqi government, centered on a group of exiles that took over from the Baathist regime, could govern the country immediately.

So when Jay Garner had solicited people and money from government agencies in early 2003, the bureaucrats politely told him, “Come back and see us when you have specific requests.”

When the war began on March 19 and Saddam’s regime fell just three weeks later, Garner and ORHA found themselves orphans, thrust into responsibilities they had never anticipated, and without sufficient resources, whether human or financial.

I pulled out a couple of satellite pictures from the pile of documents. The huge Rumailah oil fields in the south, which the Baathists had targeted for destruction, had escaped with only minor sabotage because CENTCOM troops had seized the booby-trapped wells before the Iraqis received the order to blast them.

Elsewhere, battle damage to infrastructure was relatively minor because the enemy Republican Guard had chosen to fight along the rivers and canals south of the capital—and not to turn the city into Fortress Baghdad as some military planners had feared. As I had heard in the first CPA senior staff meeting, the Coalition did not attack power plants. But Iraq’s power grid had been failing from years of neglect, and most recently from the attempt to use surges and rolling blackouts as a primitive weapon.

With the “large unit” combat lasting only twenty-one days, not months, and with Coalition forces bypassing towns and cities and moving so fast on Baghdad, the flood of refugees never materialized. Saddam Hussein had also ordered before the war that all Iraqis be issued a three-month supply of basic rations (flour, rice, beans, cooking oil), so famine was not an immediate threat either.

“Guys, in a nutshell, it’s not that we didn’t plan. The problem is that we planned for the wrong contingency,” I said.

“Well, there’s nothing like twenty-twenty hindsight,” Clay said.

“That wasn’t the only best-laid plan that went astray,” Hume said, handing me a red-bordered classified file folder.

The Pentagon had also anticipated that most of the Iraqi army of 715,000 men, 400,000 of whom were Shiite conscripts, would surrender en masse. Units would remain intact and so the soldiers could be employed on ambitious reconstruction projects that paid a steady living wage. General Franks had ordered Iraqi troops on April 10 to “remain in uniform at all times. Maintain unit integrity and good order and discipline in your units.”

But those plans had not taken into account the harsh reality of life for the Shiite draftees, who had endured Spartan rations, token pay, brutal hazing, and arbitrary execution at the hands of their mostly Sunni officers. These soldiers felt no allegiance to their hated commanders and had little incentive to maintain unit integrity. Under relentless bombardment from precision-guided weapons that struck their targets unerringly on the darkest night or during the fiercest shamal sandstorm, they shouldered their rifles and trekked home to their farms, villages, and cities across Iraq. At Liberation, there was not a single Iraqi military unit standing intact anywhere in the country. And, as U.S. Central Command confirmed after the fall of Baghdad, the Iraqi Army no longer existed as an organized force. In Pentagon terms, it had “self-demobilized.”

So Jay Garner and his small team had neither a refugee crisis to resolve nor a willing workforce of Iraqi soldiers to employ on the WPA-type reconstruction projects many in the Pentagon had envisioned. All the government’s ministers, deputy ministers, and thousands of top Baathists had fled, too. So Garner had encountered a political power vacuum, a lack of experienced Iraqi leaders, from village headmen to town mayors to administrators in the ministries of Baghdad.

Running through my mind this first morning in Baghdad was the much-quoted remark from 19th-century Prussian Field Marshal von Moltke, “No battle plan ever survives the first contact with the enemy.” As we reviewed the reports, I thought, No civilian plan survives the first contact with reality.

Hume drew my attention to another problem that he’d noticed from long experience in the region. As Coalition military commanders had liberated Iraqi towns, their civil affairs officers, few of whom spoke Arabic or understood the dynamics of Iraqi society, had hastily assembled village councils or appointed mayors and even governors. This was a reasonable reaction to our military’s need for “points of contact” in the local population.

“From the looks of it,” Hume said, “many of the commanders made these decisions without considering the political consequences. They seem to be acting without critical information about these guys. It’ll be a miracle if we don’t end up with a bunch of Baathists, criminals, or both.”

 

Most of those sitting around the tables for the 7:00 A.M. senior staff meeting were obviously weary. Their fatigue was written in unshaven chins and dark sunken eyes.

I sensed wariness, as well. Under Jay Garner ORHA had been relatively informal and with few regularly scheduled meetings because people were usually scattered, facing the multiple crises of the moment. Jay was a likable guy, rather easygoing for a senior military man, and he had many loyal friends in this room. I was replacing him. Naturally his people wanted to see more of me before shifting their allegiance. Fair enough. But part of my job was to instill discipline and a sense of purpose in a dispirited organization, so that we could plan for the long haul.

I listened to the morning situation reports, and then announced that I wanted to focus the rest of the session on the economic troubles average Iraqis were facing.

“Beyond security, we’ve got to solve bread-and-butter problems. That has to be our immediate priority,” I told them. “All the way from macro issues like what to do about the subsidies, the state-owned enterprises and the currency, down to the price and availability of rice and beans…of—”

“—LPG…cooking gas,” our oil adviser Gary Vogler interrupted, completing my list of vital household commodities now in short supply. “And the gasoline situation is bad and getting worse.”

Under the Baathist command economy, with state monopolies controlling distribution of cooking gas and gasoline, subsidized prices were kept artificially low. We had inherited a structural crisis.

Beyond the near-term shortage of gasoline and LPG cooking gas lay a deeper problem. Iraqi refineries, which produced fuels of all types as well as LPG, had been antiquated relics before the war—largely because Saddam deprived them of adequate funding. Iraq had been able to swap crude oil with the Turks for LPG, but now we faced a daily shortfall of at least 150 truckloads.

In two weeks the country would run out of cooking gas.

And my advisers told me that Iraq’s three major refineries were so old and poorly maintained under Saddam’s command economy that this critical component of the energy industry might soon cease to function altogether.

But fuel was not our only problem. My adviser to the Finance Ministry, David Nummy, said we were facing “a major budget crisis” unless we could generate some revenue. He noted that 98 percent of the state’s budget came from oil revenues, but these could not be quickly ramped up while UN sanctions, imposed after the 1991 Gulf War and forbidding such sales, were still in place. The measure had been designed to stop Saddam from using oil sales to rebuild his military or to obtain WMD.

In 1996, the UN established the Oil for Food (OFF) program, under which limited oil sales were permitted. The revenues, deposited in UN-controlled accounts, were supposed to be used to import food and medicines. But the program had been corrupted and there were reports that some countries, including France and Russia, may have been involved in shady OFF dealings. Saddam himself had not only skimmed off his share, he’d used a lot of the funding for a nationwide building binge, constructing fifty palaces. This was what General Franks called the “Oil for Palaces Program.”

Another problem concerned the purchase of the Iraqi wheat and barley crop, which under Saddam the Ministry of Trade bought at an artificially low price. Buying the crop would cost us over $130 million, according to Ambassador Robin Raphel, our adviser to the Trade Ministry.

“Where are we going to find that?” I asked.

She noted that we might be able to get it from the UN’s World Food Program. “They’re sitting on about five billion dollars in OFF funds,” she told me. But the UN was worried about security at the collection points. I told Robin to pull together materials and we’d go call on the head of the UN mission.

During the session, I also learned that the Education Ministry was planning elections for the administration of Baghdad University the next day, to allow the school year to finish on time. Our education team was uneasy because the best-organized group on campus was likely to be Baathists. I told them to let the elections proceed, but we would consider anybody elected to be “interim” until we had a chance to vet them.

After almost an hour, I ended the meeting. I’d made my point: The staff had to become more decisive, to focus on practical solutions, and not indulge in pessimistic rambling. It was always easy to be negative, especially with the news media carping at us. But I couldn’t allow pessimism to slide into inaction. I might not have won a popularity contest, but as my kids had suggested, my desert boots had encouraged me to start kicking some butt.

 

“Better look at this, sir,” my military aide, Colonel Scotty Norwood, said. It was 6:15 the next morning, Wednesday, May 14. He handed me a Web printout of a New York Times article.

“Damn it to hell,” I said, and read the headline aloud. “NEW POLICY IN IRAQ TO AUTHORIZE G.I.s TO SHOOT LOOTERS.” I slammed the page onto the inlaid rosewood on my desk. “When did this come in, Scotty?”

“Around 0600, sir.”

Patrick Tyler, the Times reporter, must have filed the story from Baghdad Tuesday afternoon. Tyler’s unnamed sources quoted directly from my staff meeting the first night. I read further into the story. “ ‘They are going to start shooting a few looters so that the word gets around,’ that assaults on property, the hijacking of automobiles and violent crimes will be dealt with using deadly force,” Tyler quoted his sources.

Referring to unnamed “officials,” Tyler noted my “tougher approach” appeared to be “at the core of Mr. Bremer’s mandate from President Bush to save the victory in Iraq from a descent into anarchy” and cited the risks of “the possible killing of young, unemployed or desperate Iraqis…”

The leakers had also taken it on themselves to try to drive the CPA’s agenda. “Another tough measure that the officials said Mr. Bremer was eager to make public is a decree on de-Baathification…” Although the information was accurate, it concerned major policy, and I certainly did not want Iraqi political leaders and average citizens to hear about this on Al-Jazeera television, via the New York Times.

The busy rumor mill inside the palace now had it that Garner would be leaving sooner than expected and would take several of his loyal staff members with him. I wanted Jay’s expertise in logistics, but I wouldn’t be sorry to see the leakers go.

 

Later I was sitting in a communications center at the headquarters of the Coalition’s ground commander, Army Lieutenant General David McKiernan, near Baghdad International Airport. We were in the middle of a secure video teleconference linking Baghdad, CENTCOM forward headquarters in Qatar, and Secretary Rumsfeld at the Pentagon. Before we hooked up on the satellite phone, I had congratulated McKiernan, a blond Irish-American, on the wonderful Coalition victory, but his blue eyes betrayed deep exhaustion.

Don Rumsfeld was philosophic about the leaked story. He had certainly put up with more than his share of leakers. “Sure the article was unhelpful,” he said with typical sardonic understatement. “But what I’m more concerned about is that the ROE are getting diluted as they’re passed down the chain of command.”

The Rules of Engagement (ROE) under which our troops dealt with Iraqis had been steadily eroding. During the invasion, which saw widespread attacks from Fedayeen Saddam—irregular forces in civilian clothes—our units were authorized to defend themselves by firing on any civilian bearing arms. Now there were militias and armed criminal gangs prowling the streets of many Iraqi cities, and Coalition forces and their commanders were not certain how to respond.

Lieutenant General John Abizaid, CENTCOM’s deputy commander in Qatar, agreed with Rumsfeld about the weakening of the Rules of Engagement. “As of today, I’ll reenergize the chain of command to ensure we have robust ROE in place and that every soldier and Marine understands them,” he said.

No one mentioned shooting looters because there was a disciplined restraint to these teleconferences. “We need to review the tasking to see what makes sense,” Abizaid continued, referring to the detailed web of missions, objectives, and orders that controlled all aspects of military operations.

“What have you concluded so far?” Rumsfeld asked him, his insistent tone coming through clearly over the satellite link.

“Where we’ve had active security patrolling,” Abizaid explained, “conditions have been fairly calm.”

“Active?” Rumsfeld asked. His aversion to obscure military jargon was well known.

“Mounted patrols, Mr. Secretary,” the general explained, then hastened to clarify. “Armored vehicles, armed Humvees, foot patrols…”

“What we civilians call a show of force,” I added.

“We soldiers like to think there’s a little more military science to it, Jerry,” Abizaid said, lightening the tone. “Whatever you call it, a more active troop presence on the street makes an impression. It’s not so much a question of force levels as it is what procedures and priorities the troops follow.”

I remembered the clusters of armored vehicles around traffic circles and highway overpasses on my drive in along the Airport Road. An Armored Cavalry unit comprised of tanks, Bradley fighting vehicles, and Humvees mounting machine guns could certainly guard a fixed objective. But two blocks away, looters or armed robbers might be sacking a government food warehouse or a merchant’s store with impunity.

“Mr. Secretary,” Abizaid said, “perhaps it’s time to redistribute the forces.”

Now we’re making progress, I thought, jotting this on my notepad.

“One thing’s certain,” Abizaid said. “No forces will be released for redeployment out of Iraq until we have security in place.”

This was the first admission that military force needed to be applied to stop the lawlessness in the streets.

 

Later, in my office, I spoke to Abizaid at his headquarters in Doha, Qatar, via secure telephone.

“Thanks for your support with the secretary, John,” I said. “It helps a lot to know none of the troops are going home while the security situation is still shaky.”

“We’re working on more robust ROE and more vigorous patrolling right now,” he said. “McKiernan will have something for you by tomorrow.”

