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      PART ONE
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      THE OLD WAR ENDS

      
      
      
      
      
      1.

      
      THINGS FALL APART

      
      
      (Fall 2005)

      
      The first misbegotten phase of the American war in Iraq effectively came to an end on Saturday, November 19, 2005. “It was
         a mediocre morning” in the upper Euphrates River Valley town of Haditha, 150 miles northwest of Baghdad, Marine Lance Cpl.
         Justin Sharratt would later recall. “It wasn’t too busy, and it wasn’t suspiciously quiet.”
      

      
      Then, at about 7:15, near the corner of what they called Routes Chestnut and Viper, Sharratt’s squad was hit by a roadside
         bomb. The Marines of 1st Squad, 3rd Platoon, Kilo Company, 3rd Battalion, 1st Marine Regiment, would do many things that long
         day in response to the bombing, and they later would offer much conflicting testimony about their actions. But one thing they
         clearly did not do was protect Iraqi civilians—and that is why the Marine killings at Haditha are key to understanding the
         failure of the first years of the American war in Iraq, and why it became imperative to revamp U.S. strategy, beginning by
         revisiting many of the basic assumptions of what the Americans were trying to achieve there and how.
      

      
      As the smoke and dust cleared from the explosion, the squad realized that one of their members, Cpl. Miguel Terrazas, a well‐liked
         twenty‐year‐old from El Paso, Texas, was dead. He was literally blown apart—his torso strewn on the dusty ground while his
         legs remained in the vehicle. Two other Marines were wounded.
      

      
      
      A white Opel sedan rolled toward the chaotic scene. The Marines signaled it to halt. When it did, five young Iraqi men got
         out of the car. “They didn’t even try to run away,” Sgt. Asad Amer Mashoot, an Iraqi soldier, later told officials from the
         Naval Criminal Investigative Service. Some had their hands in the air when Staff Sgt. Frank Wuterich began to shoot them,
         one Marine and two Iraqi soldiers told investigators. Sgt. Sanic Dela Cruz then urinated on the head of one of the slaughtered
         men. Wuterich later would tell investigators that he considered them to be a threat.
      

      
      The Marines began moving toward the houses along the road, “running and gunning” in Marine parlance, conducting what they
         would later describe as a methodical if violent sweep for insurgents. Their actions looked different from the other end of
         their weapons. In the second house the Marines entered, Safah Yunis Salem, thirteen years old, said she played dead to avoid
         being shot. She was the sole survivor in the house, with seven family members killed, including Zainab, five, and Aisha, three.
         “He fired and killed everybody,” she told American investigators. “The American fired and killed everybody.”
      

      
      Lance Cpl. Stephen Tatum later said in a statement to military investigators that he knew he was shooting children. “While
         in the house which I identified as House #2, I did identify some targets as children before I fired my weapon killing them,”
         he explained. “My reason for this is that House #1 was declared hostile. While in house #1 I was told that someone ran to
         house #2 making it hostile.… While in house #2 SSGT [Staff Sgt.] WUTERICH fired shots into a room. This again made me think
         the house was hostile. I went to assist SSGT WUTERICH and saw that children were in the room kneeling down. I don’t remember
         the exact number but only that it was a lot. My training told me that they were hostile due to SSGT WUTERICH firing at them
         and the other events I mentioned leading up to this. I am trained to shoot two shots to the chest and two shots to the head
         and I followed my training.”
      

      
      One villager, Aws Fahmi, later said he watched and listened as the Americans went from house to house killing members of three
         families. He heard his neighbor across the street, Younis Salim Khafif, plead in English for the lives of his family. “I heard
         Younis speaking to the Americans, saying: ‘I am a friend. I am good,”’ Fahmi said. “But they killed him, and his wife and
         daughters.” An old man in a wheelchair was shot nine times. Another of the victims was a one‐year‐old baby.
      

      
      At 5 P.M., a call went out on a Marine radio: We need a truck to come pick up 24 bodies. Eight were deemed by the Marines to have been insurgents, including the five from the Opel. The remainder were
         clearly civilians.
      

      
      Other Marines arriving on the scene sensed something was wrong. “The only thing I thought was, ‘Hey, where are the bad guys?
         Why aren’t there any insurgents here?”’ Lt. William Kallop later testified.
      

      
      Lance Cpl. Andrew Wright, sent to the site to help collect the bodies, was moved to take out his digital camera and snap a
         series of photographs. “Even though there was no investigation at the time, I felt that the photographs would be evidence
         if anything came up in the future,” he later would explain to agents of the Naval Criminal Investigative Service. “In my opinion,
         the people that I photographed had been murdered.”
      

      
      Official Marine Corps statements presented a different image. The next day, Capt. Jeffrey S. Pool, a Marine spokesman in Iraq,
         said in a terse press release that 15 Iraqis were killed by a roadside bomb, and that “after the bombing, gunmen attacked
         the convoy with small‐arms fire. Iraqi army soldiers and Marines returned fire, killing eight insurgents and wounding another.”
         Almost all aspects of this statement were incorrect.
      

      
      The U.S. military justice system eventually would conduct a thorough review of the Haditha incident. Charges were dismissed
         against six of the Marines, and a seventh was acquitted. Wuterich still faces several charges, including voluntary manslaughter,
         and many of the Marines involved were found not guilty of wrongdoing. But there is no getting around the fact that 24 Iraqis
         were killed and that some of them were women and children. The only way to sidestep the question was to persuade one’s self,
         as Cpl. Sharratt did, that, “they were all insurgents”—including the women, children, and wheelchair‐bound old man. “Personally,
         I think I did everything perfectly that day,” he concluded. “Because of me, no one else died”—by which he meant only, no other
         Marines.
      

      
      What happened that day in Haditha was the disturbing but logical culmination of the shortsighted and misguided approach the
         U.S. military took in invading and occupying Iraq from 2003 through 2006: Protect yourself at all costs, focus on attacking
         the enemy, and treat the Iraqi civilians as the playing field on which the contest occurs. Kalev Sepp, a counterinsurgency
         expert who conducted an official study of the effectiveness of U.S. military battalion, brigade, and regimental commanders
         in Iraq at the time, reported that the Marines were “chasing the insurgents around the Euphrates Valley while leaving the
         population unguarded and exposed to insurgent terrorism and coercion.” This bankrupt approach was rooted in the dominant American military tradition that tends to view war only as battles between conventional forces
         of different states. The American tradition also tends to neglect the lesson, learned repeatedly in dozens of twentieth‐century
         wars, that the way to defeat an insurgency campaign is not to attack the enemy but instead to protect and win over the people.
         “The more we focus on the enemy, the harder it is to actually get anything done with the population,” noted Australian counterinsurgency
         theorist David Kilcullen, who would play a prominent role in fixing the way the American military fought in Iraq. The aim
         of a counterinsurgency campaign is to destroy the enemy—but often by isolating him and making him irrelevant rather than killing
         him. The best insurgent is not a dead one, who might leave behind a relative seeking vengeance, but one who is ignored by
         the population and perhaps is contemplating changing sides, bringing with him invaluable information.
      

      
      Lt. Col. Jeff Chessani, commander of the battalion to which Kilo Company belonged, said later in a sworn statement that despite
         the number of civilian casualties, he didn’t see that day in Haditha as particularly unusual and saw no reason to investigate
         what had happened. “I thought it was very sad, very unfortunate, but at the time, I did not suspect any wrongdoing from my
         Marines,” he said. Nor did he act on a request for an investigation made a week later by the mayor and town council of Haditha.
      

      
      His chain of command felt the same way. “There was nothing out of the ordinary about this, including the number of civilian
         dead,” Col. Stephen Davis, his immediate commander, would tell investigators.
      

      
      When the division commander, Maj. Gen. Richard Huck, was briefed by Chessani on the events of the day, Huck said later, “no
         bells and whistles went off.”
      

      
      The buck stopped with Army Lt. Gen. Peter Chiarelli, then newly arrived in Iraq as the commander of day‐to‐day U.S. military
         operations there. When he was told many weeks later that reporters were asking questions about what had happened in Haditha,
         he instructed his public affairs officer simply to brief them on the results of the military investigation. His mistake was
         to assume that there was such an inquiry. In fact, he was informed, there had been no such review of the killings. Chiarelli,
         who had been one of the most successful commanders in Iraq when he led the 1st Cavalry Division in Baghdad from early 2004
         to early 2005, was puzzled, then shocked at the lack of interest expressed by the Marine chain of command. He had been trying
         to reorient the U.S. military to think more about protecting the people but here found an entire chain of command that seemingly lacked any interest in such an approach.
         On February 12, 2006, he asked Huck, the division commander, about the incident. Huck later recalled telling him, “I did not
         think there was a reason to initiate an investigation.”
      

      
      Chiarelli disagreed. He mulled the situation and two days later called Huck. “You are not going to like this, but I am going
         to order an investigation,” the Army general told the Marine general. He assigned Army Maj. Gen. Eldon Bargewell, a much‐bloodied
         Vietnam veteran, to look into the matter. And when Bargewell’s report arrived, Chiarelli made it his top priority, clearing
         much of his calendar to spend most of two weeks studying the findings, the recommendations, and the appendices.
      

      
      Bargewell was appalled by what he had found. He reported that the killings had been carried out “indiscriminately.” Even more
         worrisome, he concluded that leaders in the Marine chain of command thought that was the right approach—despite having been
         told by Chiarelli that it wasn’t. “All levels of command tended to view civilian casualties, even in significant numbers,
         as routine,” Bargewell wrote in a report that was stamped secret/noforn and that has never been released.
      

      
      The comments made by senior Marines to investigators clearly irked Bargewell. In their view, he wrote, “Iraqi civilian lives
         are not as important as U.S. lives, their deaths are just the cost of doing business.” The general’s conclusions provide a
         kind of epitaph for the professionally ignorant and profoundly counterproductive approach that many American commanders took
         during the first three years of the war. Indeed, another year would pass before the U.S. military would take the first basic
         step in counterinsurgency and begin to implement a strategy founded on the concept that the civilian population isn’t the
         playing field but rather the prize, to be protected at almost all costs.
      

      
      Underscoring Bargewell’s findings, the Army Surgeon General’s office, in a survey of the mental health and ethical outlook
         of soldiers and Marines in Iraq conducted the following year, found that one‐third of its 1,767 respondents believed torture
         should be allowed if it helped gather important information about insurgents, and even more said they approved of such illegal
         abuse if they believed it would help save the life of a comrade. Also, about two‐thirds of Marines and half the Army troops
         surveyed said they would not report a team member for mistreating a civilian or for destroying civilian property unnecessarily.
         Ten percent said they personally had mistreated non‐combatants. “Less than half of soldiers and Marines believed that non‐combatants should be treated with dignity and respect,” the report stated.
      

      
      Some Marines, especially combat veterans of earlier wars, objected to criticism of American actions at Haditha, saying that
         the investigators didn’t understand the nature of combat. Yet Bargewell, who served as an enlisted soldier in Vietnam, in
         1971 had received the Distinguished Service Cross, the Army’s second‐highest medal, for actions in combat while a member of
         a long‐range reconnaissance unit operating behind enemy lines. He had also been wounded several times. Nor was he alone among
         military professionals in his view that something had gone very wrong that day in Haditha. Marine Col. John Ewers, taking
         a sworn statement from Chessani, the battalion commander, exclaimed in an aside, “God damn, 15 civilians dead, 23 or 24 total
         Iraqis dead—with no real indication of how it was that we arrived at the enemy KIA [killed in action] number.”
      

      
      “I was horrified by it,” said retired Gen. Jack Keane, who had been the number two officer in the Army during the invasion
         of Iraq and also was a veteran of two tours in Vietnam. “I sensed that something had really gone wrong—that amount of civilians
         killed by direct fire? I know from my experience that to kill that number of civilians directly, you had to be in the room,
         pointing at them. I sensed it was a breakdown in the chain of command.” His worries would intensify so much that they would
         propel him into a central role in the remaking of the war in the following years.
      

      
      
      
      LOST AND ADRIFT

      
      
      In 2005 the United States came close to losing the war in Iraq. Even now, the story of how the U.S. military reformation and
         counterattack came together is barely known. As the Washington Post’s military correspondent, I followed events as they occurred, day by day, but it was only when setting out to research and
         write this book that I delved deeper and found there was a hidden tale to this phase of the war. It begins with Keane, who
         in the following year would grow so deeply concerned by the direction of the Iraq war that he would set out to redesign its
         strategy, an unprecedented move for a retired officer. Despite having left active duty several years earlier, he worked behind
         the scenes with two former subordinates whom he trusted and admired, David Petraeus and Raymond Odierno, who partly through his efforts would become the two top U.S. commanders in Iraq.
      

      
      It would take nearly 12 more months, until late in 2006, for senior officials in the Bush administration and the U.S. military
         to recognize that the U.S. effort was heading for defeat. Then, almost at the last minute, and over the objections of nearly
         all relevant leaders of the U.S. military establishment, a few insiders, led by Keane, managed to persuade President Bush
         to adopt a new, more effective strategy built around protecting the Iraq people.
      

      
      The effect of that new approach, implemented in 2007 under Petraeus, the fourth U.S. commander in the war in Iraq, would be
         to reduce violence in Iraq and so revive American prospects in the war. That change likely will prolong it for at least another
         three years, and probably much longer. It is now quite possible that U.S. troops will still be involved in combat in Iraq
         in 2011, which would make the war there America’s longest overseas war, if the major U.S. combat involvement in Vietnam is
         deemed to have lasted from 1965 to 1973.
      

      
      Yet it is unclear in 2009 if he did much more than lengthen the war. In revising the U.S. approach to the Iraq war, Petraeus
         found tactical success—that is, improved security—but not the clear political breakthrough that would have meant unambiguous
         strategic success. At the end of the surge, the fundamental political problems facing Iraq were the same ones as when it began.
         At the end of 2008, two years into the revamped war, there was no prospect of the fighting ending anytime soon. But it was
         almost certain that whenever it did end, it wouldn’t be with the victory that the Bush administration continued to describe,
         of an Iraq that was both a stable democracy and an ally of the United States. Nor was that really the goal anymore, though
         no one had said so publicly. Under Petraeus, the American goal of transforming Iraq had quietly been scaled down. But even
         his less ambitious target of sustainable security would remain elusive, with no certainty of reaching it anytime soon.
      

      
      The 12 months after Haditha, from late 2005 to late 2006, were a period of agonizingly slow reassessment of the U.S. military’s
         approach in Iraq. After that, it would take many more months for a new strategy to be implemented. During that period, no
         one except the president, the vice president, and the secretary of defense seemed to be happy with the direction of the war.
         Even war supporters were uneasy. Senator John McCain, the most prominent war hawk in the Congress, said, “There’s an undeniable
         sense that things are slipping—more violence on the ground, declining domestic support for the war, growing incantations among Americans that there is no end in sight.”
      

      
      On the ground in Iraq there often was an emptiness in the U.S. military effort, a feel of going through the motions, of doing
         the same things over and over again without really expecting them to be effective, perhaps reflecting a fear that there really
         was no way out. “It sucks,” said Spec. Tim Ivey. “Honestly, it feels like we’re driving around waiting to get blown up.”
      

      
      In late 2006, Maj. Lee Williams arrived at FOB [forward operating base] Falcon on the southern edge of Baghdad to take over
         advising a brigade of the Iraqi National Police. He found his predecessors had all but given up. When he landed, the base
         was being mortared. Plus, the Iraqi unit being advised was hardly inspiring—it was, he said, “corrupt,… tied to being involved
         in extra‐judicial killings,… definitely been known to have been connected with some of the insurgent groups with emplacing
         IEDs.” Some of the privates on the police force were members of the extremist Shiite militias and had so intimidated their
         commanders that they “would even slap their faces,” Williams said. Even so, he was surprised at the demoralization of the
         team he was relieving. Before leaving for Iraq, he explained, “We had no communication with the team we replaced. They sent
         one e‐mail. They were just tired and they said they were busy. But when we actually got on the ground, they were only going
         out maybe once or twice a week. When we got there, you could tell that they were burned out.”
      

      
      Some in the military suspected that commanders were just trying to get through their tours in Iraq without making waves, so
         they could get on with their lives and careers. “The truth is that many commands in Iraq are no longer focused on winning
         and instead are focused on CYA”—that is, covering your ass— charged Capt. Zachary Martin, a Marine infantry officer. He continued:
      

      
      
         Part of this loss of focus is a lack of clear guidance on exactly what winning means and how we are to achieve it. From the
            highest levels, there is nothing to relate our efforts to the vague goals of “democracy in Iraq” and “the defeat of terrorism.”…
            [C]ommanders in Iraq cannot win, although they can certainly lose. An aggressive commander who, in the absence of unifying
            guidance and in spite of inadequate cultural preparation, assesses the situation, formulates a campaign plan, and takes calculated
            risks in implementing it will most likely have little concrete evidence of success to show when he rotates six months later.
            The time scale of counterinsurgency is simply too long. On the other hand, a commander who takes no risks and thus keeps his
            casualties low can be reasonably assured of a Bronze Star with a combat “V,” an article in the [Marine Corps] Gazette relating how well his battalion performed under his firm and dynamic leadership and, with combat command ticket punched,
            a decent shot at promotion.
         

      

      
      It was a morale breaker, observed another officer, to take a city on your second tour that you thought had you had secured
         on your first.
      

      
      In another sign of a strained force, there was a spate of legal and disciplinary issues with soldiers. These were not the
         usual cases of privates’ abusing drugs, but of career soldiers getting into a variety of trouble. “I’d never seen it at this
         level before,” recalled Maj. David Mendelson, a military lawyer on the staff of the top operational headquarters in Iraq in
         2006. “We did over fifteen reliefs for cause and they were for senior enlisted soldiers and even battalion commanders, very
         senior officers.… We saw company commanders and battalion commanders doing the wrong things.”
      

      
      Gen. Keane, visiting the U.S. embassy in Baghdad, was shocked. “They had given up,” he told people. “There was a sense of
         hopelessness and futility.”
      

      
      Underlying all this was a sense of drift in the war. “There was a period after that when we just didn’t have an answer,” recalled
         Tom Donnelly, a defense expert at the American Enterprise Institute who was another longtime hawk. “We knew we couldn’t kill
         our way out of it, but we didn’t want to take on the mission of protecting the people, so there was a kind of drift, and by
         default an emphasis on training Iraqis and transitioning to them.”
      

      
      Back in mid‐2004, Gen. George Casey Jr., the top U.S. commander in Iraq, had inherited a mess from his predecessor, Lt. Gen.
         Ricardo Sanchez, who had been overmatched by the deterioration of Iraq and poorly supported by Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld
         and the rest of the military establishment. Casey made major changes, developing a formal campaign plan and focusing on the
         need to protect the people as the way to isolate the enemy from the people. Casey was a thoughtful man. He had been tapped
         immediately after the 9/11 attacks to take over as director of strategic planning for the Joint Chiefs of Staff, a position
         he filled so well that on the eve of the invasion of Iraq, he was promoted to be overall director of the Joint Staff, an important
         behind‐the‐scenes job at the Pentagon. Officers who do that job well tend to look over the horizon, pushing the staff below them to anticipate questions that the chairman of the Joint Chiefs might have to face in the coming months.
         After that Casey had become the Army’s vice chief of staff, a position that tends to run the general officer corps. He was
         as “Army” as an officer can be, his father having been a general who was the highest‐ranking American casualty of the Vietnam
         War. The one thing Casey lacked was combat experience. Over the previous two decades, the Army had fought in Panama, the Gulf
         War, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, and Iraq, but he had not been involved in any of these.
      

      
      Even so, Casey’s background made him far better equipped than Sanchez to know where the levers of power were in the Army and
         how to pull them. That helped him when he grew frustrated by the inappropriate training he saw being given to units arriving
         in Iraq. At one brigade, recalled Sepp, his counterinsurgency adviser, “The officers said they had been trained for ‘kick
         in the door, two in the chest.’” To remediate such maleducation, in 2005 Casey had decided to establish a “counterinsurgency
         academy” at the big U.S. base at Taji, just north of Baghdad, and make attendance at its one‐week immersion course a prerequisite
         for command under him. “Because the Army won’t change itself, I’m going to change the Army here in Iraq,” he told subordinates.
         The classes emphasized that the right answer is probably the counterintuitive one, rather than something that the Army taught
         officers in their 10 or 20 years of service. The school’s textbook, a huge binder, offered the example of a mission that busts
         into a house and captures someone who mortared a U.S. base. “On the surface, a raid that captures a known insurgent or terrorist
         may seem like a sure victory for the coalition,” it observed in red block letters. But, it continued: “The potential second‐and
         third‐order effects, however, can turn it into a long‐term defeat if our actions humiliate the family, needlessly destroy
         property, or alienate the local population from our goals.” As the Marine chain of command’s reaction to Haditha demonstrated
         in the following months, along with similar incidents of less magnitude in the Army, many officers still didn’t see those
         negative effects—or, if they did, they didn’t seem to care.
      

      
      So, concluded Francis “Bing” West, a defense expert who studied both Marine and Army operations in Iraq under Casey, counterinsurgency
         in 2005 and 2006 remained more a slogan than a strategy. “By and large, the battalions continued to do what they knew best:
         conduct sweeps and mounted patrols during the day and targeted raids at night,” he wrote. Casey also undermined his own efforts,
         because his basic approach remained at odds with counterinsurgency theory: He was pulling his troops farther away from the population, closing dozens of bases in 2005 as he consolidated his
         force on big, isolated bases that the military termed “Super FOBs.” That move was arguably simply a retreat in place. Casey
         may have been under the sway of the view popular in the military that the American public is “casualty intolerant” and that
         additional U.S. losses would undermine whatever political support remained for the war. He may not have been aware that a
         small group of political scientists had sharply questioned that view in recent years, gathering evidence that the American
         public actually hates losing soldiers in a losing cause but will accept higher casualties if it believes it is winning. And
         one of those political scientists was Peter Feaver, then a member of the staff of the National Security Council, who had been
         brought into the White House to work on Iraq policy.
      

      
      At the same time that Haditha was occurring, an analysis done for the Pentagon’s Office of Net Assessment, its internal think
         tank, concluded that the war was going badly and, in fact, was in far more dire a state than the Bush administration understood.
         “The costs of failure are likely to be high,” it somberly warned, “much higher than was incurred following the U.S. withdrawal
         from Haiti, Somalia, Lebanon or even Vietnam.”
      

      
      The White House was in denial about the trend of the war. Officials around President Bush believed the problem wasn’t their
         strategy in Iraq but a failure to adequately explain that approach. The view, said Peter Feaver, was “We’ve got the right
         strategy, but we’re losing the public debate, because people don’t understand our strategy.” They certainly were losing the
         public, not entirely because of the slow downward spiral in Iraq. Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans in late August 2005, and
         the Bush administration’s plodding response to the catastrophic storm raised new doubts about its competence and its grasp
         of events on the ground. Critics of the Iraq war long had charged that the administration’s handling of the war combined overoptimism
         with ineptitude. Now Americans were seeing that mix far closer to home. In both situations, it looked like either the U.S.
         government didn’t care or couldn’t perform. It wasn’t clear which was worse.
      

      
      So, to better inform the public, in November 2005—less than two weeks after the Haditha incident, as it happened—the White
         House issued a white paper titled “National Strategy for Victory in Iraq.” In discussing it, President Bush emphasized the
         transition to Iraqi forces. “As Iraqi forces increasingly take the lead in the fight against the terrorists, they’re also
         taking control of more and more Iraqi territory,” he said in a speech in Annapolis, Maryland. “Our coalition has handed over roughly ninety square miles
         of Baghdad Province to Iraqi security forces. Iraqi battalions have taken over responsibility for areas in South‐Central Iraq,
         sectors of Southeast Iraq, sectors of Western Iraq and sectors of North‐Central Iraq. As Iraqi forces take responsibility
         for more of their own territory, coalition forces can concentrate on training Iraqis and hunting down high‐value targets.”
         He repeated his promise that “as the Iraqi security forces stand up, coalition forces can stand down.”
      

      
      When those Iraqi forces came on line, he vowed, “We will increasingly move out of Iraqi cities, reduce the number of bases
         from which we operate, and conduct fewer patrols and convoys.” In fact, the U.S. military would decide a year later to pursue
         almost the opposite course: It would move into cities, establish scores of small outposts, and patrol almost incessantly,
         having learned that if you are present in a neighborhood for only two hours a day, the insurgents may well control it for
         the other twenty‐two.
      

      
      Despite the document’s title, the Bush administration really hadn’t carried out a serious strategic review that asked the
         basic questions: What are we trying to do—that is, what are our key goals? How are we trying to do it—that is, what course
         of action will we pursue? Does that course promise to achieve those goals? What sort of resources—people, time, money—are
         likely to be required to reach those goals? One hallmark of such a review would be to seek out dissenting views, probing differences
         inside the administration, especially those between civilian and military officials.
      

      
      But the Bush administration’s tendency was to suppress dissent and paper over differences, substituting loyalty for analysis,
         so the war continued to stand on a strategic foundation of sand. Nor had the president been well served by his generals, who
         with a few exceptions didn’t seem to pose the necessary questions. “Strategy is about choices,” said one of those exceptions,
         Maj. Gen. David Fasta‐bend. Yet he lamented, one day in Baghdad two years later, “We don’t teach it, we don’t recognize it.
         The Army doesn’t understand the difference between plans and strategy. When you ask specifically for strategy, you get aspirations.”
      

      
      Such incompetence can be dangerous. As Eliot Cohen, an academic who would surface repeatedly in the Iraq war as an influential
         behind‐the‐scenes figure, commented later in a different context, “Haziness about ends and means, about what to do and how
         to do it, is a mark of strategic ineptitude; in war it gets people killed.”
      

      
      
      By late 2005, none of the basic assumptions on which the Iraq war had been launched had been borne out, noted a senior Pentagon
         official as he reviewed its course years later. “If you look at the premises behind the war, they were: It will be quick,
         it will be easy, it will be cheap, it will be catalytic.” That failure in turn led many Americans simply to advocate leaving
         Iraq because they saw chaos as the inevitable outcome of any course of action. “The only reason we are there now is because
         of the Petraeus surge, which shifted the balance so that reasonable people could say there might be a better alternative than
         chaos.” In a Middle Eastern restaurant a few minutes’ walk south of the Pentagon, the official sipped his beer. “Now, the
         fundamental fact about Iraq is, we’re kind of stuck.”
      

      
      Strikingly, some of the people who would become involved in revamping the American approach to the war had disagreed with
         the rationale for the American invasion in the first place. Many more, probably a large majority of those who would remake
         the war, faulted the way the occupation had been handled. It seems that having such critical views was almost a prerequisite
         to grasping how to build a new foundation for the war.
      

      
      
      
      
      GEN. DAVID PETRAEUS

      
      
      The answer for what to do in Iraq would come largely through one person, Gen. David Petraeus, who over the next year would
         lead the way in determining how to revamp the U.S. approach to the war.
      

      
      There were many experts as familiar with the tenets of counterinsurgency as Petraeus was. But he also knew how to get the
         Army to heed that knowledge. That is, his vision of how to change the war would become a restatement of classic counterinsurgency
         theory, which holds that the people are the objective, so the task is to figure out how to “win” them. This was familiar stuff
         to military intellectuals. In the fall of 2005, even as Petraeus was heading to his assignment at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas,
         where he would craft the new Army doctrine, Andrew Krepinevich, a prominent defense expert, published an essay in Foreign Affairs magazine that summarized the needed approach:
      

      
      
         … the United States needs a real strategy built around the principles of counterinsurgency warfare. To date, U.S. forces in
            Iraq have largely concentrated their efforts on hunting down and killing insurgents.… Instead, U.S. and Iraqi forces should
            adopt an “oil‐spot” strategy in Iraq, which is essentially the opposite approach. Rather than focusing on killing insurgents, they should concentrate on providing security and opportunity to the
            Iraqi people.
         

      

      
      Some 37 years earlier, Henry Kissinger, just before becoming President Nixon’s national security adviser, had written in the
         same magazine a critique of the conduct of the Vietnam War: “To be effective, the so‐called pacification program had to meet
         two conditions: (a) it had to provide security for the population; (b) it had to establish a political and institutional link
         between the villages and Saigon. Neither condition was ever met.” In Iraq in 2005, the U.S. military faced a remarkably similar
         problem, on both counts.
      

      
      As Kissinger noted, to carry out such a mission, it was necessary to put more U.S. troops into the fight. This was a point
         that some retired generals had been making about the Iraq war for some time. Retired Marine Lt. Gen. Gregory Newbold, who
         had left the military in 2002 over his concerns about the looming war, had told the Senate Armed Services Committee early
         in 2005 that he supported sending “additional forces… rather than sustain this level of effort for five more years of bleeding.”
      

      
      The hard part for Petraeus would be to impose his vision on the U.S. Army, one of the largest and most tradition‐bound organizations
         in the country. Casey had tried and largely failed—but he at least had recognized that it needed a new direction. It appears
         that as long as Donald Rumsfeld was defense secretary, it would have been difficult to reorient the U.S. effort in Iraq. For
         all his talk of transforming the military, Rumsfeld appeared chary of making changes where they were most needed, in the war
         that was under way. Rather, his main interest in Iraq appeared to be in fending off critics. Everyone makes mistakes; Rumsfeld’s
         tragic flaw was his inability to change course after making them.
      

      
      For example, soon after Krepinevich’s article appeared in Foreign Affairs, Rumsfeld sent a memo to subordinates saying he was hearing a lot about it and asking someone to see the author. Krepinevich,
         summoned to a breakfast meeting at the Pentagon, thought he was going there to provide some advice. Instead, he recalled,
         he was berated by Lawrence Di Rita, a Rumsfeld aide and at one point the Pentagon spokesman, who told him that he didn’t understand
         the war. “Andy, you’re misguided,” Di Rita said to him. “That’s what we’re already doing over there.”
      

      
      While on active duty in the Army, Krepinevich, had earned a Ph.D. at Harvard for a courageous dissertation arguing that the
         Army, rather than the politicians  or the media, had lost the Vietnam War. Some of his peers thought that the thesis had curtailed his Army career. He held
         his ground with Rumsfeld’s aides. “I disagree,” he responded. “When I ask for the campaign plan, the guys in J‐5 [the planning
         office for the Joint Chiefs of Staff] give me a book of metrics”— that is, how the effort was being measured, such as the
         amount of money spent or the electricity produced. “If you can’t explain your campaign plan, you probably don’t have one.”
      

      
      Vice Adm. James Stavridis, a military assistant to Rumsfeld who also was at the meeting, said that Krepinevich should get
         out to Iraq to see for himself how well things were going. Krepinevich said he’d like to do so. At that point, Di Rita crudely
         joked that, yes, Krepinevich should be flown there and abandoned on the road into Baghdad from its airport, perhaps the most
         dangerous six miles then in the world. Hearing that unfunny threat, Krepinevich lost interest in the conversation. “After
         that, in terms of my active involvement—well, I gave it my best shot in the article,” he recalled, turning his hands upward.
         (Throughout this book, accounts of conversations are based on the recollection of at least one participant, and often more
         than one. In this case, all three who were present contributed. Di Rita, for his part, said his recollection of the meeting
         was “admittedly hazy” but insisted that it was “bullshit” that he had made the joke about sending Krepinevich to the airport
         road. He said that he likely was referring to the fact that the road had become safer during that period. Krepinevich responded,
         “He does not remember such a conversation. I do, vividly.”)
      

      
      FORT LEAVENWORTH, KANSAS, is more than 7,000 miles from Haditha, Iraq, but like that Iraqi village, it overlooks a major river that has helped define
         its nation. The installation sits atop a high bluff where the Missouri, having driven nearly straight west from St. Louis
         to Kansas City, begins its giant swing to the northwest that carries it across the Great Plains and into the Rockies. In the
         nineteenth century, the wide Missouri was the river of the frontier, the pathway first for the expedition led by two Army
         officers, Capt. Meriwether Lewis and Lt. William Clark, and later for steamboats supplying Army units almost all the way up
         to Custer’s last battlefield at Little Big Horn, Montana. Leavenworth also became a jumping‐off point for the dragoons of
         the Army of the West, sending expeditions across the plains against the Apache, the Modoc, the Cheyenne, the Ute, the Nez
         Perce, the Comanche, the Kiowa, and the Kickapoo.
      

      
      
      Under Petraeus’s command, Leavenworth would become the starting point for a new approach in the war that would involve making
         peace with the tribes of Iraq. In October 2005, a month after finishing his second tour of duty in Iraq, Petraeus drove halfway
         across the United States to his new post at Leavenworth, where he would oversee much of the Army’s training and educational
         establishment. He knew he would be focusing on counterinsurgency issues and would need to produce a new Army manual on the
         subject. Driving alone in his 2001 BMW 325i, he listened repeatedly to a series of compact discs of an exit interview done
         by Army historians with his predecessor, Gen. William Wallace. In mid‐October, Petraeus parked at the commanding general’s
         house at Fort Leavenworth, at the top of a grassy slope that still bears ruts carved by the wagon wheels of the Santa Fe Trail
         as it emerges from the river crossing.
      

      
      At the time, some insiders thought that sending Petraeus to the plains of Kansas was the wrong move for a nation fighting
         two wars in the Middle East. “I was opposed to the assignment,” said his old mentor from the 101st Airborne, retired Gen.
         Jack Keane. “I thought, bring him to Washington, get him close to the policy makers.” Keane thought the ideal slot would be
         the J‐3—that is, the director of operations for the Joint Staff, where his protégé could oversee and coordinate the global
         activities of the U.S. military, and, he said, “inform a reluctant senior leadership.” Petraeus did not particularly want
         the Leavenworth job. He would later tell two Army historians in his own exit interview, “I have to tell you candidly, when
         I was told I was going to be the CAC [Combined Arms Center] commander, I thought, ‘What do you do out there? Harass the students
         in CGSC [Leavenworth’s Command and General Staff College] that day? What is this all about?’ ”
      

      
      Petraeus found plenty to do. The first thing he did was convene a group of Army officers to consider whether the Army training
         establishment was doing all it could to prepare leaders and units for the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Then, on November 16, three days before the Haditha incident, Petraeus called Conrad Crane, an Army historian,
         and asked him to lead a team that would write a new manual on counterinsurgency for the Army and the Marine Corps. Eliot Cohen,
         a professor of strategy at Johns Hopkins University, had suggested Crane to Petraeus as a smart military expert who understood
         the subject and could lead a team. The perpetually bow‐tied Cohen is an unusual figure in Washington, influential in several
         circles, with an extraordinary range of contacts inside the government, from the White House to the Congress to the military
         and intelligence establishments, a network created mainly because those institutions send many of the best young people to him to study strategy.
         He makes that study both intense and concrete, suggesting thousands of pages in readings, from Sun Tzu to Winston Churchill,
         but also leading his students on walks of battlefields, from Gettysburg to Italy to the Middle East, to mull campaign strategies.
         Cohen also was comfortable talking to journalists covering national security and foreign policy, especially if they were willing
         to follow up on his patient efforts to educate them. If being a Harvard‐trained Jewish academic didn’t make him an outsider
         in military eyes, his resolute dislike of spectator sports would have—despite being from the Boston area, he followed neither
         baseball nor football. This actually may have aided his strategic analyses, as the sports metaphors that tend to pass for
         strategic discourse in the American military— “we’re five yards from the end zone,” or “it’s the fourth quarter and we’re
         down fifty”—sailed by him. He also was the author of Supreme Command, an influential study of how civilian leaders have intervened in wartime to oversee strategy and steer their wars toward success.
         Before the invasion of Iraq, the White House made it known that President Bush had studied the book. But for all that, Cohen
         didn’t know that David Petraeus and Conrad Crane had been friends for decades, since they sat next to each other in a West
         Point military history class.
      

      
      Crane had gone on to a career in the Army during which he earned a doctorate in history at Stanford. After retiring he became
         a professor at the Army War College, where he was coauthor of a study that before the American invasion of Iraq highlighted
         the difficulties of occupying that country. “The possibility of the United States winning the war and losing the peace is
         real and serious,” the study warned. “Thinking about the war now and the occupation later is not an acceptable solution.”
         That is, of course, exactly what top Bush administration officials did, in part because many believed U.S. forces would leave
         Iraq quickly and so there would be no occupation.
      

      
      DAVID LLOYD GEORGE, the British prime minister for much of World War I, observed after that conflict that for officers in the British army,
         “to be a good average is safer than to be gifted above your fellows.” This also tends to be true in the U.S. Army. Given that
         conformist inclination, the most surprising fact about Gen. Petraeus may be that he is a general at all.
      

      
      In an Army of generals who tend to be competent company men, Petraeus is “an outlier,” said Col. Peter Mansoor, who came to know him well, first in working with him on counterinsurgency doctrine
         at Fort Leavenworth in 2006 and then the following year as his executive officer in Iraq. “General Petraeus doesn’t seem to
         fit the mold, because he is extremely bright, and intellectual,” said Mansoor, who, like Petraeus, holds a doctorate—in his
         case, in military history from Ohio State University, home of a top department in the United States for that subject. “But
         he is a PT [physical training, or exercise] stud, and tactically and technically competent, and that matters to Army [promotion]
         boards.”
      

      
      Petraeus was an unusual figure in the Army. He was indeed a physical fitness freak, whose inclination was to run five to eight
         miles a day and then work out for another 45 minutes—despite having a pelvis that was smashed parachuting and a damaged lung
         from being shot through the chest. His physical drive was hugely in his favor, in terms of Army culture, and may have been
         the thing that redeemed him with his peers. He is thought to be the only officer ever to come in first in both his class at
         Army Ranger School and at the Army’s Command and General Staff College.
      

      
      Such stellar performances in mental and physical stamina were necessary because he had three strikes against him. First, he
         was an intellectual, holding an Ivy League doctorate in international relations. “General Petraeus was successful not because
         of, but almost despite, his Ph.D. from Princeton,” commented Lt. Col. Suzanne Nielsen, an aide of his who herself earned a
         Harvard doctorate in political science. Second, Petraeus was friendly with journalists and politicians, two groups that Army
         generals are taught to treat with contemptuous distance. The Army ideal is the hero of the novel Once an Eagle, Gen. Sam Damon, a muddy‐boots type who loves being in the field and grows increasingly inarticulate the closer he gets to
         Washington. To most Army generals, enjoying conversations with the type of people who dominate the business of the nation’s
         capital borders on eccentricity at best and immorality at worst. In any event, it is suspicious behavior. The derogatory term
         for it is “standing close to the flagpole.”
      

      
      Most telling was the third strike: Alone among Army generals, Petraeus had posted an unquestionably successful tour as a division
         commander in Iraq during the invasion and the first year of the war, a conclusion confirmed in an official study by the Army
         War College. Commanding the 101st Airborne Division, he conducted what was generally seen as a thorough and effective campaign
         that balanced war fighting and nation building in Mosul, the biggest city in northern Iraq. Petraeus had laid down three rules
         for his subordinate commanders: We are in a race against time, give the locals you deal with a stake in the new Iraq, and don’t do anything that creates more
         enemies than it removes.
      

      
      By contrast, during that first year of the war, most U.S. commanders did what they knew how to do, not what they needed to
         do, noted Keane, who knew most of them well. “Our guys,… with the exception of Petraeus, were executing what they know, and
         what they knew is conventional operations—you saw that in spades.”
      

      
      A major difference in background between Petraeus and most of his peers in that first year in Iraq was that he came out of
         the “light infantry” Army. Iraq was seen at the outset by some as the star turn of the “heavy Army”—that is, units built around
         tanks and other armored vehicles. The invasion of Afghanistan 18 months earlier had been a “light force” war, featuring Special
         Forces and, a bit later, the 10th Mountain Division and some Marine units. Iraq was to be the heavy Army’s turn. The early
         top commanders in Iraq—Tommy R. Franks and Ricardo Sanchez—were products of that mechanized force. Petraeus, by contrast,
         was a light infantryman, having spent much of his field time with the paratroopers of the 82nd Airborne and the helicopter‐borne
         soldiers of the 101st Airborne. The term “light” is a bit of misnomer, because these troops carry everything they can on their
         backs, from ammunition to medicine, often staggering under the loads. But “light” means that such units rely very little on
         tanks, artillery, and other heavy weaponry. “That’s significant,” noted Tom Donnelly, a long‐time student of the Army and
         its cultures. “For one thing, it makes you less obsessed with technology. The airborne community always knew that there was
         more to worry about than tank warfare in Europe’s central front,” the main focus of most of the late twentieth‐century Army.
         While the tankers stayed in Germany, he said, “the light infantry did the Caribbean, Panama, peacekeeping in the Sinai.”
      

      
      That background may also illuminate the different approach Petraeus would take to the roadside bomb, the key enemy weapon
         in the war. The U.S. military ultimately would spend well over $10 billion on technology to counter the threat posed by IEDs,
         or “improvised explosive devices.” While some of the new devices stymied explosions, they tended just to push the enemy to
         devise a more sophisticated trigger mechanism and more devastating bombs. The number of attacks would not begin to decline
         until 2007, when Petraeus was in command. The answer then turned out to be not technological but physical and cultural—get
         the troops out among the people, protect them, stay with them, and they will begin to talk to you. And even those who won’t talk might help in other ways, such as anonymously spray‐painting orange arrows
         on the asphalt to indicate where a bomb had been planted the previous night.
      

      
      But even more significant than Petraeus’s military background is his determination. It is the cornerstone of his personality
         and a characteristic that seems to strike everyone he meets. One of his favorite words is “relentless.” Donnelly first encountered
         Petraeus in the late 1980s, when Petraeus was a young major. “He was almost identical to the guy you find today—very bright,
         very ambitious,” Donnelly recalled. “Always ready to go for a run. Every day was a good day for him.”
      

      
      Some of his peers saw him as ferociously ambitious, all too willing to court congressmen and journalists. Those critics felt
         their suspicions were confirmed when Petraeus told a Washington Post reporter that his role in Mosul in 2003–4 was “a combination of being the president and the pope.” Even among his admirers
         there churns an ambivalence about him, often provoked by his overwhelming drive. In a memoir of invading Iraq in 2003 with
         Petraeus, Rick Atkinson, the journalist who knows Petraeus best and has remained friendly with him, wrote, “If others found
         him hard to love—his intensity, his competitiveness, and serrated intellect made adoration difficult—he was nevertheless broadly
         respected and instantly obeyed.” That is an especially striking assessment because Atkinson, according to then–Brig. Gen.
         Benjamin Freakley, the assistant commander to Petraeus, was “probably closer to him than anyone in the division.”
      

      
      Trying to explain his unease about Petraeus, an officer who has known him for years said, “I really respect his intelligence.
         He is very disciplined. But I’m not comfortable with his competitiveness.” He said he found it difficult to get Petraeus to
         engage in a normal conversation. “It is all a race. Everything is a race. It’s a narcissistic, exploitative way of dealing
         with people.” This approach also has a long‐term cost, he said: “Dave tends not to build teams, or think about what happens
         afterwards. It’s the Dave Petraeus Show.”
      

      
      Such criticisms aren’t entirely justified, because Petraeus, more than most generals, keeps an eye out for smart younger officers
         and helps them along in their careers. But even one of those protégés was mixed in his evaluation. “David Petraeus is the
         best general in the U.S. Army, bar none,” said this officer, who has known him for more than a decade. But, he added, “He
         also isn’t half as good as he thinks he is.”
      

      
      Another admirer, Capt. Erica Watson Borggren, graduated from West Point in 2002 and went on to become a Rhodes Scholar. When she first met Petraeus, she recalled, he asked, “What was your class
         ranking?” He was referring to the academy’s class position, which is based on a mix of academic records, military leadership
         skills, and physical fitness tests. It is a key number because standing determines the order by which cadets pick their branch
         of the Army—infantry, armor, artillery, aviation, military intelligence, and so on.
      

      
      “First academically, seventh overall,” she responded.

      
      “What dragged you down?” Petraeus asked.

      
      She was amazed. First in academics and seventh overall was an extraordinary performance in a class of 989. She had played
         varsity tennis, had tutored other cadets, had become a youth minister and a parachutist. She thought to herself, “What do
         you mean, ‘dragged down’?” But she was restrained in what she actually said to the hypercompetitive general: “Well, if you
         look it at that way.” (Petraeus, who finished fortieth in his 1974 graduating class of 833 cadets, said he had been joking.)
      

      
      “I worked with him,” said David Kilcullen, the Australian counterinsurgency theorist who Petraeus would bring to Iraq as his
         adviser. “But I am not sure I know him.”
      

      
      Donnelly, a defense expert with a gimlet eye for the Army, said he felt that he has never been able to get below the surface
         of Petraeus. “The distinction between the mask and the man is impossible for me to distinguish. He has always been that way.
         I think he is doing what he always wanted to do, and it is deeply fulfilling.” Indeed, under that mask may be simply many
         more hard laminations of talent and drive. Donnelly added that he doesn’t think Petraeus’s dreams extend to political office.
         Rather, he said, “He has an ambition to make his mark on the Army, on history. He wants to make his name as a great captain.”
         Asked in a 2008 interview if he had ever considered being national security adviser, