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About the Book

When Tony Blair plunged Britain into war he thought that, shortly thereafter, Iraq would emerge as a peaceful democracy.  Instead the invasion sparked the worst foreign policy disaster since the Suez crisis in 1956.

A War of Choice is a compelling and authoritative portrayal of Britain’s war in Iraq. At the outset, Blair insisted that Britain went to war to influence American decision-making.  Based on over three hundred interviews, A War of Choice gives the inside story of Blair’s war cabinet, Whitehall power struggles and intrigue at the White House, and traces the evolution of the special relationship, from the secret deals struck by Blair, to Brown’s desperate bid to save his premiership, which brought  already-strained relations with America to the verge of collapse.

The occupation of Iraq also marked an extraordinary attempt to introduce democracy into the heart of the Muslim world. Fairweather takes us inside the doomed effort in Basra, where civil servants and trigger-happy contractors lived in a holiday camp atmosphere in Saddam’s former palace, while British troops struggled against a raging insurgency and Iranian agents and Iraqi tribesmen plotted the occupation’s downfall. Tony Blair compounded the blunders in Iraq when he launched a peacekeeping mission in Afghanistan in 2006. Fairweather follows a small group of officers and diplomats as they try to learn the lessons of liberal intervention in time to avert a disaster in Helmand and a humiliating surrender in Basra.

A story of hubris and honour, betrayal and the ultimate sacrifice, A War of Choice is a gripping account of the moral and political challenges posed by the last ten years of war. Posing the question ‘can nation-building defeat terrorism?’ the new government would do well to take heed.

Tony Blair always claimed that history would judge his decision to invade Iraq. This is it.


About the Author

Jack Fairweather was the Daily Telegraph’s Baghdad correspondent, and was embedded with British forces during the invasion. He covered the war in Afghanistan for the Washington Post. This is his first book.
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Abu Azzam, the leader of the Sunni insurgent group Jaish al-Islami who renounced violence at British urging during a pivotal moment in the battle for Baghdad in 2007.
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A War of Choice

Honour, Hubris and Sacrifice: The British in Iraq

Jack Fairweather
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‘The king must first wage only obligatory wars. What is an obligatory war? It is a war against the seven nations, the war against Amalek, and a war to deliver Israel from an enemy who has attacked them. Then he may wage authorised wars, which is a war against others in order to enlarge the borders of Israel and to increase his greatness and prestige.’

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, c.1170–1180

Tim Russert: ‘Do you believe the war in Iraq is a war of choice or a war of necessity?’

President George Bush: ‘I think that’s an interesting question. Please elaborate on that a little bit. A war of choice or a war of necessity? It’s a war of necessity.’

‘Meet the Press with Tim Russert’, NBC, 7 February 2004

‘The freest human being is not one who acts on reasons he has chosen for himself, but one who never has to choose.’

John Gray, Straw Dogs, 2002


NOTE ON THE TEXT

This book is intended as a strategic and operational overview of the war in Iraq. Quotations attributed to individuals are from their own recollections, except where footnotes indicate another source. Subsequent quotations from the same individual without footnotes indicate that the same source is being used.

I have sought to protect the identities of British Special Forces personnel and Secret Intelligence Service agents using pseudonyms, except if they are no longer serving and have given their permission to be identified.

Several individuals cited in the book received honorary titles during the period covered. To avoid confusion and unnecessary explanation, I have refrained from using titles.

For Arabic words and place names I have sought to use the most common transliterations. I have used the suffix al- in surnames when giving an individual’s full name. When only referring to the surname I have dropped the suffix for convenience.


Prologue

THE BIRTHDAY PARTY

BASRA’S POSTAL SERVICE was still not running, which meant the invitations would have to be hand-delivered. Ahmed, the consulate’s office manager, was dispatched into the city with two hundred of the stiff white cards. The florid lettering on each read, ‘You are kindly invited to attend the Queen’s Birthday Party at Basra Palace. Date April 21st 2006.’1

Consular staff had compiled an impressive guest list to celebrate the royal birthday: southern Iraq’s most notable sheikhs, imams, security officials and politicians. Many owed their position and wealth to British patronage, although few would publicly defend Her Majesty’s Government’s presence. Iraqis working inside the consulate whispered among themselves that some of the guests were known to have organised attacks against the British army.2 But a well-attended event was important to British diplomats like James Tansley, the consul general, who anxiously texted the tribal chiefs he knew, encouraging them to attend. Pulling off the Queen’s Birthday Party was one of the annual rigours of life in the field for diplomats, but this year’s required special dedication. Three years after the invasion, Britain’s empire in southern Iraq was teetering.

This country’s greatest nation-building exercise since the colonial era stretched from the dense marshes and war-ravaged palm groves of the Iranian border to the vast expanse of the Arabian desert, covering an area larger than Ireland. Over four million Iraqis looked to British guidance on electricity, water, healthcare, education and security. Despite the insistence by UK diplomats that authority lay in the hands of Iraqis, the 8,000 British troops stationed in southern Iraq suggested otherwise. With power had come the expectation among Iraqis that the UK would transform the region. Britain’s failure to deliver since the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 had stoked popular resentment and a growing insurgency.

The military was feeling the strain. Two months earlier, the News of the World had released a video of British soldiers beating Iraqi rioters in the Marsh Arab town of Amarah.3 In response, protesters took to the streets, UK bases were hit with nightly mortar and rocket attacks and in Amarah a roadside bomb killed two British soldiers. In addition, the local council in Basra, an elected body of suspected militia sympathisers, dodgy businessmen and clerics, was testing the promise of a smooth transition to democratic rule. The UK was relying on the council to take control of the city so that British troops could begin withdrawing. However, after the video emerged, the council had stopped speaking to the British altogether.

In his daily reports to London Tansley played down the attacks, knowing that the media was likely to blow the violence out of proportion. His job was to reassure Number 10 that progress was still being made. When a rocket slammed into the ground thirty metres from his office but failed to detonate, he made light of the situation: ‘If that had gone off I certainly would have felt it.’

Tansley looked the part of a cautious bureaucrat – plump and softly spoken – but he shared that peculiar streak of romance that marks out many Arabists at the FCO. As a young diplomat posted to Baghdad in the 1980s, he had taken a taxi to the front line of the murderous Iran–Iraq war, and had been the first Western diplomat into liberated Kuwait in 1991. He had left government for business school and a brief stint working for the Australian Cricket Board before the lure of adventure and the FCO’s pension scheme brought him back. An ambassadorship was not out of the question, especially as he had supported the invasion, unlike many in the FCO. He had seen Saddam Hussein’s tyranny first hand and felt Britain should not stand idly by while an entire nation suffered in fear and poverty.

However, his rose-tinted reports to London were becoming more difficult to write as the violence increased. A fortnight before the Queen’s Birthday Party was due to take place, rockets were slamming nightly into the British headquarters. Tansley had discussed withdrawing non-essential staff – almost half of the fifty-strong team – from the consulate with Dominic Asquith, the Iraq director at the FCO in London. Asquith was the doyen of the department. Great-grandson of the prime minister who had authorised the British invasion of Iraq during the First World War, he embodied the gentlemanly values that many in the FCO sought to preserve. He also had a first-class political brain and a self-deprecating manner that won him loyalty among his subordinates. Ultimate responsibility for non-military British personnel in Iraq rested with him.

‘Shouldn’t you be getting out?’ Asquith asked over the phone.4

Tansley argued that the rockets were being fired by a handful of militants and that to retreat would only empower them. Both men knew the smell of British defeat was in the air. The war was growing in unpopularity in the UK, and the politicians were turning their attentions towards Afghanistan. Even as they planned the party in Iraq, the first troops were landing in Helmand, Afghanistan. Asquith mentioned that Peter Ricketts, one of the FCO’s most influential mandarins and an Iraq sceptic, was due to be in Basra the week of the party.5 Tansley felt a successful event, with a strong Iraqi showing, would send the message that the British were still in control of southern Iraq.

ON THE BALMY spring afternoon of the party, the Iraqi guests queued up outside the concrete guardhouse to be frisked. In the spirit of the event, Imam Ali al-Musawi had brought a two-metre-square cake, garishly decorated with a digitally inscribed image of Queen Elizabeth II. At the gate already-skittish Filipino guards had panicked at the possibility that the cake contained a bomb, but Musawi and the cake were eventually cleared to enter. The leader of the Ismaili Shia sect in Basra, Musawi was a long-standing favourite of the British, who had rewarded him with many lucrative rebuilding contracts, only some of which had been completed. Tansley smiled diplomatically as the tasteless rendering of the Queen was brought through the giant arched entranceway of the compound and placed proudly on the table of kebabs and hummus that marked the focal point of the party on the consulate lawn.

A contrast to Saddam’s regal home in Baghdad, currently serving as the American headquarters, the British centre of operations consisted of a dozen villas which the Iraqi dictator had built in 1988 to host an Arab summit that never took place. The dictator had spent little time in the Shia south, where he had viciously crushed several uprisings over the years. Compared to the rest of Basra, a once elegant city that Saddam had reduced to a squalid, overcrowded cesspool, the villas were luxurious, boasting neo-Palladian columns and marble floors. Divided from each other by twisting canals and ornate bridges, they evoked the salubrious air of a Florida golf resort. Beyond a fringe of palm trees the swollen Shatt al-Arab river sent cool breezes through the palace windows as it ran the thirty-four miles towards the Persian Gulf. After the 2003 invasion, the villas had been converted into offices for the use of diplomats and Iraqi staff, while nearby portacabins, interspersed with concrete blast walls and bomb shelters, were used for housing. Next to the villas, the portacabins looked like a Butlins holiday camp, although they were air-conditioned with en-suite bathrooms. A phalanx of golf buggies provided transport within the compound, which was where most of the British diplomats stayed.

Musawi stood beaming beside his cake as the rest of Basra’s elite arrived. Sheikhs in gold-trimmed cloaks were greeted by Tansley and a crowd of besuited diplomats and contractors clutching wine glasses. Tansley was aware that Islam forbade alcohol, but such a vital British custom could be discreetly observed without offending anyone. Furthermore, Muzahim al-Tamimi, a garrulous Iraqi sheikh who had ingratiated himself with the British, welcomed a drink. As he declared to the crowd, surely the whole point was to offend the unsophisticated ‘turbans’, whose piety did not represent the moderate majority. To emphasise the point, Tamimi had brought his own supply of Johnnie Walker whisky.

Peter Ricketts, a clever man dulled by the endless machinations of Whitehall, commented to Tansley, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen an embassy where everyone is so relaxed on the Queen’s Birthday.’6 Tansley laughed a little nervously.

The party was in full swing when the sun dipped below the line of palm trees, and the mood suddenly changed. By some accounts, phones began to ring, and groups of Iraqis hastily departed. Ole Jepsen, a sixty-one-year-old Danish contractor advising on southern Iraq’s tomato and date crops, remembered talking to the deputy head of Basra Council as he received a call and left without a word.7 Tansley would later insist that the party was actually winding down, and that his guests had left for evening prayers. However, shortly after their departure, the first Katyusha rocket salvo slammed into scrubland just outside the compound walls, the explosion rippling through the ground. The Katyusha rocket system was designed by the Soviets during the Second World War to deliver a barrage of rockets – each one containing up to fifty pounds of explosives – from the back of a truck. Iraq’s militias had developed a more ad hoc system, in which individual rockets were propped up against a rock and pointed in roughly the right direction.

The remaining crowd broke for cover as the air-raid siren wailed. The drill was well established: make for the nearest building, in this case the concrete veranda of the consulate office, which offered some protection. Whether due to alcohol or collective fright at being caught out in the open, the diplomats raced for the meagre cover, jostling past one another, women tottering in high heels and men doing their best to look civil. Rachel Schmeller, a US State Department representative in Basra, recalls the FCO’s privately hired British security guards in their sunglasses and bullet-proof jackets, waving machine guns and hurrying along those in the crowd still trying to appear unflustered.8

‘We were trying not to spill our drinks,’ recalled Jepsen.

The remaining Iraqis made a beeline for the gates. Only Tamimi remained at the buffet, sipping his whisky, inured to the explosions after a few drinks and the experience of living through three decades of Iranian, Iraqi and American bombardments.

‘I wish every party could end like this,’ he joked.9

Under the veranda the diplomats nervously traded past experiences of rocket attacks, but as the adrenaline faded, awkward silence set in. Half an hour later, when the all-clear sounded, Tansley hurried with Ricketts to the helicopter landing pad. Just as a Lynx helicopter approached to whisk away the senior diplomat another rocket salvo landed, forcing the helicopter away.

‘Someone inside the compound tipped the militants off about the helicopter’s arrival,’ Tansley speculated. A shaken Ricketts finally left just before midnight.

The next day Tansley conferred with Dominic Asquith in London and the first diplomats began packing their bags to leave. The partial evacuation of the palace had begun, and with it the beginning of the end of the British occupation of southern Iraq. Even Tansley, for all his sanguine reports, had to confront the consequences of what had just happened.

‘What are we doing here?’ he wondered.

IN 1999, SEVENS YEARS before the Queen’s Birthday Party in Basra, Tony Blair gave a speech in Chicago outlining his views on when one country could justly intervene in the affairs of another. Genocide, he told Chicago’s Economic Club, merited external intervention; sometimes armed force was ‘the only means of dealing with dictators’. His views came at the end of a decade that had seen bloody wars in the Balkans and Rwanda flare out of control as the international community watched. Many in Britain saw Blair’s remarks as deliberately provocative, coming from a Labour politician whose party was known for its pacifism during the 1980s. Since coming to power in 1997, Blair had demonstrated his willingness to use force for a just cause. In 1998 he had confronted Saddam Hussein during the Desert Fox bombing campaign after the Iraqi dictator had stopped complying with UN weapons inspections. The month before Blair’s Chicago speech he had succeeded in pushing the US and NATO to intervene in Kosovo. Arguably, his greatest success lay just ahead, in 2000, when a small British force intervened decisively in Sierra Leone’s civil war.

Blair did not take such missions lightly. As he told his audience in Chicago, leaders needed to be sure of their case and to have exhausted all diplomatic options. Military operations should be well planned, with a recognition that ‘we cannot simply walk away once the fight is over’. And to declare war a prime minister needed to show that Britain’s national interests were at stake – although in Blair’s interconnected view of the world that was a fairly broad definition. Blair’s Chicago speech was widely praised back home. Such mature reasoning was rare among world leaders, but then Blair had always had a gift for turning strategy into fine words. Having laid out his doctrine for intervention, he appeared well placed to judge when Britain should next deploy its forces.

It was not just the prime minister who was ready for the challenges of the twenty-first century. Since 1997 New Labour had revolutionised the country’s approach to world affairs, with Robin Cook as foreign secretary famously promising to add an ‘ethical dimension’ to foreign policy. That claim unravelled almost immediately when it transpired that the Foreign and Commonwealth Office had known about an arms deal between Sandline International, a private British security firm, and the deposed president of Sierra Leone, in contravention of a United Nations embargo. However, New Labour persevered with its plans, setting up the Department for International Development to administer how foreign aid would be spent. Aid money, which had traditionally been a tool of the FCO to exert British influence, was now in the hands of a new ministry whose stated objective was the elimination of ‘world poverty’.10 Furthermore, the DFID would focus on building the capacity of poor nations to design, implement and run their own projects. It was an approach that drew on the best practice of the development community, which stated that struggling nations were better served in the long run by training people rather than by giving them handouts. Led by the strong-willed Clare Short, the DFID was soon drawing international praise for its work.

The Ministry of Defence was also undergoing a transformation. Over the previous decade, success in the counter-insurgency campaign in Northern Ireland and the nation-building missions in the Balkans and Sierra Leone had primed the military for the complexities of the post-Cold War world. In the early 1990s morale in the armed forces had hit rock bottom following Conservative cuts to the MOD’s budget. Blair aspired to please the armed forces and overcome his party’s anti-military reputation by redefining its mission. The 1998 Strategic Defence Review offered one of the first budget increases in years and a new mandate for the military: rather than focus on the defence of Europe, the military would prepare for expeditionary warfare and rapid deployment into war zones and humanitarian crises.

The September 11 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center in New York forced Blair to further refine his thinking about war. Along with US President George Bush, he came to believe radical Islam posed an existential challenge to the values of liberal democracy and needed to be contained before it struck again. The idea of taking pre-emptive action against terrorist organisations or rogue states before they could attack the West marked a radical shift from his earlier philosophy, although on the surface, the subsequent campaign in Afghanistan to overthrow the repressive Taliban regime was in the mould of his earlier triumphs in that it evoked humanitarian goals as much as military ones. British troops played a key role during the US-led operation, and Blair was prominent in efforts to create an international coalition to support both the war and subsequent nation-building efforts.

Then in December 2001, after the apparent success in Afghanistan, President Bush telephoned Blair to raise the issue of ‘regime change’ in Iraq. Saddam Hussein had never convinced United Nations weapons inspectors that he had disposed of his biological and chemical arsenal after the First Gulf War. Bush argued that the threat of Saddam using weapons of mass destruction could no longer be tolerated. Blair agreed with Bush’s assessment, although he preferred to focus on the need to disarm the dictator, preferably through the UN. But he assured Bush that ‘if [regime change] became the only way of dealing with this issue, we were going to be up for that’.11

By the spring Blair’s foreign policy adviser David Manning had reframed British policy towards Iraq. Current UN sanctions were failing, a Cabinet Office paper commissioned by Manning explained. The Oil-for-Food programme had been hopelessly corrupted by the Iraqi regime, and China and France were pushing for a resumption of normal relations. One proposal was for tougher sanctions, but the US had ‘lost faith in containment’, the paper warned. Another suggestion was regime change through the support of a coup by opposition groups, although such efforts had failed in the past. The paper concluded, ‘the use of overriding force is the only option that we can be confident will remove Saddam and bring Iraq back into the international community’.12

On 2 April 2002 Blair invited Chief of the Defence Staff Admiral Michael Boyce and his senior planner to Chequers, the prime minister’s country retreat in Buckinghamshire. Jack Straw also attended. In a few days Blair was due to meet Bush at the president’s ranch in Crawford, Texas. The Chequers meeting was an opportunity to discuss the change in Iraq policy beyond the prime minister’s inner circle. Blair already knew it would be difficult to sell a war against Iraq to the public, although he felt the moral case for tackling Saddam was strong. As he wrote to his chief of staff, Jonathan Powell, ‘The persuasion job on this seems very tough . . . Yet from a centre-left perspective, the case should be obvious. Saddam’s regime is a brutal, oppressive military dictatorship.’13 The mood at Chequers was confident without being bullish. Iraq would be Blair’s fifth campaign in almost as many years, and Blair had grown comfortable with the military. Powell warned those gathered against complacency, referring back to Blair’s Chicago speech and the justification for intervening in the affairs of another country. The Americans needed to be told not to ‘rush into anything, move at a deliberate pace and, above all, build a coalition’.14 No strong objections were raised.

THIS BOOK IS the story of what happened after that fateful meeting, of the giddy plunge into war on false premises and the extraordinary occupation of Iraq that followed.

On the face of it, the concept of a ‘war of choice’ sounds dubious.15 Given the likelihood of death and destruction, what conscientious leader would willingly send his forces to war? Back in the twelfth century, the Jewish scholar Maimonides identified the distinction between an ‘obligatory’ war of survival and what he termed an ‘authorised’ or voluntary war for the aggrandisement of a country or its leader. Obvious contrasts lie between Britain’s confrontation with Nazi Germany during the Second World War and the UK’s invasion, along with France and Israel, of Egypt during the 1956 Suez crisis. However, the historian Lawrence Freedman, a supporter of liberal intervention who drafted sections of Tony Blair’s Chicago speech, has argued that this dichotomy is misleading. All wars, whether of necessity or choice, involve decision-making at some level, and to suggest that some might be thrust upon us suggests an abnegation of responsibility. As Freedman writes, ‘The issue is not whether we now have choices in war whereas before our decisions were made for us. There is always choice. The issue is whether, in the complex and fluid international system, we can frame the debate in a way that does it justice. The issue is not the fact of choice but the quality of choice.’16

Focusing on the quality of Blair’s decision-making can be illuminating, especially in the months leading up to the invasion, when he, more than any other figure, drove the country to war. But conflicts do not end with the defeat of the opposing army, as Iraq was to so painfully show. Guiding the country through the occupation of southern Iraq was to prove no less important or demanding. In the messy aftermath of war, the decisions taken on Blair’s sofa or in drab Whitehall meeting rooms had little impact on the battlefields of Iraq. The real decisions that were to determine the fate of the British occupation of southern Iraq were often taken by soldiers, diplomats and contractors on the ground.

This struggle captures Britain at the start of the twenty-first century. When Britain last occupied Basra, ninety years earlier, the country stood at the height of its imperial glory. Although it is unfashionable to espouse Victorian attitudes, many still idealise notions of thrift and hard work, tradition and the stiff upper lip, and find it hard to reconcile those ideals with the current culture of self-entitlement and instant gratification: frozen dinners and celebrity news, ASBOs and online shopping. These contrasting aspects of British culture were on display in Iraq and later Afghanistan. Some thought that the country’s imperial history in the Middle East conferred an innate ability to nation build and that a swift victory and pull-out were possible; others knew that rebuilding would be perilous, but once committed to the task would not leave, even at the cost of their own lives. This book describes the quality of their choices, and nature of their sacrifice.


Chapter 1

STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION

IN FEBRUARY 2003, a month before the war began, Major General Tim Cross sent a worried memo to Whitehall from the British embassy in Washington DC. Dispatched to work on the post-war plan for Iraq, he had made the alarming discovery that there wasn’t one. Cross was not a man to mask his feelings behind the dry language of officialdom. At fifty-two, he was at the height of his powers: handsome and ruddy, with bushy eyebrows that loomed over sensitive eyes and a downturned mouth. Where his more flashy peers excelled at manoeuvre warfare, the Cold War proving ground for officers destined for high command, Cross had made his name in logistics. As the UK’s logistics commander in the Balkans he had been in charge of delivering humanitarian aid, a role that nicely married his Christian faith with the soothing application of numbers to people, weapons and supplies.1

Cross was the first person the defence chiefs turned to when Whitehall heard about an organisation the Americans were setting up to coordinate post-war planning. On 20 January 2003 President Bush had ordered the creation of the Office for Post-War Iraq. Until then, the issue of what to do with Iraq after the invasion had not been high on the agenda in either London or Washington. The problem had begun, at least for the British, ten months earlier when Tony Blair met George Bush at his ranch in Texas.

The two-day conference at Crawford was dominated by the Middle East peace process and a nuclear stand-off between India and Pakistan. But away from the advisers and minute-takers, the two leaders bonded over their response to the post-9/11 world. If America wasn’t aggressive, Bush believed, the country risked looking weak. Blair did not question the president’s decision to target Iraq and offered his support. Given Saddam’s history, Blair believed it was only a matter of time before the Iraqi dictator acquired new weapons of mass destruction, if he had not done so already.2 By supporting an American confrontation with Iraq, Blair also saw the opportunity to position Britain at the heart of US decision-making with a clout not enjoyed since the days of empire.3

That meeting in Crawford was the moment to exert maximum influence over the Americans and ensure that post-war planning for Iraq was an integral part of the discussions. Blair did set three conditions for British involvement, but they reflected his preference for grand strategic thinking and preoccupation with the media.4 Firstly, he urged Bush to engage in the Middle East peace process. The transformation of the region might start with Iraq, but it would only end with a deal between the Israelis and Palestinians. The second condition was for Bush to build his case for war in the United Nations. Blair feared the international damage that unilateral action by America would cause. He wanted UN weapons inspectors, who had withdrawn from Iraq in 1998, to return and ensure that Saddam Hussein had disarmed. The final condition was for enough time to convince the public of the need to go to war. Early polling in the UK had confirmed Blair’s hunch that a majority was opposed to the invasion.5

There was already considerable scepticism within the British Cabinet, as Blair discovered the day after leaving Crawford. He gave a speech at the George Bush Senior Presidential Library, outside Houston, reaffirming his support for combating terrorism and threatening rogue nations with regime change ‘if necessary and justified’. For Foreign Secretary Jack Straw, a former criminal lawyer, Blair’s use of the phrase ‘regime change’ was alarming. Under the United Nations’ founding charter, which both the UK and US had signed in 1945, no country can invade another unless acting in self-defence or with the authorisation of the UN Security Council.6 No matter how vile Saddam’s regime was, Straw knew that overthrowing the dictator without the Security Council’s endorsement would undermine the entire international system established after the Second World War.

To avoid that calamity a UN resolution was needed, and that would only be obtained by proving Saddam Hussein had failed to disarm and continued to pose a threat. Straw had seen British and American intelligence alleging that Iraq had WMDs. In July he warned a Cabinet meeting that the evidence was ‘thin’.7 A week later Attorney General Peter Goldsmith wrote that current intelligence suggested there ‘would not be any ground for considering Iraqi use of WMD as imminent’.8

However, Blair rarely felt constrained by the opinions of his Cabinet, preferring those of a small clique of advisers whose views chimed with his own.9 Jonathan Powell, one member of this ‘sofa government’, advised Blair, ‘The specific state of Saddam’s WMD was simply not the essence of our concern. What concerned us was the threat he could potentially pose.’10 Such nuanced arguments were often unnecessary with Blair, who often appeared more interested in seeking Bush’s approval than assessing the details. At the end of July Blair wrote a private note to Bush that began, ‘You know, George, whatever you decide to do, I’m with you.’11

In early September, following a second meeting between the two leaders, Blair secured a diplomatic victory when President Bush told the UN General Assembly he would work with the Security Council to disarm Iraq. However, the awkwardness of the Anglo-American stance was soon apparent. In order to be seen to give UN weapons inspections a chance, Britain could not appear to be planning for the war’s aftermath.12 Preparations were limited that autumn, with Blair’s team more concerned about making the case for war. In September the government released a dossier of intelligence to reveal the threat posed by Saddam Hussein, including the claim, later proved to be false, that Iraq could deploy weapons of mass destruction in 45 minutes. The one government agency that could handle the complex planning needed to rebuild Iraq, the Department for International Development, was excluded from initial discussions for fear that the department’s left-leaning officials would leak details to the media.13 That left the small team of British military planners, dispatched to the US military’s Central Command in late September, to raise the issue of post-war planning with the Americans. Tim Cross, a member of the team, did not get a satisfactory answer, but he was confident that ‘somewhere in the bowels of the Pentagon someone was working on this’.14