“I appreciate that,” I said. “I don’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth, but CENTCOM doesn’t have enough Abrams tanks or Bradleys to guard every police station in the country. We need to convince Iraqi cops to return to their posts. I need as many American Military Police as you can get me as fast as you can get them here.”

Abizaid was silent a moment. “I might be able to scrape up about 4,000 more.” He added that he thought they could start flying them into Iraq from the States and Europe within forty-eight hours.

There were around 14,000 Iraqi policemen missing from their posts in Baghdad. Replacing them with 4,000 American Army MPs in Kevlar helmets and vests, toting M-16 rifles or poised at the machine-gun turrets of Humvees, was bound to dampen the enthusiasm of the looters.

“Thanks, John.”

The phone hissed, and went silent.

A strange turn of events. Disgruntled staffers had leaked chapter and verse from a confidential meeting with me to the Times. The story had prompted Rumsfeld and CENTCOM to patrol Iraq’s streets more vigorously. And now the military had agreed to provide needed MPs to bolster and train Iraqi police.

 

I’d heard criticism of the ORHA staff not getting out of the Republican Palace enough. To fight that image, I planned to visit at least one Iraqi institution each day, first in greater Baghdad and then farther afield.

On Thursday morning, CPA Health Ministry adviser Steve Browning and Said Hakki, an Iraqi-American physician who’d come to Baghdad with ORHA in April and knew the ministry well, met me at the Central Children’s Hospital. Hakki was one of almost two hundred expatriate Iraqis from all walks of life and from all over the world who came to serve their native country in an organization called the Iraqi Reconstruction and Development Council. The group was headed by a talented Iraqi-American, Emad Dhia, who reported to me.

Set in the middle of Medical City, the multistory hospital’s tan, concrete-slab style evoked 1970s oil-boom Baghdad. The interior did not match the modern façade.

The hospital director, Dr. Nazar al-Anbaky, met us just inside the dusty glass doors of the entrance. If anything, it was hotter in the spotty shade of the foyer than it had been on the drive outside. The air was thick with sharp odors: disinfectant, sewage, sweat, and fumes from a generator.

“Welcome, Ambassador,” the doctor said, taking my hand.

His white coat was clean, his mustache well trimmed, and his eyes bright. He looked every bit a competent, caring physician.

“Sabah al-khair,” I said, using the formal Arabic greeting that Hume had drilled into my head that morning.

My attempt at speaking their language drew fleeting smiles from the senior staff assembled to meet us. But they looked anxious. Iraqi civil servants like these doctors never knew what lay in store on such occasions. Like all Iraqis, they had lived in a universe of one man’s often brutal whims. Part of my job now was to convince them, through example, that times had indeed changed. But soothing their anxiety as long as Saddam and senior Baathists remained at liberty would not be easy.

“T’fadl,” Dr. al-Anbaky said with an openhanded sweeping gesture of hospitality, leading us to the stuffy VIP visitors’ room where a sun-faded tablecloth was laid out on a conference table. There was the expected array of bottled water, warm lemon soda, and tulip glasses for tea.

After the requisite small talk required in any Arab culture, I spoke slowly and clearly in English, having been told that the director and his senior staff seated around the table knew the language. “What are your immediate needs, doctor? What can we do to help you and your patients…this week, next week…next month?”

“Well, Ambassador, our needs are many, and we know you have just arrived…”

“How can we help you now, doctor? Please speak freely.”

Expressing one’s honest thoughts, of course, was a new and worrisome experience to them. But al-Anbaky tried. “Ambassador, the city is not safe, either night or day.” He pointed out the open glass doors, across the hospital grounds toward Rashid Street, Baghdad’s commercial heart. “My staff reported for work every day during the war. We operated at night when the bombs were falling. We walked many kilometers to come here even as the American tanks were shooting. Now…”

“…Now the streets are too dangerous, sir,” a woman doctor said. She was in her thirties, slender, a silk scarf complementing her white medical coat. “My female staff do not dare report for the night shift. The criminals are…taking any women they find alone in the dark. I have a few doctors and nurses living here now. But we all have families. Ambassador, the streets are impossible.”

“I promise you that the security situation will improve. Thousands of well-armed American Military Police will arrive within days. What are your other problems?” I asked, turning back to the director.

Again, he spread his hands. “Our ambulances cannot get gasoline because of the current shortage. We need diesel for our generator and it’s not working properly. We have delayed needed repairs, since long before the war. We lack basic medical supplies and equipment…syringes, drip tubes, bandages…certain antibiotics. We have been working without rest since March, and we will not stop. But we do need help.”

ORHA had reserves of medical supplies in Kuwait for the refugee camps they never had to build. And I was sure I could squeeze some gasoline and diesel fuel out of David McKiernan and CENTCOM. Not only would helping this hospital and its heroic staff foster goodwill toward the Coalition; assisting them was simply the only moral option.

“I’ll send our experts over right away to look at your generator’s problems. Please give me a list…a complete, detailed list of your other needs,” I said. “We’ll do everything possible.”

The director smiled his appreciation, but then twisted his fingers again. “Our salaries…the money we are paid, nothing has come for almost two months. Ambassador, our pay is low. But when we have nothing, it makes life impossible. All of us support large families, parents, uncles, cousins…so many children.”

I nodded gently to spare this gracious man the indignity of begging. “We hope to announce soon the payment of all back salaries to every civil servant in Iraq, and the Ministry of Health is one of our top priorities.” A visible wave of relief swept their faces.

Now, I thought, we’ve got to deliver.

I then toured the hospital. I had braced myself to see sick children, but nothing could have prepared me for the rows of cribs and battered incubators. Because the hospital generator ran only at night, and then only periodically to save fuel, the air-conditioning plant was not working. The air was oppressive and stale. Flies swarmed through the open windows and clumped on the chipped metal bars of the cribs. Distressed mothers, half-shrouded in black abaya robes, waved cloths or squares of cardboard to keep the flies from their children’s faces.

The stench of diarrhea took me back to my service in Afghanistan and Africa thirty-five years earlier. But Iraq had enjoyed an admirable public health system before Saddam and the Baathists had looted the country’s oil wealth and squandered billions of dollars, first on the futile, eight-year carnage of the Iran-Iraq War in the 1980s, and then on the invasion of Kuwait in 1990.

This hospital had been in an especially precarious position when UN sanctions took hold in 1991. The official Baathist propaganda line was that the sanctions had caused widespread malnutrition and premature death among destitute Iraqi children. But much of the decline in health occurred when the regime had skimmed off medications and hospital equipment obtained under the Oil for Food program, diverting it to clinics reserved for the party elite and Republican Guard.

Malnutrition had principally afflicted dispossessed Shiite children, whose families had suffered the brunt of assassinations and massacres carried out by Saddam’s Intelligence services, as well as by the Republican Guard. Shia families were often denied food ration cards. So their children starved and died. The ones who lived found their way to hospitals such as this, where the international news media captured their plight on videotape, “shocking examples of the cruel, misguided sanctions policy”—just as the Baathist propagandists had intended. I’d seen a World Bank study before I left Washington estimating that Iraq now had the shortest life expectancy and highest infant mortality of any country in the region.

In the neonatal ward, I bent to read the stainless-steel model tag on an incubator. It had been built in “West Germany” in 1962, forty years before. The tiny baby inside wore a ragged cloth diaper. I touched the chipped glass. Fierce sunlight from the open windows provided the only warmth. The nurses shifted the powerless incubators from sunlight to shade, improvising to maintain an even temperature.

In the next ward, we stopped at the crib of a shriveled infant, so small I was sure she was a preemie. No shrouded woman fanned the air at her bed.

“Why don’t you put her in an incubator?” I asked the attending pediatrician, a tall young man with stooped shoulders and a two-day growth of beard.

“Because she is not one of the premature,” the doctor said. He glanced at the child’s chart. “Little Khadija is actually…seven months old. She is just badly undernourished.”

I studied the feeding tube in her crusted nostril. The child stared back at me with unblinking liquid eyes. I had to look away. Was she a war orphan or a victim of Baathist repression and mismanagement? It didn’t matter. Like millions of other Iraqis, she needed help. Seeing this suffering baby, it hit me like a thunderclap: I was responsible for her, and for thousands like her. Having authority as administrator meant nothing if I couldn’t bring some improvement in the lives of ordinary Iraqis. Before it was too late.

 

Later that morning, Robin Raphel and I climbed into my armored Chevy Suburban for the ride to the UN office at the Canal Hotel across the river. I had alerted the press to the visit and there was lots of interest. That was fine with me because I intended to get the UN to pay for the wheat and barley crop one way or another.

We arrived at the walled UN compound at about 10:00 A.M. Ramiro da Silva, an engaging UN official from Portugal, met us in his large conference room, accompanied by several of his colleagues.

“We need money to buy the national grain crop,” I told da Silva. “Ambassador Raphel will explain.”

No sooner had she presented a précis of the crisis than da Silva and his colleagues began picking away at her arguments in tones that indicated they didn’t want to give us one dinar, as Robin had foreseen.

“Mr. da Silva,” I interrupted, “this is a vital matter for Iraqis. We’ve got to start the economy moving and buying the crops is a good way to pump lots of money quickly into people’s hands.”

“But, Mr. Ambassador,” he said, “the OFF money belongs to the Iraqi government and I can’t release it without the approval of their government.”

“I am the Iraqi government for now,” I replied. “And on behalf of that government, I am asking the United Nations to release these funds immediately.”

Then one of da Silva’s colleagues shifted the argument. “The grain purchase program is the responsibility of the Iraqi Ministry of Trade. And we don’t know what that ministry’s position is on the matter.”

We’d anticipated this argument. Robin, looking earnest, said, “As the Senior Adviser to that ministry, I am here to tell you we want this done and quickly.”

We had made the point that the Coalition was in charge and needed the UN’s help. We’d left the UN little maneuver room.

But to seal the deal, I rose and shook da Silva’s hand. “The press are standing by outside. Why don’t you come downstairs with me and say a few words?”

From the shade of the lobby I made my announcement to the press: I was delighted to report that the UN was prepared to spend more of the Iraqi people’s money on their immediate needs by agreeing to use OFF funds to purchase the grain crops. The purchases would start the next week. Da Silva stood silently beside me with a tight smile pasted on his face.

We began to buy the grain the following week.

 

That evening, I held another impromptu historical seminar with Clay and Hume. It began when Hume handed me a copy of one of the new uncensored Iraqi newspapers that had mushroomed up in Baghdad during the first burst of freedom after Liberation.

“They’re calling you the ‘MacArthur of Baghdad,’ Jerry,” he said with a grin. “Where’s your corncob pipe?”

My new assignment did combine some of the viceregal responsibilities of General Douglas MacArthur, de facto ruler of Imperial Japan after World War II, and of General Lucius Clay, who led the American occupation of defeated Nazi Germany.

The heat in the small office was oppressive, and the sputtering pedestal fan, connected to a generator, wasn’t very effective. “I don’t think it ever got this hot in Tokyo or Berlin,” Clay said. As the darkness deepened, we heard small-arms fire from across the river.

“I’d settle for MacArthur’s problems,” I answered. “Conditions weren’t this complicated for him.”

Then over tepid bottled water, we compared the occupations after World War II with our own challenge.

By 1945, the United States had spent more than three years planning the postwar occupations. And, although German and Japanese cities lay in ruins, the U.S. government had accomplished detailed postwar planning, right down to stockpiling freight cars with the correct wheel gauge to run on the foreign rails. In Iraq, the Coalition had avoided widespread destruction of infrastructure and civilian casualties. But the speed of the war had left us with little time to plan for the ensuing social upheaval, while decades of chronic mismanagement had left Iraq’s economy devastated.

America had had no embassy in Baghdad for over a decade. Moreover, economic statistics normally available in an open society were treated as a state secret in Saddam’s Iraq. In this regard, Iraq did indeed follow the model of the former Soviet Union, which eventually imploded even while many in the West believed there were inherent strengths in its economic system.

As we talked in the gathering dusk, we discussed a vital political and psychological difference with this occupation. At the end of World War II, the United States and the other Allies had clearly defeated the countries we had occupied. The entire nations of Germany and Japan had been mobilized to fight long, relentless wars. They had lost and surrendered.

“The Germans and Japanese may not have liked being occupied,” Hume said, “but they knew occupation is what happens when you lose a war.”

“But here,” I said, “we’ve defeated a hated regime, not a country.”

The vast majority of Iraqis were delighted to have Saddam and his henchmen thrown out, but few were happy to find a foreign, non-Muslim army occupying their country.

And, Clay added, with the Soviet Red Army occupying eastern Germany and Japan’s northern offshore islands, the countries we had defeated in World War II had a strong motive to cooperate with us—nobody wanted the American Army replaced by the Red Army.

Although Germany and Iraq were both relatively young nations, German unification had come about by the efforts of Germans, particularly Germany’s 19th-century leader Chancellor Otto von Bismarck. While there were religious differences between the Protestant north and the Catholic south, Germans spoke one language and shared a common culture.

Hume noted the difference with modern Iraq.

After World War I, the British had cobbled Iraq together from three provinces of the former Ottoman Empire, an ally of Imperial Germany. The disparate people of Iraq formed a patchwork with sharp ethnic and sectarian differences. In the south, the Shiite Muslim Arab majority had strong religious ties to Iran. The Sunni Arab minority, about 20 percent of the population, was anchored on tribes and clans of central Iraq. And for hundreds of years, first under the Ottoman Turks, then under the Baathists, the Sunnis had ruled Iraq. Kurds and Turkmen, also Sunni Muslims, but not Arabs, dominated the north. And there were yet other minorities, such as Christians and Yazidis.

The Baathists came to power in Iraq through a coup d’état in 1968. Saddam Hussein ruthlessly eliminated his party rivals and seized personal control of the state. By the time he was driven out in April 2003, Saddam’s Baathists had been in power three times longer than Hitler. The effects of his ruthless dictatorship were deeply woven into the moral and psychological fiber of Iraqi society.

The economies of the two occupied countries also presented a contrast. For almost a century before World War I, Germany had built a strong, diverse industrial base. The rapid recovery of German industry after World War I showed its resilience. At least until the mid-1930s, Germany had a robust private-sector economy relatively free from state control.

Iraq had been almost entirely dependent on a state-owned oil industry. And Saddam’s vicious brand of socialism had all but destroyed the country’s middle class and private sector.

Saddam had copied Josef Stalin’s practice of using forced population resettlements to inflame underlying ethnic and religious tensions. The Iraqis had settled thousands of Sunni Arabs onto Kurdish lands in and around the key northern city of Kirkuk.

In many ways, the Baathist Socialist Party of Iraq had been a throwback to the 20th century’s totalitarian “isms.”

But the senior Iraqi Baathists were about to become officially extinct.

For almost three decades, the Baath Party had subjugated Iraq. Like the Nazis and Soviet Communists, the Iraqi Baathist Party—dominated by Saddam and other Sunni Arabs—had controlled not only political life, but Iraq’s entire society through a combination of police state terror and toadyism, while mismanaging a corrupt command economy.

Baath Party members were required to attend weekly indoctrination meetings where they had to memorize the latest party slogans eulogizing Saddam, his sons, and Hussein family cronies. Members were expected to recruit children, first as informers (many of whom betrayed their own families) and then as party members. As in both Nazi Germany and Stalin’s Russia, party members were required to spy on their family, friends, neighbors—and fellow Baathists. These dehumanizing practices, combined with Saddam’s and his sons’ capricious brutality, had created an atmosphere of pervasive fear and mistrust throughout Iraqi society.

Like Adolf Hitler, Saddam was convinced destiny had chosen him for greatness. He believed in this grandiose mission so firmly that he had ordered top Baathists—including hundreds of Mukhabarat intelligence officers posing as diplomats abroad—to study Hitler’s Mein Kampf.

 

On May 9, my last day of preparation at the Pentagon, Don Rumsfeld had given me my marching orders in a memo. Among all my other instructions, Rumsfeld’s memo emphasized: “The Coalition will actively oppose Saddam Hussein’s old enforcers—the Baath Party, the Fedayeen Saddam (the irregular fighters that had harassed our forces on the march to Baghdad), etc. We will make clear that the Coalition will eliminate the remnants of Saddam’s regime.”

That morning, Under Secretary Douglas Feith had shown me a draft order for the “De-Baathification of Iraqi Society.” He had underscored the political importance of the decree. “We’ve got to show all the Iraqis that we’re serious about building a New Iraq. And that means that Saddam’s instruments of repression have no role in that new nation.” Although there was no mention in the draft of the regular army, I knew that Walt Slocombe, the Coalition’s senior adviser for Defense and Security Affairs, had begun discussing the army’s future with Feith now that it was clear the force had broken ranks and disappeared.

I had scanned the decree. General Franks had already outlawed the Baath Party in his “Freedom Message” of April 16. This more sweeping order was to rid the Iraqi government of the small group of true believers at the top of the party and those who had committed crimes in its name, and to wipe the country clean of the Baath Party’s ideology.

“We’re thinking of having Jay issue the order today,” Feith had said.

“Hold on a minute,” I said. “I agree it’s a very important step, so important that I think it should wait ’til I get there.”

Feith agreed to hold off but encouraged me to issue the order as soon as possible after my arrival in Baghdad. He underscored another point in Rumsfeld’s memo stating that the decree was to be carried out “…even if implementing it causes administrative inconvenience.”

The Baath Party boasted it had over two million members. Many people had joined the party because it was often the only way to get a job as a teacher or civil servant or because the person or a family member had been coerced. The Coalition had no gripe with them.

Our concern was only the top four levels of the party membership, which the order officially excluded from public life. These were the Baathist loyalists who, by virtue of their positions of power in the regime, had been active instruments of Saddam’s repression. Our intelligence community estimated that they amounted to only about 1 percent of all party members or approximately 20,000 people, overwhelmingly Sunni Arabs.

But I realized that the “administrative inconvenience” Rumsfeld mentioned could prove a lot more than inconvenient. Senior Baathists had formed the leadership of every Iraqi ministry and military organization. By banning them from public employment, we would certainly make running the government more difficult. On the other hand, I was somewhat comforted by the knowledge that apolitical technocrats were usually the people who made organizations work.

I had told Feith I would discuss the timing of the decree with Ryan Crocker and our CPA Governance Team—which was responsible for guiding a free Iraq toward self-government—after I got out to Baghdad. The leaks to the Times now made this urgent.

 

I met with Ryan, his designated successor, Scott Carpenter—deputy assistant secretary of state for humanitarian affairs—and two of our governance officials, Meghan O’Sullivan and Roman Martinez, later that Thursday evening.

My cubbyhole office facing the back of the palace was crowded and hot with five of us jammed inside. We each had a copy of Coalition Provisional Authority Order No. 1: “De-Baathification of Iraqi Society.”

Ryan held the official Arabic version beside the English text to check that each word had been properly translated.

“The White House, DOD, and State all signed off on this,” I explained. “So, let’s give it one final reading and, unless there’s some major screw-up in the language, I’ll sign it.”

I noticed that Meghan, who was always well organized, had highlighted her copy with different colored markers and neatly printed points in the margins. She was a personable young woman, Boston Irish, with red hair and a cheerful laugh. A brilliant State Department official, she had earned a Ph.D. in political science from Oxford University and had written two well-received books on the role of sanctions in the age of international terrorism.

Roman Martinez, a young Cuban-American raised in New York, was educated at Harvard. He always seemed to have a wry comment to enliven the most turgid meeting. Roman had spent months in the Pentagon’s Office of Special Plans working on the structure of the new Iraqi government in 2002. Like Meghan, he had a nimble and creative mind, and was intimately familiar with the de-Baathification order.

Ryan Crocker called these two young deputies his “Brainiacs” and I was grateful to have them on board.

“Ryan,” I said, “we’ve all read the text several times. Are you guys sure that the order accomplishes its objective?”

Once more we each reviewed the six concise paragraphs of the order.

After recalling that General Franks had “disestablished the Baath Party of Iraq” in mid-April, the order implemented that declaration “by eliminating the party’s structures and removing its leadership from positions of authority and responsibility in Iraqi society.” This was intended to ensure that the new representative government of Iraq was not threatened by Baathists returning to power.

The next two paragraphs delineated those members of the Baath Party who were “removed from their positions and banned from future employment in the public sector.” They included the four ranks officially known as “Senior Party Members.” Further, these party members would be evaluated for criminal conduct or as security threats to the Coalition and detained or placed under house arrest if required.

Already, the Coalition had issued the famous deck of playing cards bearing the names and photographs of the fifty-five most-wanted Baathist regime leaders, starting with Saddam Hussein, his sons, and senior leaders. But these fifty-five represented a fraction of the Baathists who had to be removed from public life. The order supported this effort by offering rewards for information leading to the capture of senior members of the Baath Party and “individuals complicit in the crimes of the former regime”—who in many cases were the same people.

Further, the order stated that the top three layers of management in every national government ministry, affiliated corporation, and other government institution, including universities, institutes, and hospitals, would be reviewed for possible connection to the Baath Party. Any of these managers found to be “full members” of the party would be removed from their government positions, though they would be free to work elsewhere.

“That aspect of the order is going to upset some of our own ministry Senior Advisers,” Meghan said. Those Senior Advisers had been working for almost a month with the managers of their ministries, some of whom would likely be banned from public office when I signed this order.

The order also prohibited the “image or likeness of Saddam Hussein” or other identifiable members of the former regime from public display. In this regard, de-Baathification was similar in its intent and scope to de-Nazification in postwar Germany, which banned the swastika and portraits of Hitler, and MacArthur’s decrees in occupied Japan that removed the trappings of the militarist regime.

“The last paragraph is critical,” Ryan said.

I read it aloud. “The administrator of the Coalition Provisional Authority or his designees may grant exceptions to the above guidance on a case-by-case basis.”

In other words, we had the flexibility to judge if individual Baathists had joined the party only to be able to practice their profession.

Meghan looked up from her notes. “The education advisers are going to have to sort out some Baathists over at the university,” she said.

As expected, because Baath Party members had presented the best-organized slate of candidates, their ticket had just won the elections at Baghdad University. But allowing these elections to go ahead had been an expedient so that the semester could conclude on schedule.

When the order took effect, I explained, we could sort out “the sheep from the goats.” But we’d have to move quickly to quash the impression that the Coalition had toppled Saddam only to hand power to the next level of Baathists.

Although the order would bar only about 1 percent of Baath Party members from public service, I wanted to be sure we were focused on the right people. Everyone agreed that this was difficult, given the sorry state of our intelligence.

“We don’t know Iraq as well as the Iraqis themselves do,” I said. So we had to engage responsible Iraqis from the start in the de-Baathification process. Further, we had to admit our order wasn’t perfect, but contained a degree of flexibility.

I had another important political matter to discuss.

“I met with the Principals Committee of the National Security Council last week,” I said. “The whole crew was there in the SitRoom [White House Situation Room]…the VP, Powell, Rumsfeld, Condi Rice, George Tenet. The agenda included the exiles and the new government of Iraq.”

The “exiles” comprised the small Iraqi Leadership Council (ILC) who had been selected during a conference of several hundred Iraqis in London in December 2002, which in turn had been a product of the Iraqi Liberation Act that President Bill Clinton had signed into law in 1998. This law made it U.S. policy to support efforts to “…remove the regime headed by Saddam Hussein.”

The exiles were dissidents living abroad, men who had opposed Saddam Hussein’s regime for years and received varying levels of support from the West and moderate Arab states, usually through intelligence agencies. It seemed to me that Feith’s office, the CIA, and ORHA had been talking to the exiles in an unstructured fashion for several months. We needed clarity about our intentions in setting up an Iraqi government.

I had lived in three countries occupied by the Germans during World War II and knew that “governments in exile” tend to be viewed with suspicion by those who had remained. Focusing solely on the ILC as the presumptive nucleus of a new representative Iraqi government was going to create similar concerns among average Iraqis who’d stayed and suffered Saddam’s brutality.

Moreover, the ILC lacked a proper balance between Sunni and Shia, was overly weighted toward Kurds, and had no Christians, Turkmen, or women.

When I’d arrived in Baghdad on that Monday, I’d learned that Garner had scheduled me to chair a meeting with the ILC on the very next day. I had postponed that meeting because I wanted to have time to consult with my political advisers before plunging into delicate discussions about our plans for the interim government. Also, I wanted to signal to the Iraqi political figures that I was not in a hurry to see them. And finally, I wanted to show everybody that I, not Jay, was now in charge.

Despite the heat, I now had the attention of everyone in my office. “Let me read some of what the Principals had to say about the new Iraqi government.”

“First, the important takeaway is that the president insists that since the interim Iraqi government will have to write a new constitution, a legal code, and oversee Iraq’s economic reform, that governing body has to be fully representative of all Iraqis, north and south, Sunni, Shia, Kurd, Turkmen, and Christian. And it’s not going to happen overnight, despite what the exile leaders hope or even believe. Here’s what Colin Powell said: ‘The president’s guidance is to take our time on setting up an Interim Iraqi Administration so what we get is a representative group.’ And here’s Colin’s personal view: ‘We should focus on the conditions for the political process, especially security. We should let Iraqi leaders emerge.’ ”

“Do the Principals have a good grasp of the political reality here on the ground?” Roman asked.

“Here’s the vice president,” I said, reading from my notes. “ ‘We’re not at a point where representative Iraqi leaders can come forward. They’re still too scared. We need a strategy on the ground for the postwar situation we actually have and not the one we wish we had.’ ” This didn’t sound like an open endorsement of the exiles.

I flipped through my wilted notes. “Okay, in summary, the Principals of the NSC agree that we need time, we need more balance than what we have in the small group of exiles we’ve dealt with to date.”

“When are you going to break the news to them, Jerry?” Ryan asked.

“Tomorrow afternoon,” I said. “In the morning, I’ll be good cop when I sign the de-Baathification order. Then, during my five o’clock meeting with the leadership crowd, I’ll let them know that we’re not about to turn over the keys to the kingdom.”

Naturally, the exiles wanted to establish themselves as the government quickly before locally based political leaders could get organized. And they also realized that their influence in London, Washington, Tehran, and Riyadh would diminish unless they accrued political power on the ground in Iraq. Following the president’s instructions, the CPA wanted to be certain that we put together an interim government broadly representative of the Iraqi people.

In short, we wanted more control over creating the interim government than the ILC wanted us to have. The situation was complicated by the fact that in his last meeting with the council two weeks earlier, then “Presidential Envoy” Zal Khalilzad had left them with the impression that we would turn over governing power to them by mid-May. This statement apparently fit the “early transfer” of power scenario that the Pentagon was pushing. But the guidance from the Principals meeting foresaw a process that at best would take months.

So, going into Friday afternoon’s meeting, I would be in the awkward position of having to assert that we wanted to build on the “progress” we’d already made with the ILC, while essentially disavowing what Khalilzad had told them.

 

Early Friday morning, May 16, 2003, with Ryan, Scott, the Brainiacs, Hume, and Clay wedged into my office, I signed Coalition Provisional Authority Order No. 1.

Scott took a picture. The photo looks like the inside of a rush hour subway car.

“The Iraqi press and television will be running this story nonstop,” I said.

Hume smiled. “The news is already out in every village souk and tea shop from Basra to Irbil.”

“Good,” I said. “That’ll make my job this afternoon a little easier.”

 

Before meeting the Iraqi delegation that afternoon, I discussed the de-Baathification decree with the press. “The process will be guided by three principles,” I announced. “It will be fair, transparent, and consistent. We will seek to ensure that those who joined the party under duress can still put their talents to work for the Iraqi people. And we are prepared to accept that the policy will result in some temporary inefficiency in the administration of the government.”

This statement was intended to address grumbling among ORHA staffers as much as among displaced Baathist technocrats.

As it turned out, most senior Baath Party members affected by the order had left their ministries after the fall of Baghdad. Many had even fled the country. But implementation of the decree would still be difficult.

I reiterated that the Coalition would make mistakes in selecting which Iraqis must go and which could remain in their jobs. Iraqis, I added, would be better able to make the fine distinctions necessary for a fair policy. “So as soon as possible we will turn the implementation of the de-Baathification process over to an Iraqi interim government.”

After a twenty-minute backgrounder with the press, I had a meeting with the ORHA senior ministry advisers, which I described to Francie in my late-night e-mail:

There was a sea of bitching and moaning with lots of them saying how hard it was going to be. I reminded them that the president’s guidance is clear: de-Baathification will be carried out even if at a cost to administrative efficiency. An ungood time was had by all.


I sent the advisers off to their respective ministries to brief Iraqis on the pending changes. One of them immediately told the New York Times that my order was “fascist.”

Since the objective of the order was to dismantle an avowedly fascist party, this comment struck me as particularly stupid.

On the plus side, the reaction of the Iraqi people to the de-Baathification decree was overwhelmingly favorable. Literally hundreds of times over the next fourteen months I would hear that Order No. 1 was the single most important step I had taken as administrator. It clearly demonstrated that we intended not just to throw out the brutal tyranny of Saddam, but also to establish in its place a new political order.

 

On Friday afternoon, we were expecting seven Iraqi representatives to meet us in the palace conference room where I held staff meetings. The group, whom we had come to refer to as the G-7, included:

• Ahmad Chalabi, of the Iraqi National Congress, a Shiite. He had been something of a child prodigy, completing his Ph.D. in mathematics from the University of Chicago at a young age. From one of Iraq’s wealthiest families, he had fled Iraq and made a fortune in business dealings about some of which there hung a cloud of suspicion. Chalabi enjoyed close personal ties on Capitol Hill and with some Pentagon civilians but not at the State Department and CIA.

• Ayad Allawi, leader of the Iraqi National Accord, also a secular Shiite, was Chalabi’s chief rival. Allawi, a physician, had escaped a brutal assassination attempt in 1978 while in exile in Britain when several of Saddam’s thugs tried to axe him to death in his bed. In the following years, Allawi had worked closely with Western and Arab intelligence organizations.

• The two Kurds were Massoud Barzani, head of the Kurdish Democratic Party, and his sometime ally and sometime rival, Jalal Talabani of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan. Both groups had provided effective militias to fight alongside Coalition Special Forces in northern Iraq during the invasion. The feisty Peshmerga militias made up of tribal freedom fighters had earlier fought each other during internecine Kurdish conflicts in the 1990s.

• The ILC also included Naseer Chaderchi, a respected seventy-year-old Sunni lawyer, who led the small, secular National Democratic Party. The party had its roots in the abortive attempt to establish democracy in Iraq but was crushed by the Baathist junta in the late 1960s.

• Ibrahim al-Jaafari, like Allawi a medical doctor, was the principal representative of the Shiite Islamic Dawa Party, which had fought an open insurrection against the Baathist regime beginning in the late 1970s, before both the party and Jaafari were forced into exile.

• The other Shiite Islamist party, the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), was represented by Dr. Adel Mahdi and Hamid al-Bayati, reportedly because the party’s most senior leader in Baghdad, Abdul Aziz Hakim, was ill. I suspected Hakim’s illness might be “diplomatic,” since he was known to be distrustful of the Coalition’s motives.

We hoped to use the ILC to create a steering committee that would convene a larger group, which would in turn choose an interim government. But we knew the Iraqi exiles had bolder ambitions.

 

When we convened a little after 5:00 P.M. on Friday, May 16, the palace conference room was even hotter than it had been Monday night. There were lots of small bottles of lukewarm mineral water on the large table. We all drank practically nonstop in the heat. As usual, the light of the chandelier swelled and dimmed with the surging generator.

Representing the Coalition were Lieutenant General David McKiernan, the military commander in Iraq; the British special envoy, Ambassador John Sawers, a seasoned Arabic-speaking diplomat; Jay Garner; Ryan Crocker; Hume Horan; and myself. General Abizaid had flown up from Doha at my invitation to underscore the political-military coordination within the Coalition. The Iraqis sat along one side of the table facing the CPA group, with their deputies behind them.

I made some opening remarks, introducing our delegation and employing the forms of Arab politesse in which I personally thanked each “guest” for accepting our invitation. I didn’t want to overdo the formalities, but I wanted the Iraqis to know that the CPA had leaders like Hume and Ryan who knew their culture well.

“I want to stress the importance that the Coalition attaches to the partnership between the CPA and your council as we move toward representative government,” I said, speaking slowly so that those who required translation could follow each word.

To emphasize this point, I added, “We expect progress along this path to be incremental.” Obviously, this wasn’t going to be the immediate transfer of power that some had desired. “But we are prepared to cede increasing responsibility to responsible Iraqi leaders.”

Dr. Jalal Talabani, the gray-haired Kurdish leader, was the first to reply. He was a short, rather plump, cheerful man, with round owlish glasses and a neatly clipped silver mustache. “I must say, Ambassador Bremer,” he commented in urbane English, “that I am personally delighted at attending a meeting with the Coalition in one of Saddam’s former palaces.”

Ahmad Chalabi echoed Talabani’s remarks. Chalabi was of medium build with a smooth, even sleek look about him. Unusual for an Iraqi, he had no mustache. He spoke fluent English.

First Chalabi turned toward Garner. “General,” he said, “we all thank you for the hard work you have done for the people of Iraq.” Chalabi then faced me. “And we welcome Ambassador Bremer and his associates.”

Massoud Barzani was the leader of an important Kurdish tribe in the far northeast of the country and a hardened warrior. Short and compact, his receding hairline made his head look like a projectile. His small dark eyes were watchful. Barzani was much less at home in such settings than his colleague Talabani, but people paid attention to him.

“Ambassador Bremer, General Garner,” Barzani said in Arabic, “I speak for all Iraqis when I thank the Coalition for the Liberation of Iraq.”

“I want to talk about the security situation,” I then told them. “And I’d appreciate learning your opinions. Security is the cornerstone of all of our efforts in building a new Iraq, including the eventual creation of a representative government.”

Ayad Allawi squared his stocky shoulders and spoke decisively in fluent English. Like Chalabi, Allawi had neither mustache nor glasses. “There is a security vacuum. Lawlessness, street crime that we have never experienced before.” He continued to describe the chaos we had all witnessed. “The people need more protection,” Allawi concluded.

General Abizaid fielded that comment. “I’d like to organize a meeting early next week with my senior commanders and the members of this council to discuss practical solutions to the security problem.”

That seemed to resonate well with the group.

We next discussed the de-Baathification decree I had signed that morning. Each of the seven made a short statement heartily welcoming the order. Then Dr. Ibrahim al-Jaafari, whose Shiite Dawa Party followers had suffered so grievously under Saddam’s regime, voiced a fear that Talabani and Chalabi echoed. “Ambassador, we are all concerned about signs that the Baath Party is regrouping.” Jaafari spoke broken English. Gesturing frequently and speaking even more rapidly, he often jumped between languages and among subjects, to the despair of our interpreters. “The Coalition must never let this happen. We all hope that you act decisively to nip this resurgence in the bud.”

“I urge the Coalition to go beyond the decree issued today, to conduct even more aggressive de-Baathification,” Chalabi said.

Draconian measures would benefit the Shia. But surprisingly, Chalabi undercut his own comment. “However,” he said, wagging his right index finger in the Arab gesture of caution, “we must also realize that many Iraqis have been forced to join the party.” I noted that our policy was designed to recognize that fact.

The first half hour of the meeting had been cordial if formal. The atmosphere cooled when we turned to the political process.

“I want to reemphasize that the path to representative government will be incremental,” I told them again.

The council members now spoke more assertively, beginning with Talabani. “While we sincerely thank the Coalition for all its efforts, we have to warn against squandering a military victory by not conducting a rapid, coordinated effort to form a new government.”

Hamid Bayati, representing the Shiite SCIRI, spoke for the first time. “Ambassador, you must hasten the political progress. The ‘street’ is waiting for the freedom you promised.” I would learn that Iraqi politicians love to invoke the mystical “Arab street” on almost any argument.

“With respect, Ambassador Bremer,” Chalabi said, “I must remind the CPA of the promises made in this past month about the establishment of a transitional government in a few weeks’ time.” He smiled benignly at Jay Garner.

“It is the Coalition’s intention to establish a transitional government as soon as it can be done,” I said, keeping my tone even. I looked directly at Chalabi. “But I reject the idea that the Coalition is stalling. As I have said, the process will be incremental and must have as its goal a truly representative group. This body is not representative. There is only one Arab Sunni leader among you.” Everyone looked toward Naseer Chaderchi. “There are no Turkmen here, no Christians, no women.”

I was exerting the authority President Bush had granted me, “putting down the hammer.” These were educated leaders. I did not have to articulate the fact that, with the exception of Chaderchi, they were all exiles, recently returned to Iraq. “Surely a representative government will have to include many Iraqis who lived here and suffered under Saddam for decades. This is not to detract from the exceptional efforts that the parties represented here this evening have made for years to free your country.” This last compliment might have mollified some sensitive feelings. Then again, it might not have. I wasn’t running in a popularity contest with either my staff or the exiles.

It was time to make them think and work. After all, we needed their help in rebuilding their country. “The Coalition respects the role each of you and your organizations have played opposing Saddam for so many years. And we see a role for all of you in the interim government we intend to establish soon. But to play that role, you’re going to have to make yourselves into a body much more representative of all the streams in Iraqi society. I’d like to meet you again in two weeks, and during that time, I hope you’ll find a way to broaden yourselves into such a group.”

At the conclusion of the meeting, I announced that the press had been invited to greet the Iraqi Leadership Council. Even now we could hear the reporters and camera crews clamoring in the hallway outside the conference room. “I’m going to make a few comments and I suggest that you nominate a representative to speak after me.”

My request provoked animated confusion. Despite the public posture of cooperation, this ethnically, spiritually, and politically disparate group was not accustomed to cooperation. It took them more than twenty minutes to select the Kurdish leader, Massoud Barzani, as spokesman. This was a harbinger of the difficulty the group would have making even simple decisions.
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