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DEDICATION

For my beloved mother and father, Joy and Haney,

and my parents-in-law, James and Judy,

wise teachers all, who have touched many lives with their “little,

nameless, unremembered acts of kindness and of love.”



and



In memory of Malik Noor Afzhal, a great man.





EPIGRAPH

It is their war, and you are to help them, not to win it for them.

 

—T. E. LAWRENCE
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PROLOGUE

NIGHT WAS FALLING ON the valley.

Beneath the Hindu Kush Mountains, the terraced fields, and the rock-strewn grazing lands, an isolated band of American soldiers and Afghans returned from patrol, navigating the rugged terrain. They wore night vision goggles to see in the darkness, and passed without a whisper through mud-brick farming villages clustered along Afghanistan’s Konar River. They’d been summoned by their commander, a man who never let them forget that Taliban insurgents could be watching from the high ground. The sky was pitch black by the time the men reached their walled outpost, a typical Afghan compound, or qalat, and made their way to the makeshift operations center inside.

Dressed in traditional tunics and baggy pants, most of the men were Pashtuns, members of the powerful ethnic group whose tribes had dominated the border with western Pakistan for thousands of years. But the Taliban was Pashtun, too. The remote outpost was situated on the edge of the village of Mangwel in Afghanistan’s Konar Province. Konar was considered by the U.S. military to contain a witches’ brew of hard-core foreign and local insurgents, and its valleys had proven some of the deadliest battlefields in Afghanistan. In a 2005 ambush, insurgents in Konar left only a lone survivor, Marcus Luttrell, when they killed three members of a four-man Navy SEAL team and then shot down a quick reaction force helicopter with a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG), sending sixteen more U.S. troopers to their deaths. It was one of the biggest American losses of the war. Intense fighting had led U.S. forces to abandon some Konar outposts in 2009 and 2010, including one named Restrepo.

A few miles to the east lay Pakistan’s tribal territory, and another hundred miles beyond that was the teeming Pakistani city of Abbottabad, the hideout of Al Qaeda terrorist group leader Osama bin Laden. Members of Al Qaeda as well as the Afghan and Pakistani factions of the Taliban and other radical Islamic groups had sanctuaries on the Pakistani side of the border. Insurgent fighters moved unfettered along mountain trails into Konar Province and other parts of eastern Afghanistan to stage attacks on U.S. forces. Al Qaeda and the Taliban alike sought to strengthen their grip on Konar. The Pashtun tribes that held sway in these villages and valleys were the only force that in the long run could stand in their way. Osama bin Laden understood the power of tribes at a strategic and visceral level. He took refuge in tribal areas of Afghanistan and Pakistan and often appeared in propaganda videos wearing the traditional dagger of his Yemeni tribal ancestors.

Two tribesmen, Hakim Jan and Umara Khan, shouldered their AK-47 rifles at the end of their guard shift and climbed down wooden ladders to join the other men in the central courtyard of the small camp. They were members of the force of twenty Afghan tribal police that lived in the Mangwel qalat together with a dozen U.S. soldiers. The American mission was simple: to empower the tribe to push the insurgents out. The lives of everyone in the camp depended on it.

Conditions in the camp were austere. The commander made sure they stayed that way. It had crude outhouses and no running water. All of the men slept on cots in canvas tents. They ate the same food, too, mainly beans, rice, and flatbread. The commander knew that the hardship could bring these strangers together. Soon the men were conversing in broken Pashto and English as they went about their work—cleaning weapons, loading bullets into magazines, repairing vehicles, standing guard.

Staff Sgt. Robert Chase, a thirty-two-year-old U.S. infantry squad leader, and Pfc. Jeremiah “Miah” Hicks appeared before the assembled soldiers and Afghan tribesmen. They carefully unfolded an eight-foot-long American flag and, each holding one upper corner, unfurled it before the group.

Then their commander, Special Forces Maj. Jim Gant, wearing a black Afghan tunic and pants with a fitted maroon kandari cap, stepped in front of the flag. The bearded forty-three-year-old Green Beret addressed his men.

“Today, we had our revenge, our badal,” he said, using the Pashto word for “retribution.” “I am proud to fight alongside you,” he went on. “Tonight, in honor of that, I will bleed.”

Gant drew an eight-inch Spartan Harsey knife, a gift from the father of a fallen Special Forces teammate. As a captain, Gant had embraced the Spartan warrior ethos of sacrifice and courage and used it to inspire every unit he’d commanded. Gant believed in the depth of his being that men had to be willing to die for one another without hesitation if they were to be victorious in battle. He also believed that the ancient code of honor that Spartans lived by was, at its core, no different from the one that underpinned Pashtun tribal law.

He had carefully planned this meeting to inspire both his American and Afghan men, and he had already asked that a goat be slaughtered and prepared in the Pashtun tradition.

Gripping the Spartan knife in his right hand, Gant slowly slit long, deep gashes between the thumb and index finger of his left hand—one cut each for seven of his friends killed in Afghanistan. The blood ran down his hand and dripped onto the broken ground.

He stared into the shocked faces of his men.

“Today was a long time in coming for us,” Gant said, his face drawn and voice tense. Some eighteen hours earlier, on May 2, 2011, U.S. Navy SEALs had stormed a fortified three-story house in Abbottabad. They’d gunned down Osama bin Laden and packed up a treasure trove of Al Qaeda’s strategic and tactical plans as well as its leader’s personal effects.

“Osama bin Laden was a coward and a murderer,” Gant continued. “He killed innocent men, women, and children in our country. Thousands of them. His actions have cost your great country thousands of lives and hurt relations between Muslims and Christians all over the world.”

He watched the shock become hushed recognition. Gant was shedding his blood in honor of the dead, and it was vital that his men understood this.

“Now if we could just have a moment of silence for all of our friends, for all of the people who have been killed . . .”

The Afghans and Americans, indistinguishable one from the other in the darkness, stood shoulder to shoulder and bowed their heads. They remembered their fallen comrades and the homes they were fighting for near and far, and they smelled the rich scent of simmering goat that awaited them.





CHAPTER 1

SEVEN THOUSAND MILES AWAY from that otherworldly corner of Afghanistan, the lights flickered off and on in my Bethesda, Maryland, rental house. Rain pelted against the cellar window and dripped onto the sill through a crack in the glass.

I watched a small pool of rain swell until it overflowed in a thin stream down the wall, the trickle triggering in me a disproportionate flood of doom.

It was September 2012. I was living temporarily in a one-bedroom basement apartment with my fiancé, my fourteen-year-old daughter Kathryn, a stray cat, and God knew how many camelback crickets.

Kathryn’s makeshift “room” had no walls, only crimson bedsheets attached by clothespins to a rope I strung along the ceiling. The setup cost $13.91 from the hardware store—not bad. There was no kitchen. We boiled macaroni in a microwave and ate on paper plates. Putting the best spin I could on the latest Dickensian twist in our lives, I told Kathryn hardship was good for her—she would thank me one day. She shot me a look that said maybe, maybe not.

As a war correspondent turned author, I’d been surviving on savings for most of the past year. I was near the end of a torturous four-year separation and divorce and was trying to help my four children survive the fallout from a failed relationship that I could never make up for. I was having to assert my right of media privilege to keep my book materials out of divorce court.

All of which explained why we were holed up in the basement. I had sublet the upstairs to four foreign students—three Chinese and one Dutch—who were covering my rent. Everything had been going all right until one of the Chinese had a chauvinistic fit and posted a sign on his bedroom door warning: “No dogs or Europeans allowed.”

Under other circumstances, I would have kicked him out, but I could not—I needed his money. So instead, I kept trying to make peace, which was one of my bigger mistakes in life.

A sharp rap on the door at the top of the musty stairwell alerted me that one of the students wanted something. I ran up the stairs, opened the door, and came face-to-face with the rich, overweight Chinese bully holding an overflowing hamper of dirty laundry.

“I’ll wash that,” I said, determined to keep his toxicity out of our space. “Do you want everything in the dryer?”

He nodded.

“I’ll put it back at the top of the stairs when it’s done,” I said.

I closed the door.

Peace out, bitches.

I dumped his laundry into the washer, braced myself against the machine with both hands, and took a deep breath.

Then, when I thought nothing else could go wrong, the storm hit.

I rushed upstairs to shut the windows, just in time to see a huge gust of wind blow a sheet of rain across the backyard and send a sixty-foot-tall oak tree crashing through the roof of the house, inches from where I stood.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

I was supposed to be sitting in a lounge chair on a beach, sipping a glass of wine, enjoying my family and professional success.

How had I gotten here?

A Kansas native along with my parents, I drew inspiration from the pioneer roots and open prairies of my childhood. Growing up in Seattle, Ireland, and Greece, I was given every advantage a middle-class family of six could offer. My dad, an economics professor, had high expectations for me and never handicapped me because I was a girl. He taught me to sail, ski, do math, and change a tire. He had the wisdom to make me work at a local Texaco gas station at the age of fourteen—my first task was to clean the men’s bathroom. My mother, who had a master’s degree in education but chose to be a stay-at-home mom, taught me courage and advised me to always have the ability to be independent. And my parents let me run. I traveled alone in the Greek islands at the age of fifteen, and at seventeen worked as a paramedic in Nicaragua.

As a Harvard undergraduate, I earned an honors degree in government and East Asian studies, spent a year studying social sciences in French at the selective Institut d’Etudes Politiques in Paris, and did stints researching China at the State Department and Central Intelligence Agency. From there I went to Hong Kong to study Mandarin Chinese on a graduate fellowship from the Rotary Club. Bridling at the constraints of government work, I decided I was better cut out to serve the public through journalism. I landed a job at United Press International in Hong Kong. My mentor there, a chain-smoking veteran Vietnam War correspondent named Sylvana Foa, gave me the break I sought and assigned me to the UPI Beijing bureau.

In China, I learned how to be a journalist the hard way, cutting my teeth against one of the most secretive and oppressive governments on earth. I gained fluency in Mandarin and learned the social customs and mannerisms so well that in some places native Chinese didn’t believe I was an American, mistaking me for a member of one of western China’s minority groups. Despite being detained twice in mainland China and kicked out of Tibet, I was able to make my way into ordinary people’s homes, underground churches, ancient clan temples, political dissident networks, migrant tenements, and Tibetan nomad communities. The Christian Science Monitor ran my articles and submitted them for a Pulitzer Prize. The articles formed the basis for a book I coauthored with my then husband, entitled Chinese Awakenings: Life Stories from the Unofficial China.

From Beijing, I moved on to Chicago and a new investigative challenge: probing the biggest African American gang in the region, the Gangster Disciples, and its leader, Larry Hoover. I wrote a series of articles that was one of three finalists for a Society of Professional Journalists prize. We moved to Washington, where I covered Congress during the Clinton impeachment proceedings as well as national security.

Then came the September 11 terrorist attacks, which I wrote about in a front-page story for the Christian Science Monitor. The next day, my editor called and again asked me to take on the Pentagon beat. I had turned down the job a few months earlier because I was working at home to care for my four young children, James, Sarah, Scott, and Kathryn. After the terrorist strike, though, I felt I had no choice. I was a trained reporter, and I needed to do my job—not only in the public interest but to stay informed for my family. I said yes.

Starting with the U.S.-led overthrow of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and the “shock and awe” invasion of Iraq in 2003, I covered the wars and embedded with dozens of U.S. military units. Almost immediately, I realized the public badly needed observers to translate the world of the military and hold it accountable. The challenge of reporting on the armed forces had parallels to news gathering in China. The military spoke a different language. It was a huge bureaucracy, extremely mistrustful of outsiders and especially reporters. And I’d sat in enough Pentagon briefings to know the Washington spin was nowhere near the realities of life of a combat soldier on the ground. I didn’t just want Americans to know the facts about the wars; I wanted them to care. I felt obligated to get as close as I could to the taste, smell, and feel of combat.

I had other, more personal reasons for heading into the war zone. After many years during which my life revolved around giving birth, nursing my babies, and caring for my children at home, universal experiences of women, I wanted to see whether I could know and understand warfare, the most primal and universal proving ground of men. I struggled with leaving my children, even for a few weeks at a time. But as I watched members of the military leave their families time and again for a year or longer, I had to ask myself why my family and I should not make a sacrifice that paled in comparison. So I planned meticulously for my absences, timing trips when I could enlist the help of relatives, arranging backup care, and leaving detailed calendars of soccer schedules and music lessons. I believed that on some level my children would benefit from my example and experience. I knew how isolated and sheltered the public was from the costs of military intervention, and I wanted to educate my sons and daughters about the consequences of their country going to war. Still, saying goodbye was the most wrenching thing I had ever done. It was for them and other loved ones that I calibrated the risks I took. Intellectually, I grew numb to the danger I faced. I was not depressed or suicidal, but to a degree I stopped caring about my own life.

And then I met Jim Gant.





CHAPTER 2

THE CALL CAME IN to Fort Bliss, Texas, at about 10:00 a.m. on October 29, 2009. Jim was ordered to board a U.S. Airways flight out of El Paso, Texas, destined for Fayetteville, North Carolina. From there he was to report to Fort Bragg, the home of the Army’s Airborne and Special Operations Forces. His gear had already been shipped to the Middle East with an Iraq-bound armored brigade that was deploying within days from Bliss. But the brigade would leave one liaison officer short.

On November 2, after Jim arrived at Bragg, he was ushered into a video teleconference room. He took a seat, stared into a blank fifty-two-inch flat-panel television, and waited for Adm. Eric Thor Olson, commander of all the U.S. military’s fifty-eight thousand Special Operations Forces, to appear on-screen. Jim’s entire fighting life—the only life he’d ever known—came down to this conference call. He’d shed his blood with scores of men. But now he stood alone.

Jim’s hair was too long. His sideburns were not regulation. Tattoos of Achilles on his right arm and the goddess of magic and war, Hecate, on his left poked out from his faded gray-green camouflage uniform. He’d been a Green Beret for nearly twenty years. Waiting for the four-star commander, Jim no longer cared if he ever ranked higher than major. A mentor long ago had told him, “You are the best soldier I’ve ever known, and the worst soldier I’ve ever known.” Jim didn’t argue.

In 1986, Jim was inspired to enlist in the Army by Robin Moore’s classic Vietnam exposé The Green Berets—a book that was published as fiction because the Pentagon objected to Moore’s embedding with Special Forces. He signed up straight out of Mayfield High School in Las Cruces, New Mexico. But his reasons for joining had little to do with his reasons for staying. The Green Beret tactics in Vietnam captivated him. No carpet-bombing from thirty thousand feet. They fought alongside Montagnard tribesmen against the Viet Cong, taking back land village by village. The Green Berets fought hand-to-hand, close-up, on the ground. And that kind of fighting was in Jim’s blood.

Jim passed the Special Forces selection—which as many as 50 percent of candidates fail—the first time through in 1988. In the Darwinian training that followed, he was one of the youngest in his group and was repeatedly injured, but he held on to earn his Green Beret. He served as a communications sergeant in the 1990-91 Persian Gulf War and received training as an intelligence analyst. In 1996 he was commissioned as an Army infantry second lieutenant. He received superlative evaluations from officers above him and in 2001 returned to Special Forces as a captain.

Then came the long wars—deployments to Afghanistan in 2003 and 2004, and Iraq in 2006 and 2007—and with them multiple awards for valor:

17 June 2003. Army Commendation Medal for valor. Captain James K. Gant, United States Army, displayed exceptional courage under fire while serving as the Detachment Commander for Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA) 316 during a double ambush in the Pech valley, Konar Province, Afghanistan.

Konar . . .

Jim grew up in New Mexico, but he believed he wasn’t born until he landed in Konar. He and the six other men on his Special Forces team came of age in 2003 battling insurgent ambushes and conducting raids in the harrowing mountain passes of the Afghan province bordering Pakistan.

They used to swim naked in the Konar River, which was fed by melting glaciers in the Hindu Kush and coursed through a narrow valley bordered by sparse wheat fields. Huddled around fires under star-strewn skies brushed by the Milky Way, they listened to ethnic Pashtun tribesmen talk of the local ways of warfare and raiding and the honor they bestowed.

Jim learned to speak basic Pashto, the ancient Indo-Iranian language of some forty million Pashtuns, and developed a deep respect for their tribal code of ethics, Pashtunwali. He abided by the code to forge allies and shame opponents. To empower his allies he gave them guns and access to firepower, the ultimate status symbol for Pashtuns. The Pashtun tribes—traditional communities united by cultural, economic, and blood ties—dominated Afghan society. Pashtuns are honor-bound to show hospitality, or melmastia, to whoever comes into their territory needing protection—not only to friends but also to sworn enemies. But the hospitality only went so far. Jim learned which tribe he could trust with his life, and which tribe would invite him and his men to a midday meal, only to ambush them on the road out. Among Jim’s most fearsome opponents were the tribesmen of Konar’s Korengal valley, where dozens of Americans would later perish fighting.

Despite the duplicity, there was a mutual admiration between warriors that infused Jim’s relations with even his worst enemies in Konar. “May your life be long, and may big wolves prowl at your door,” went the Pashtun saying, meaning a man’s honor grows with the ferocity of his enemies.

Afghans in the area referred to Jim’s team as “the bearded ones”—a meaningful name, as many Muslims consider wearing beards a religious obligation—and called him “Commander Jim.” Years later, after the Army transferred Jim to Iraq, the Afghans still remembered him.

In the sterile Fort Bragg conference room, Jim recalled the night that one of his sergeants swept an infant out of harm’s way during an intense, thirty-second firefight inside a pitch-dark Afghan compound. He felt the exquisite burden and pride of having led men in combat, and wondered if he would ever lead again. And deep down, as he awaited his audience with the commander, he felt just a bit like an imposter. Because he knew his superiors had no idea who he really was. Because screaming in his mind was a demon that never left him: a desire to fight—not for his country, nor for a cause, nor even for his men, but for the pure sake of it. In Iraq, he’d been in combat so intense, so long, that he’d lost himself in it. Images flashed through his head of a Sunni fighter darting through a palm grove, and a military convoy on a deserted, sun-bathed road.

11 December 2006. Silver Star. Major James K. Gant distinguished himself by exceptional gallantry in combat actions against a determined and aggressive enemy of the United States. . . . MAJ Gant’s masterful leadership and selfless courage under fire directly resulted in saving the lives of his men, a countless number of National Police QRF personnel and four Iraqi civilians, as well as 12 confirmed enemy kills and a much higher number of estimated enemy killed and wounded.

Just as sectarian bloodletting between Sunni and Shiite Muslims was pushing Iraq to the brink of civil war in the summer of 2006, Jim took over a nine-man U.S. military team advising an Iraqi National Police Quick Reaction Force (QRF) battalion. Attacks on U.S. forces by both Sunni insurgents and Shiite militias were escalating, and American casualties in Iraq were at an all-time high. In late November 2006, the vehicle Jim was riding in was hit by a massive improvised explosive device (IED) and caught on fire, trapping Jim inside. His Iraqi comrades pulled him out. Days later, after a brief hospital stay, Jim returned to the scene of the roadside attack. Using a loudspeaker, he taunted the local Sunni insurgents in an effort to draw them out. They took the bait. Soon afterward, on December 11, they struck again with full force.

Jim and his U.S. team plus 190 Iraqi police commandos in twenty-three vehicles were headed south from the town of Balad toward Baghdad through an area where insurgents had complete freedom of maneuver. What unfolded was a running gun battle stretched over five miles that required Jim and the patrol to push through three separate kill zones, all the while evacuating severely wounded commandos.

After the battle, the Iraqi police slaughtered a goat—swiftly slitting its throat in accordance with Islamic law—and covered Jim and his team with bloody crimson handprints to celebrate victory.

It was almost as good as Konar.

 

NOW SITTING IN FORT Bragg, Jim remembered that the Silver Star battle had been three years earlier . . . a lifetime. He knew why he’d been summoned. His career hung in the balance.