Cross was already running into his own problems posed by the secrecy of the planning. Military options for British involvement ranged from air support to a 20,000-strong invasion force. Admiral Michael Boyce, Blair’s senior military adviser, initially favoured a limited force entering northern Iraq through Turkey. In order to keep British options open, and with the army pushing for a role, Boyce opted for a division-sized force.15 The largest deployable unit of the British army, a division usually consists of around 15,000 men drawn from several brigades, which, in turn, are comprised of up to a dozen battle groups formed around a single regiment. When assessing the challenges of the world after the Cold War, the 1998 Strategic Defence Review had envisioned a considerably smaller force for overseas expeditions, but at a stretch the invasion force would be ready in six months.

The problem was that Number 10, fearing negative publicity, was preventing the Ministry of Defence from making vital preparations like ordering equipment from suppliers.16 Among the items needed were 37,000 sets of body armour, requested by the MOD on 13 September 2002 but only ordered in November after the passage of a UN resolution ordering Saddam Hussein to allow the return of weapons inspectors or face ‘serious consequences’. The delay was to have fatal results during the invasion, when a thirty-year-old British soldier without appropriate body armour was shot and killed in Basra.17

The contradictions within the British approach were further exposed on Christmas Eve 2002, when the military was shocked to learn that the Turkish government had refused permission for them to use the country as a launch pad into Iraq. The British ambassador to Turkey, Peter Westmacott, might have warned military planners that Turkish consent was unlikely, given the massive opposition across the Muslim world the threat of war was creating. Unfortunately Westmacott was kept in the dark about the military plans, with the result that when the Turkish parliament voted against involvement in the war on 24 December the news was a bombshell for the planners.18

The resulting scramble to deploy British troops through Kuwait set back planning and meant there was even less time to think about what would happen after the invasion. Thus the defence chiefs were only too pleased to hear about the new Office for Post-War Planning that Bush was setting up. In January, the Chief UN weapons inspector, Hans Blix, had recently issued a lukewarm report on Iraqi compliance, making war likely. The following month, Cross was sent to Washington to meet the retired American general running the operation, Jay Garner. Cross knew him from the First Gulf War, during which Garner had organised relief efforts in northern Iraq. With his thick steel-rimmed glasses and soft fleshy features, the American general resembled a mild-mannered farmer from the Midwest. He was not a great communicator, and grew nervous when asked to think beyond military parameters. A man ill-suited to be the public face of the reconstruction effort in Iraq, thought Cross, who was shocked to find Garner in a half-empty office suite downtown, clearly struggling with a staff of only forty. Most of his team consisted of retired officers with whom Garner had served; great field commanders in their day but hardly the men to penetrate the murky politics of the Washington Beltway or envision Iraq’s future.

To his credit, Garner was aware of the problems and had scheduled a meeting at the Fort McNair military base in Washington for 21 February. He invited anyone in government with an interest in Iraq to come. It was Cross’s first introduction to the poisonous relations between the US Departments of State and Defense. Prior to the creation of Garner’s office, the State Department had run post-war planning. Among the attendees at the conference was Tom Warrick, a mid-level diplomat who had spent the previous eleven months interviewing Iraqi exiles and experts on the region to compile a thirteen-volume report on post-war realities entitled The Future of Iraq Project.19 It warned of looting and the need for slow and concrete steps to restore Iraqi sovereignty. Few in the Pentagon read the report because US Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld took the opposite view: he believed there would be a quick military campaign and then a seamless handover of authority back to the Iraqis.20

‘Basically the American plan was we don’t need a plan,’ noted Cross. ‘They thought they could win the military campaign, stand up an Iraq government and then dramatically reduce their force levels – all within just a few months.’

When Garner asked Warrick to join his reconstruction team he was summoned to Rumsfeld’s office and told, ‘You’ve got to let him go, Jay. He’s not one of us. He’s not a man who thinks like us.’21

Cross was surprised to see Garner being pushed around. ‘He could have resigned or pushed back,’ said Cross. ‘But at the end of the day he was a soldier and he was going to follow orders.’

Cross was under similar pressure to pretend that post-war planning wasn’t really necessary. Despite repeated requests, he had received little guidance from Whitehall on the UK’s position. When Garner asked Cross to become his deputy in charge of ‘international coalition building’ and to run the organisation’s offices in south-eastern Iraq, the only direction he received from London was an urgent memo from the FCO’s deputy Middle East director, Dominic Chilcott, telling him categorically not to accept the south-eastern role, which might bring with it British responsibility for the region after the invasion and a hefty bill for reconstruction. Chilcott was running the newly created Iraq Planning Unit,22 with the aim of co-coordinating British thinking on Iraq. The small size of his team meant this became little more than a secretariat for the Cabinet Office, or a Cabinet ‘post office’ as one member dismissively called it.23 ‘What it never became was the planning headquarters of the British perspective on post-war Iraq,’ noted Cross.

The unit was conspicuously situated in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, as Clare Short, the head of the Department for International Development, had grown increasingly hostile to Britain’s involvement. Although the ban on DFID’s participation in planning had been lifted, the combative Member of Parliament from Birmingham Ladywood was not one to forget a slight. On 13 February Tony Blair had finally convened a Cabinet meeting to discuss post-war Iraq and Britain’s possible role in the south. Ministers were informed that Blair expected the British effort to be ‘exemplary’.24 Short had a simple answer for him: show me the money. The Treasury had yet to indicate what additional funds would be available for any reconstruction effort, and she was not prepared to take money away from the genuinely ‘poor and needy’ in other countries.25

Cross knew Clare Short well from their work together in the Balkans and had had dinner with her before departing for Washington. He sympathised with her position – as a committed Christian he only liked to fight when he was convinced of the justness of the cause – what he could not understand was why her department wasn’t doing more to help when she had given her conditional support for the war. While the FCO was sending two highly capable diplomats to work for him, Short could only provide one official from DFID’s New York office on a part-time basis. Short responded that until there was United Nations approval for the invasion she was not going to expose her staff to accusations of breaking international law. A large protest in London on 18 January had demonstrated growing public resentment over the rush to war. Short, who had resigned from the Labour front bench over the First Gulf War, was torn. ‘I can’t be seen to be helping you,’ she informed Cross.26

Filing his cables home every night from the embassy in Washington, Cross felt an odd sense of loneliness. ‘What is the UK’s foreign policy here? What are we trying to achieve? What resources are we prepared to put into this?’ he asked without getting a reply. He had the distinct impression that Whitehall was stalling, hoping that either war could be averted, or that the UN would step in and take charge of Iraq.27

Cross’s next meeting destroyed any illusion that the UN would support the war. In late February he and Garner visited UN headquarters in New York. US Secretary of State Colin Powell had recently addressed the General Assembly, holding up an empty test tube to warn of the dangers posed by a small dose of anthrax. The speech coincided with massive anti-invasion demonstrations around the world. On Blair’s insistence, both the UK and US were pushing for a second resolution, this time explicitly authorising a war. The prospects looked bleak. Many on the UN Security Council felt they were being railroaded by the Anglo-Saxons. The discovery that a British government dossier arguing the threat posed by Saddam had been lifted from a postgraduate thesis hardly helped.28

Cross understood the UN’s discomfort. He had worked with enough United Nations representatives in the Balkans to realise many in the organisation saw themselves as glorified aid workers and viewed the military with distaste. But even he was surprised by the unfriendly reception they received from Louise Frechette, a former Canadian ambassador to the UN who had set up an ad hoc group to look at the possibilities for UN involvement in a post-conflict Iraq.29 She was clearly in no mood to negotiate. Flanked by a dozen aides, Frechette laid into Garner: ‘Firstly, we can’t give you anybody to work with because we can’t be seen to be endorsing the fact there may be a war,’ she said.30 Her second point was delivered with icy satisfaction: ‘You had better understand that under international law you will be responsible for what follows. If what follows is hundreds of thousands of people displaced, hungry, thirsty, maybe having been hit with chemical and biological weapons, there’s going to be a major humanitarian catastrophe. And you, Garner, are going to be responsible for dealing with them.’

Cross duly informed London that the prospect of UN involvement in Garner’s organisation was slim. Tony Blair continued to insist publicly that international backing was feasible, but behind the scenes his advisers had begun to confront the prospect of Britain going to war without a new UN resolution explicitly authorising an invasion. That meant the earlier resolution from November 2002, which threatened ‘serious consequences’ if Saddam did not comply with weapons inspections, might have to suffice as legal cover.

The decision over whether that resolution did indeed provide UN backing for an invasion now lay in the hands of Attorney General Peter Goldsmith. Since he had expressed his doubts about the case for war over the summer, Goldsmith had largely been sidelined by Number 10. Blair’s advisers were keen to avoid an early judgement from Goldsmith that might box in the government’s options. Their fears were confirmed when Goldsmith offered his first impressions in January that the nebulous phrase ‘serious consequences’ did not sanction an invasion.31 But as the US pushed aggressively for a quick decision from the UN on whether Saddam Hussein had complied with weapons inspections, and French opposition to a second resolution mounted, it was clear to Number 10 that Goldsmith would have to change his mind.

At the end of January Jeremy Greenstock, the British representative at the UN, flew to London to argue Goldsmith around. Greenstock told the attorney general that the case for going to war rested on a twist of language and inside knowledge of the negotiations. France had wanted the first resolution to insist Britain and America seek further UN authorisation if they wanted to go to war. But all France had got was the promise that the Security Council would ‘consider the situation’ before an invasion. ‘The French understood that they had failed to achieve the need for a second resolution,’ insisted Greenstock.

Goldsmith was not convinced. The French concession could not be considered without also looking at what Britain and the US had given up – explicit language in the first resolution authorising them to invade Iraq. But a month later Goldsmith changed his mind following discussions in Washington with senior American officials, including National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice. Like Blair before him, he seemed awestruck by proximity to power. The senior legal adviser to the US National Security Council John Bellinger later boasted, ‘We had a problem with [Goldsmith] who was telling us it was legally doubtful under international law. We straightened him out.’32 The American arguments were little different to Greenstock’s – they insisted that the French knew they had ‘lost’ the argument when they signed up to the first resolution – but this time Goldsmith was convinced. As he confessed to the Iraq Inquiry, he did not think to check with the French as to what their opinion was.33

‘I used a test which I quite frequently use when I’m having to advise on difficult matters, which is to say, “Which side of the argument would you prefer to be on?” and I took the view I would prefer to be on the side of the argument that said a second resolution wasn’t necessary,’ reflected Goldsmith.34

On 7 March 2003 Goldsmith issued a thirteen-page document suggesting that a second resolution might not be needed, though war without one risked Britain’s indictment before an international court. The same day Jack Straw flew to New York to hear Hans Blix give his latest report on weapons inspections. Since his own doubts the previous summer over British intelligence, Straw had wavered for and against the war. On the flight he read the draft of Blix’s report, which he found a ‘sensational’ chronicle of Saddam Hussein’s deceit and evasiveness since the 1990s and a powerful case for taking on the dictator. Blix later expressed his surprise that Straw saw his report as evidence for the need to overthrow Saddam. ‘I don’t think anyone else took it as sensational. It was reporting on concealment and obstruction in the 1990s, but not much more than that.’35 His own presentation to the Security Council suggested Saddam Hussein was increasing cooperation.

The uncomfortable truth was that Blair’s determination to support the US was twisting his advisers in knots and backing the government into a corner. It was unclear whether he had enough parliamentary support to go to war without a second resolution, but if Britain did not go to war, Blair would suffer a massive blow to his credibility. The government could fall either way. Clare Short had already sensed the desperate atmosphere at Number 10, where Alastair Campbell, the communications director, was threatening and cajoling wavering ministers like herself. In an interview with the journalist Andrew Rawnsley broadcast on 10 March she threatened to resign without a UN mandate for war, declaring, ‘the whole atmosphere of the current crisis is deeply reckless, reckless for the world, reckless for the undermining of the UN in this disorderly world, which is wider than Iraq, reckless with our government, reckless with his [Blair’s] own future, position and place in history’.

As British and American troops streamed into Kuwait ahead of the invasion, the mounting pressure created further diplomatic twists and turns. The same evening as Short’s outburst, French President Jacques Chirac announced he would use France’s veto at the Security Council to block the passage of any further resolution authorising an invasion of Iraq. Campbell immediately seized on Chirac’s threat as an explanation for Britain’s failure to get a second resolution.36

But the relief at Number 10 did not last long. The following day US Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, expressing his frustration with international diplomacy, told a press conference that the US was happy to ‘go it alone without Britain’. For a prime minister so anxious to appease his American counterparts, the comments struck a raw nerve. Furthermore, Rumsfeld’s claim was palpably false. The proposed British deployment to Iraq had grown to 40,000, almost a third of the American-led effort, which had been dubbed the Coalition. Admiral Boyce believed it would take weeks for the US to replace them, pushing the timetable for war into the dangerous summer months.37 Blair went ‘bonkers about it’ noted Campbell. ‘He couldn’t believe how the US kept fucking things up.’38

But other UK government advisers saw Rumsfeld’s comments as a final chance for Britain to wriggle out of the war. Michael Jay, permanent undersecretary at the FCO, pushed this view with Jack Straw. Britain had taken its influence with the Americans as far as it could and was now risking its international reputation by slavishly clinging to the Americans.39 Straw, vacillating once again, presented this view to the prime minister on 12 March, but Blair would not back down. He knew his foreign secretary was a party man who believed that loyalty should triumph in any battles of conscience he might be having. Straw later told the Iraq Inquiry if he had resigned then he could have stopped the war.40

Neither was Clare Short prepared to jeopardise the government. In a decision that would ultimately damage her reputation, Blair convinced her not to resign with promises of progress on the Middle East peace process and that the UN would take charge of post-conflict reconstruction, although neither were in his power to deliver.41 Short was mollified but still rebellious. At a 17 March Cabinet meeting, at which Peter Goldsmith presented a single-page statement confirming the war’s legality, Short punctured the sense of relief among ministers. ‘That’s extraordinary,’ she declared sarcastically. ‘Why is [this judgment] so late? Did you change your mind?’

Given Blix’s favourable report on Saddam Hussein’s compliance with inspections, Goldsmith had actually needed an assurance from Blair himself that Iraq had failed to disarm in order to reach his verdict, an extraordinary case of the prime minister acting as judge and jury.42 Short was eventually shouted down by other ministers. ‘Everything was very fraught by then and they didn’t want me arguing,’ she recalled.43 In the end only Robin Cook, the former foreign secretary, embraced the chill of life outside government, announcing his resignation in protest against the war the same day, along with Jack Straw’s deputy legal adviser Elizabeth Wilmhurst.

On 18 March Tim Cross arrived in London to report on the shambolic state of US post-war planning. Jay Garner had finally had enough of the ‘Beltway bandits’, as he called Washington politics, and in mid-March decided to deploy his headquarters to Kuwait. His thinking on Iraq was still rudimentary, consisting of a three-pronged approach focusing on humanitarian response, re-establishing Iraq’s ministries and forming a new government.

London itself was nervous ahead of another ‘Stop the War’ rally. Cross found few in the capital ready to engage with his concerns. At the British military’s command centre in the leafy London suburb of Northwood officers were immersed in the invasion plan. In Whitehall, civil servants still thought war could be
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