Only days earlier, on October 26, 2009, Jim had rocked the U.S. military establishment by publishing a treatise on why it was destined to lose the war in Afghanistan. In the online paper “One Tribe at a Time,” posted on a website popular in military circles, Jim exposed a gaping hole in U.S. strategy: the failure to systematically engage Afghanistan’s powerful Pashtun tribes. The Pashtuns make up 40 percent of the population—including the majority of the Taliban insurgents—and occupy the volatile east and south. Jim argued that as the tribes go, so goes the rest of the nation. With the Pashtuns behind you, Afghanistan was won.

By the time Adm. Olson called Jim in, the paper had gone viral at the Pentagon, in the White House, and on Capitol Hill. Then it landed in the New York Times.

“The United States has killed tens of thousands of ‘insurgents’ in Afghanistan, but we are no closer to victory today than we were in 2002,” Jim wrote.

Would the military establishment tolerate the criticism? Jim didn’t care anymore. He had watched too many men die; he couldn’t continue to keep quiet. Laying out his on-the-ground experience in black and white was the only honorable thing to do.

 

SIX HUNDRED MILES AWAY, Adm. Olson strode into a secure conference room at his MacDill Air Force Base headquarters in Tampa, Florida. Olson wore a crisply pressed uniform but chose not to flaunt the medals he’d earned as the highest-ranking Navy SEAL in U.S. history. Olson was the first SEAL to pin on four stars, and the first to head U.S. Special Operations Command (SOCOM). A meticulous man of few words, Olson studied the disheveled Army major on the screen in front of him. Jim chose to sit in a relaxed posture, seemingly unconcerned that Olson stratospherically outranked him.

As the debate over Afghan war strategy raged in Washington during the first year of the Obama administration, Olson had quietly staked out a position that was at odds with much of the top military brass commanding the war. The think-tankers lobbied for sending in as many as eighty thousand more conventional ground troops to wage a full-blown campaign of counterinsurgency (COIN) and nation building. In contrast, Olson’s thinking was more closely aligned with that of advocates in the White House—led by Vice President Joseph Biden—who argued for a minimalist counterterrorism (CT) approach. It was a strategy with a lighter footprint that relied more heavily on the small teams of Special Operations Forces under Olson’s command. Ironically, the COIN/CT debate was the perfect storm for Jim. Both sides could embrace his plan as buttressing their opposing strategies. But Jim didn’t care about the debate. He just wanted to give Afghanistan back to the tribes, without shock and awe, corrupt governments, or boots kicking in doors in the middle of the night.

Afghanistan has long resisted having large numbers of foreign troops on its soil, from Alexander the Great’s Macedonian army to the U.S.S.R., Olson observed. Testifying before a House subcommittee in June 2009, Olson even used a term many U.S. commanders shunned as the “o-word,” noting that the Afghans perceived the U.S. presence as an occupation. Olson was also convinced that the U.S. military’s understanding of Afghan culture—particularly the valley-by-valley, village-by-village distinctions that define Afghanistan’s highly decentralized society—was woefully inadequate. “It’s simply their culture to resist outsiders. . . . Afghanistan will require as small a footprint as we can get away with,” he contended.

“We have to get beyond generalizations in Afghanistan into true, deep knowledge of tribal relationships, family histories, the nuances of the terrain and the weather and how that affects how business is done,” Olson told the House panel. Only through such a robust understanding, he asserted, could the United States hope, over a long period of time, to convince the Afghans to side with us.

Olson dubbed this initiative to foster cultural knowledge within the U.S. military “Project Lawrence,” a reference to the World War I British archeologist and military intelligence officer Maj. T. E. Lawrence. Lawrence “went native” and helped lead the 1916–18 Arab revolt against the declining Ottoman Empire, which had been weakened by a revolutionary movement of Young Turks and lost much of its territory in Europe and North Africa. The United States needs “Lawrence of Pakistan, Lawrence of Afghanistan, Lawrence of Colombia, Lawrence of . . . wherever it is,” he said.

Olson naturally sought to nurture these advanced cultural skills inside the organization where they were already most concentrated, his Special Operations Command, and in particular within the Green Beret community, the segment of the Army that specializes in working with indigenous peoples. So when Jim’s forty-five-page “One Tribe at a Time” landed on Olson’s Tampa desk, laying out a strategy for sending small, handpicked teams of Green Berets to empower and leverage Afghanistan’s Pashtun tribes, Olson was intrigued.

The man who first brought Jim’s paper to Olson’s attention was the admiral’s senior enlisted advisor, Command Sgt. Maj. Thomas Smith, a thirty-one-year veteran of Special Forces. Smith had found the paper fascinating and true to the Green Beret mission he’d long believed in. “Sir, this is exactly what we need to be doing,” Smith told Olson. “We need this going on everywhere in Afghanistan, from tribe to tribe.”

In the hours prior to the November 2 teleconference, Olson pored over Jim’s military record while tasking Smith to call around and check out his bona fides. Olson had tasted his share of combat. In 1993, before he was named head of SEAL Team Six, the team that would be tasked with killing Osama bin Laden, Olson was assigned to the headquarters of a task force in Mogadishu, Somalia. There, on the video screens of an operations center, Olson watched as a mission that was supposed to last an hour turned into a bloody street fight after two U.S. Army Black Hawk helicopters were shot down. Olson volunteered to be a leader of the rescue force. He put on his body armor, grabbed his M4 carbine, borrowed some night vision goggles, and joined what turned out to be an all-night mission into the zone of the city where the Black Hawk helicopters were surrounded by Somali militia fighters. After the rescue force loaded the dead and wounded onto vehicles and daylight broke, Olson helped lead the battered patrol back through a daunting gauntlet of heavy fire known as the Mogadishu Mile. He was awarded the Silver Star. Because of his experiences there and in other places, Olson wanted to hear from men who had fought with Jim.

Olson then spoke with his next-door neighbor in Tampa, Gen. David Petraeus, who was in charge of all U.S. military forces in the Middle East and Central Asia as the head of U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM). Petraeus would later lead all U.S. and other foreign troops in Afghanistan, and afterward direct the Central Intelligence Agency.

Petraeus, too, had read “One Tribe at a Time” and was so impressed that he forwarded the paper to Gen. Stanley McChrystal, then the NATO commander in Afghanistan, telling him that it should be required reading for all his subordinates. Petraeus remembered Jim from when they both had served in Iraq in 2007. Petraeus had singled Jim out there for his bravery in combat with the Iraqi police he advised. Although Petraeus’s perspective differed from Olson’s—Petraeus crafted the counterinsurgency doctrine and was its biggest evangelist—he agreed that the ability of officers such as Jim to mobilize indigenous forces was going to be critical to any winning strategy in Afghanistan.

Smith made a preliminary introduction via teleconference. The admiral remained silent.

Jim did what came naturally to an aggressive officer—one known to always carry triple the required ammunition for missions—and seized the initiative.

“Hey, sir, I appreciate you taking time to talk with me. The bottom line is: I will go anyplace and do anything you ask me to.”

Olson had his Lawrence.

“Assemble your team. Send me the names of the men you want. Send me your training plan. The time you need to prepare is not important.” Olson paused. There’s an old Taliban saying: you’ve got the watches, but we’ve got the time. “What is important is that when you get on the ground, you do not fail.”





CHAPTER 3

ON NOVEMBER 29, 2009, three weeks after Jim got his “Lawrence of Afghanistan” mission, President Barack Obama summoned his top advisors to the Oval Office to give them their marching orders on the war. The meeting came after a protracted debate within the administration over Afghanistan strategy that summer and fall, as advisors grappled with how to fulfill the president’s difficult-to-deliver campaign promises on what pundits had labeled “Obama’s War.”

Leading up to the Oval Office meeting, Obama and his advisors couldn’t help but be mindful of historical parallels to another conflict: Vietnam.

Forty years earlier, in March 1969, President Richard Nixon had escalated the Vietnam War by authorizing B-52 Stratofortress sorties armed with thousands of tons of ordnance to carpet-bomb Cambodia. The secret bombing campaign later revealed as Operation Menu, which included missions lightheartedly code-named Breakfast, Lunch, and Dinner, was part of Nixon’s covert war in “neutral” Cambodia. It targeted North Vietnamese army and Viet Cong guerrilla bases and sanctuaries in Cambodia and aimed to make good Nixon’s 1968 campaign pledge to “have an honorable end to the war in Vietnam.”

Like Obama, Nixon had inherited a war from a previous administration. The outgoing president, Lyndon Johnson, had not sought nor would have accepted the nomination for another four-year term, primarily because he and the best and the brightest of his advisors could not envision a way to deliver an honorable peace in Vietnam. To attain peace in 1969 would have required U.S. capitulation to communist North Vietnam and its Ho Chi Minh–inspired Viet Cong insurgency in the South. Whichever way you looked at it, Vietnam would be a definite mark in the loss column for the United States’ war record. At the same time, an occupying superpower propping up the repressive government of South Vietnam was the furthest thing from honorable. Concealing disgrace by wrapping it in the ancient warrior code was good rhetoric, but in 1969 the only conceivable honor would come from turning the war around and doing what two previous presidents couldn’t do: beat the insurgency.

The Nixon administration initially planned to accelerate a program that secretary of defense Melvin Laird called “Vietnamization.” During preparations for Nixon’s promised withdrawal, American soldiers would arm and train the South Vietnamese with the goal of eventually turning over the war effort to them. The security of South Vietnam would become the responsibility of loyalists of the U.S.-backed president Nguyen Van Thieu, a former general of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN). If it could extract itself before the country fell, the United States would be spared “defeat.”

But with increasing aggression from the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese army, the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN), just after Nixon’s inauguration, the president felt compelled to respond. He had two unappealing choices. On February 9, 1969, the U.S. commander in Vietnam, Gen. Creighton W. Abrams, submitted a proposal to the White House. Why not bomb Viet Cong and PAVN outposts based across the border in neighboring Cambodia and signal to the enemy that the new guy was just not going to roll over and retreat? Less than two months into his term, Nixon had to decide whether to back his general and intensify bombing in Cambodia, thus expanding the battlespace for a war he’d vowed to quit, or stay the course and prepare for withdrawal while pursuing a truce. For a man who had once lost his composure after being beaten in an election and let loose with “You won’t have Nixon to kick around anymore,” the choice he made was perfectly in character.

Nixon secretly escalated the war and signed off on Operation Menu. The epic domestic and international debacle scarred the nation and cost thousands of Cambodian and Vietnamese lives in the process. By 1975, the United States had not only left Vietnam in dishonor but so destabilized Southeast Asia with its opening of the second front that Cambodia eventually fell to genocidal repressions of a communist North Vietnam offshoot, Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge. A war fought in the name of halting the domino theory, which holds that if one nation falls to communism, its neighbors will soon follow, ended up causing the very thing it was meant to deter—the expansion of communism.

Running for president in 2008, the forty-seven-year-old Obama, then a senator, knew the dark history of the Vietnam War. How could he not, running against “Hanoi Hilton” POW John McCain? McCain continually challenged Obama’s determination on the wars, contrasting what he cast as his opponent’s lack of commitment with his own pledge to stay the course and back U.S. troops. “We are going to win in Iraq and win in Afghanistan, and our troops will come home with victory and honor,” McCain said in a November 3, 2008, election eve speech in Miami, Florida.

Facing the prospect of inheriting not one but two insurgency wars, Obama asserted during the 2008 presidential campaign that he would not make the mistakes previous wartime presidents ( Johnson, Nixon, and George W. Bush) had made. Obama pledged that, as president, he’d shut down Bush’s war in Iraq within sixteen months. Instead, Obama said, he would turn the nation’s focus with renewed vigor back on the United States’ primary foes—Osama bin Laden, Al Qaeda, the Taliban, and any nation or people that harbored terrorists. He’d put a full-court press on Afghanistan, kill bin Laden, and bring American soldiers back home as soon as he possibly could. That would be peace with honor.

“We will bring this war [in Iraq] to an end. We will focus our attention on Afghanistan,” Obama repeated at one campaign stop after another.

But like Richard Nixon in 1969, the newly elected president now had to deliver on his rhetoric. The Bush administration had never come up with a clear strategy for Afghanistan. The rapid overthrow of the Taliban just months after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks and the influx of Afghan expatriates returning home gave rise to optimism. A handpicked, westernized Pashtun politician named Hamid Karzai was chosen as Afghanistan’s interim president by a loya jirga, or assembly of delegates, in 2002. But soon complacency over a seeming victory led to the bungling of the war effort’s critical last phase—stabilizing a new legitimate power and getting out. In the months and years to come, as the White House shifted its attention and resources to Iraq, stability operations in Afghanistan would be badly neglected.

In March 2003, Bush ordered the U.S. military invasion of Iraq and the toppling of dictator Saddam Hussein. Despite Bush’s May Day 2003 “mission accomplished” speech, the administration again demonstrated the lack of a realistic plan for stabilizing the country. Instead, borrowing from the post–World War II model, the administration put in place an autocratic chief executive to oversee the occupation of Iraq until popular elections could be held. Bush chose a former assistant to Henry Kissinger at the State Department during the Nixon and Ford administrations, Paul “Jerry” Bremer, as head of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA)—essentially making him the governor of Iraq.

Bremer’s disastrous edicts—to disband Iraq’s military and forbid any former member of Hussein’s Ba’ath Party to hold a public sector job—helped ignite another insurgency. Pentagon minds grappled with ideas for stanching the post-Saddam bloodshed to little avail. At last, after the carnage of four years of insurgency and sectarian strife, they turned to Petraeus, putting in charge a creative general with a bold strategy to turn things around.

As all major U.S. military resources flowed to Iraq, Afghanistan’s Taliban had steadily resurged and Osama bin Laden remained at large. In a sobering report delivered to the White House in August 2009, the senior commander in Afghanistan, Gen. McChrystal, warned Obama that the military coalition had fought to a stalemate. The Taliban was seizing new territory. After exhaustive analysis and debate about the controversial report—inside and outside the government—Obama in November prepared for the Oval Office meeting with his top advisors.

Like Nixon in 1969, Obama faced a decision whether or not to escalate the war. He could dispatch tens of thousands more troops in a full-blown counterinsurgency campaign to try to defeat the Taliban, or he could wage a far more narrow counterterrorism strategy targeting Al Qaeda that relied heavily on aerial drone strikes with only small numbers of American boots on the ground. The first option risked entanglement in a protracted, labor-intensive, costly war that the American public was unlikely to stomach. The second raised the chances that Afghanistan would revert to civil war and suffer a Taliban comeback. Obama’s advisors were deeply divided between the two camps of counterinsurgency and counterterrorism.

Military commanders were pressing for a troop buildup in Afghanistan. Without significantly more troops, the campaign would “likely result in failure,” said McChrystal’s sixty-six-page report, which was leaked to the Washington Post in late September.

McChrystal and other top military advisors—chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Adm. Michael Mullen, Defense Secretary Robert Gates, and Central Command chief Petraeus—lobbied for sending forty thousand fresh U.S. troops to the country for a robust counterinsurgency campaign. More troops were vital to bring enduring security and governance to the Afghan people and flush out the Taliban, they argued. The greatest challenge would be shoring up the government given serious doubts about the leadership of President Karzai. Karzai’s administration had been accused of fraud in the 2009 presidential elections, and his family had been implicated in major corruption scandals as well as in Afghanistan’s vast opium trade.

Another camp of Obama advisors, led by Vice President Joseph Biden, argued strenuously against a big troop influx. Instead, Biden called for focusing on targeted counterterrorism operations to degrade leaders of the Taliban and Al Qaeda along the Afghanistan-Pakistan border and elsewhere. Meanwhile, the strategy would boost training of Afghan security forces and reconciliation efforts to persuade Taliban fighters to give up their arms. Biden argued that the U.S. public lacked the political will for a drawn-out escalation of the Afghanistan war; instead, in a process similar to “Vietnamization,” the Afghans would take over.

Both strategies had serious drawbacks. Obama knew that the public’s patience with the war was wearing thin. Recent polls showed that most Americans had concluded that the war was not even worth fighting. And the public was solidly against sending any more troops to the landlocked country where U.S. forces had been fighting for more than eight years. Such sentiments were overwhelming within the president’s Democratic Party, with seven in ten Democrats saying the war was not worth the cost, and fewer than one in five supporting a troop increase.

The cost of the war was another huge factor on the president’s mind. With the country still emerging from the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression, the price tag of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan was $1 trillion and counting. One report projected that another ten years in Afghanistan would double that cost. Obama wanted to engage in nation building in the United States, not in an impoverished Central Asian country whose economy was dominated by the opium poppy.

Instead of focusing on what the options lacked, Obama worked the problem pragmatically. If he did not commit to a troop surge, a promise he had made during his campaign and one he was reluctant to abandon, military hawks would accuse him of not giving them the opportunity to win the war. Petraeus had had great success with his COIN program in Iraq. To refuse to give the military the chance to apply the same principles in Afghanistan would deny the United States the chance to exit the war with honor. But Obama decided it would be a mistake to give the generals the expectation that he would be open to additional future troop commitments, concerned they would ask for more forces year after year, and Afghanistan would turn into as much of a quagmire as Vietnam. What Obama wanted was to give the military enough support to deal a fatal blow to the Taliban and get Afghanistan back on track, but no more.

It was a mild Washington Sunday, late in the afternoon, when Obama called the small circle of defense advisors into the Oval Office to tell them what he had decided. Present were Biden, National Security Advisor Jim Jones, Gates, Mullen, Petraeus, and a handful of others. The time for debate, he had made it clear, was over. He was essentially issuing an order.

The core goal of the strategy, Obama told them, was still to defeat Al Qaeda and deny the terrorist organization a safe haven in Afghanistan and Pakistan. But, he explained, the means to accomplish that goal in Afghanistan would be neither a full-fledged COIN strategy nor a light-footprint CT approach. It would be a combination of both, a surge of thirty thousand troops coupled with intensified, targeted raids. The intention was to weaken the Taliban and reduce its territory to the point where Afghan security forces could take over.

Then came the catch that surprised them all: they had eighteen months.

Obama told his advisors that the surge troops would flow in as rapidly as possible but would begin coming home in July 2011. This would not be an open-ended war, Obama stressed. There would be no blank check. Obama turned to Gates, Mullen, and Petraeus and asked them if they agreed with his plan. All voiced their support.

But the July 2011 deadline was troubling, particularly for Petraeus and many U.S. military commanders on the ground. The timeline was unreasonably short to anyone familiar with the history of counterinsurgencies, which historically had lasted on average more than a decade. Once Obama’s clock became public knowledge, it would be hugely discouraging to Afghans who had sided with the U.S. military—and emboldening to the enemy.

During the meeting with the president, Petraeus mentally calculated how difficult it would be to make adequate headway by the time eighteen months rolled around. “I was concerned,” he said later. “It was not about making progress faster; rather it was about making progress, period. The Taliban was very much on the march in 2008, 2009, and 2010, and we needed to halt their momentum.” Key to doing that, Petraeus knew, would be to recruit a local Afghan security force. He thought of the plan outlined in Jim’s paper “One Tribe at a Time.” Small teams of Special Forces soldiers would eat, sleep, and live with tribesmen while training them and empowering them to defend their homes. In that way, the teams together with the tribes could cover large parts of rural Afghanistan and rapidly accelerate the traditional COIN timeline. It was all about relationships. If highly trained American soldiers could forge bonds of trust with the tribes, they could help the tribes regain control over their territory and push out the Taliban.

“It was hugely important . . . at a time when I was looking for ideas on Afghanistan,” Petraeus recalled later. Others within the military had discussed the concept of grassroots security in Afghanistan, but Jim “was the first to write it down, in a very coherent fashion, very readable, very encouraging frankly . . . and there is enormous power in that,” he said. Petraeus, McChrystal, and others made the paper a strategic catalyst for a bottom-up approach to security, according to several officers involved, using it to lay the groundwork as they began to formulate a plan for raising local forces nationwide.

Village by village and tribe by tribe, success could buy more time. Petraeus had pushed a grassroots security plan in Iraq that helped turn the tide of that war—and he intended to do the same thing in Afghanistan. The president wouldn’t pull the plug on a winner—especially when the footprint and cost were so small and the payoff so large.





CHAPTER 4

“BREAK LEFT,” PETRAEUS ORDERED through a headset to the Black Hawk helicopter pilot.

“Hold on, Ann!” the wiry four-star general said, turning to me. I braced my feet against the floor and tugged on the shoulder belts strapping me into the seat beside him.

The chopper banked steeply, then leveled out and skimmed low over the rectangular tan rooftops and palm trees of downtown Baghdad. It was near dusk, and the war-torn city of seven million people, the second largest in the Arab world, sprawled out flat and bronze beneath us as far as the eye could see in the desert haze.

It was April 2007, just three months into the Bush administration’s surge of more than 20,000 U.S. troops to bolster the 140,000 already in Iraq. Suicide bomb explosions and gunfire rocked Baghdad daily. I had been reporting on the war since the first day, embedded with the Army’s 3rd Infantry Division as it spearheaded the invasion to topple Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein, and this was the worst I’d seen it.

I’d flown into the Iraqi capital a few days earlier on a sleek C-17 Globemaster with Defense Secretary Robert Gates, covering his latest swing through the Middle East in my role as Pentagon correspondent for the Washington Post. In Baghdad, Gates was pressing Iraq’s leaders to push through political compromises between rival Shiite, Sunni, and Kurdish factions. I was relieved to escape the security bubble that isolated Gates and his official entourage, which whisked reporters from five-star hotels to high-level meetings with just enough time in between to spoon-feed us a few quotes at the airport VIP lounge. Occasionally we were invited to have drinks with Gates at a hotel bar—off the record. He would roll up his shirtsleeves and regale us with stories of Cold War intrigue, giving a personal glimpse of the man behind the Pentagon briefing room podium. But the former CIA chief always played his cards close to his vest. The traveling press cocktail circuit was never my idea of reporting. Now I was headed back into the streets of Baghdad with ground troops, where I felt most comfortable. First, though, I would get Petraeus’s view from three hundred feet.

I watched Petraeus gaze out the window onto the city, a maelstrom of violence and sectarian killing that he, as the new top U.S. commander in Iraq, had the mission of quelling. His angular face was taut. Five full U.S. combat brigades were flowing into Iraq, most of them bound for Baghdad. Thousands of troops were fanning out into dozens of tiny outposts in neighborhoods across the city in an effort to increase security for the Iraqi population—a key tenet of Petraeus’s counterinsurgency plan.

Petraeus was largely responsible for the Army’s new COIN doctrine, Field Manual 3-24, published in December 2006. He was involved at every stage from conceptualizing the strategy, to deciding on key content, to personally editing several chapters dozens of times. A core part of the doctrine was what Petraeus referred to as “counterinsurgency math”—namely, that victory against an insurgency required approximately one security force member for every forty to fifty people in the country. His Iraq strategy aimed to put enough U.S. troops into position in neighborhoods to protect Iraqi civilians and also strengthen the capabilities of Iraqi security forces and local governments. That, in turn, was intended to enable ordinary Iraqis to feel safe enough to provide intelligence on insurgents, or stand up to the enemy themselves.

That evening, Petraeus wanted to convince me that his plan was beginning to work—just in time for me to write a front-page story for the Sunday edition of the Washington Post.

It was part of Petraeus’s pragmatic public agenda: speeding up the Baghdad clock by intensifying military operations on the ground, while slowing down the political clock in Washington by demonstrating enough progress to buy more time to try to win the war. It was essentially the same tactic he would later use in Afghanistan.

Petraeus was a master with the media, unlike many others who seemed intimidated by reporters. No other general officer I knew moved so fluidly from on the record to deep background to off the record—sometimes in a single sentence. One of his tactics—I learned the hard way—was to wax pedantic, eating up all of the reporter’s time. Late that afternoon, in a conference room on the grounds of one of Hussein’s old palaces, I had interviewed Petraeus for more than an hour on the fine points of his strategy. He answered my first question with a monologue that ran on for ten minutes. Finally I cut in and blurted out another question.

“Sir, I’ve got to interrupt you here—why have the Iraqi forces been so sluggish moving into Baghdad?”

One of Petraeus’s military aides, sitting at the table beside him, burst out laughing.

“We’re very glad you interrupted,” he said.

“Yeah,” Petraeus admitted with a grin. “I’m trying to run down the Washington Post clock!”

Still, I had to admire Petraeus’s encyclopedic grasp of detail about Iraq. Brilliant and ambitious, Petraeus was already gaining a reputation in military circles as one of the most talented American generals of his generation. What was unusual about Petraeus’s rise was that he was a true scholar—the kind normally shunned by the Army brass. A West Point graduate with a doctorate in international relations from Princeton, he had survived the Army’s anti-intellectual culture with the support of powerful mentors. Now Petraeus faced the toughest challenge of his career—putting his cerebral war strategy into action, with countless American and Iraqi lives at risk.

As the interview wrapped up, Petraeus unexpectedly turned to me.

“How would you like to go for a ride?” he said.

“Sure,” I answered, surprised.

“Let’s go,” he said. I followed him to the flight line, where his helicopter was waiting, the warm blast from its rotor blades whipping our clothes and hair.

We ducked and climbed through the open side door. Petraeus took a seat by the window, motioned to me to sit next to him, and handed me a headset with a pair of light green earphones and a microphone.

“You got me?” he asked through the mouthpiece, making sure I could hear him.

“Yep,” I said, and gave him a thumbs-up.

We lifted off, and Petraeus began a running commentary as he studied the neighborhoods below, looking for signs of normalcy.

After one turn, he caught sight of a patch of relative calm. “He’s actually watering the grass!” Petraeus said excitedly, peering down at a man tending a soccer field, with children playing nearby.

And so it went, all around the city. Telling the pilot to “break left” and “roll out,” he scrutinized the landscape for even tiny improvements—a pile of picked-up garbage, an Iraqi police car out on patrol, a short line at one gas station—as if gathering mental ammunition that would help him deal with the next wave of carnage in Baghdad. An amusement park, its rides lit up, merited a full circle.

“We have certainly pulled neighborhoods back from the brink,” Petraeus said.

But seconds later, the aircraft pivoted again, exposing boarded-up shops on a deserted, trash-strewn street. A bit farther, along the Tigris River, a hulking pile of twisted steel came into view—the remains of the Sarafiya Bridge, blown up ten days before our helicopter ride amid a series of spectacular and deadly suicide bombings.

“That’s a setback,” Petraeus said, his voice lower. “That breaks your heart.”

Petraeus was right to point out that not all of Baghdad was a blazing inferno of bomb blasts, as shown on the nightly news. Overall, though, I knew from statistics that violence was spiking upward. Attacks were on the rise, including an upsurge in especially lethal bombings that were killing scores in Baghdad markets, bus stations, and mosques.

The massive bombings were so bad that Petraeus had ordered huge concrete walls built around neighborhoods—euphemistically calling them “gated communities”—to try to control population access and keep out car and truck bombs.

We flew over a west Baghdad district, and Petraeus pointed out a towering wall going up around it. “That’s part of the ‘concrete caterpillar,’ ” he told me.

U.S. troop casualties were also trending higher as American soldiers moved deeper into the city and insurgents assaulted their small outposts. Deaths among Iraqi forces were on the rise, too. While it was expected that such a large influx of forces into the war zone would initially bring more fighting and deaths—an argument I’d heard advanced again and again by U.S. commanders—at some point there had to be a turnaround and the killing had to subside. When would that happen? Petraeus wasn’t sure.

“On a bad day, I actually fly Baghdad just to reassure myself that life still goes on,” he told me, leaning back and propping his legs on the seat in front of him.

As darkness fell and some lights in the city came on, we passed over Baghdad’s southern flank, where Petraeus had led the legendary “Screaming Eagles” of the 101st Airborne Division in the invasion of Iraq in 2003. After that, he served another full tour as the general in charge of training Iraqi forces. As he looked out the window, he said that he felt a personal sense of obligation to help the Iraqi people, because “General Colin Powell was right, it is Pottery Barn rules—if you break it, you own it.”

But he told me that when he returned to Iraq this time, in February 2007, he was shocked at how far security had deteriorated. “The whole society is more fearful, more suspicious, more worried”—and more difficult to help, he admitted.

“I wouldn’t be honest if I didn’t say that this has an effect on all of us,” he said. “And so every now and then we just get on the helicopter. . . . You go see some projects that you know have been built. . . . You see some police stations and you see people just sort of driving on, people getting on with their lives, and it sort of reassures you: ‘Hey, these people are survivors.’ ”

 

A FEW DAYS LATER, I made my way with a foot patrol of 82nd Airborne Division paratroopers into Baghdad’s Sadriya market and came face-to-face with some of those Iraqi survivors Petraeus spoke of.

As random gunshots rang out in the distance, I followed the soldiers down narrow streets jammed with shops and pedestrians in eastern Baghdad’s Rusafa district. Rusafa was a center of markets frequented by Shiite residents and workers, and so was often targeted in car bombings by Sunni extremist groups.

The latest bombing, on April 18, had killed more than a hundred people at a bus depot beside Sadriya market as workers were crowding into vans and buses at the end of the day. Charred carcasses of vehicles were strewn at the blast site. I picked my way through the debris and met Sabah Abd, a thirty-three-year-old Iraqi man. Abd owned a fruit stand piled high with oranges just a few feet from one of Petraeus’s concrete barriers that divided Sadriya market from the bus depot. I introduced myself in Arabic as an American reporter and asked a few simple questions.

Abd told me that when the bomb went off, it threw him to the ground, splattered with blood.

“The whole world shook,” he told me.

But three days later Abd was back at his stand. “My wife said, ‘If you go there, I will divorce you.’ But what can I do? There is no work outside,” he told me.

The American patrol advanced and met a group of Iraqi police who were moving through the neighborhood collecting scores of disfigured bodies to take to the morgue. I realized that despite the horrific scene, at least one thing was going right—U.S. troops were maintaining a close, relatively constant presence in the area. Shopkeepers knew the soldiers and were greeting them and inviting them to tea. As Petraeus dispatched troops to neighborhood outposts, American forces were learning more about the needs and concerns of Iraqi civilians and responding to them.

For too long I had watched the military move in the opposite direction. Since the 2003 invasion, I had traveled extensively across Iraq on multiple reporting trips and spent the better part of a year in the country. I had been shot at, rocketed, and mortared, and vehicles I was riding in had been hit by roadside bombs. I had patrolled in areas so dangerous that walking down the street was impossible—we had to use alleys and move directly from one house to another by climbing over their courtyard walls. In other areas, we had to run on patrol, darting across intersections in a crouch.

As the violence intensified in 2004, I observed U.S. troops progressively withdraw into large, garrison-like encampments. From there, they waged highly conventional, large-scale sweeps into Iraqi cities—kicking in doors, conducting searches, detaining young men, demanding information—and then leaving as quickly as they arrived. The “clearing operations” alienated and angered Iraqi civilians. No effective Iraqi forces filled the void left by the U.S. troops, and as a result, insurgents quickly resurfaced and terrorized any civilians who had cooperated with the Americans. So the vicious cycle repeated itself. Some insurgent-held towns had been “cleared” by different U.S. military units half a dozen times in just three or four years.

As U.S. military units fortified their bases, welded extra steel onto their vehicles, and added more Kevlar to their body armor, they were so distanced from ordinary Iraqis that it began to impact my ability to cover the war. On one trip to the insurgent-held town of Baqubah in eastern Diayala Province, the patrols I went out on kept hitting roadside bombs every day, forcing us to return to base. On another trip, I went north to Mosul, the second-largest city in Iraq with two million people, and discovered that the Army brigade stationed there had suspended patrols inside the town. I avoided asking units to depart from their missions to take me places—not wanting to be responsible for anyone getting hurt or killed—but this was an extreme case. So I convinced a military police element that was passing through Mosul to let me ride with them and make a few stops so I could interview Iraqi residents.

Against this backdrop, I arrived in late 2005 in Tal Afar, a northern Iraqi town of three hundred thousand people near the Syrian border, and was encouraged to find a much different military mind-set. Just a few months earlier, Tal Afar had been in the throes of sectarian fighting with a dug-in Sunni insurgency. Col. H. R. McMaster, a bold and ingenious commander, had systematically cleared the town and then moved his cavalry troops to live deep inside the neighborhoods among the people, greatly reducing violence. McMaster was no stranger to combat. He had earned a Silver Star in 1991 as a commander in a decisive Gulf War tank battle. In April 2005, I was riding in his Humvee south of Baghdad in an area known as the Triangle of Death when McMaster led our fight out of an ambush that killed the first soldier he lost from his regiment. What made the difference in Tal Afar, though, was McMaster’s ability to outwit the enemy psychologically and politically.

Later in 2006, I watched as Col. Sean McFarland adopted Petraeus’s counterinsurgency approach against a formidable insurgency in the town of Ramadi in the Sunni stronghold of Anbar Province. Anbar was the main base of the extremist Sunni insurgent group Al Qaeda in Iraq, and Ramadi was the most violent place I’d ever set foot in. You could count on coming under attack within about twenty-five minutes of leaving any U.S. base in that town. But McFarland and others pushed a plan to recruit local Sunni tribes to turn against the insurgents and join the local security forces in what became known as the “Anbar Awakening.”

A short distance from Ramadi, I covered the work of a Special Forces team that was also effectively engaging local Sunni tribes around the Anbar town of Hit, where the population had earlier been completely
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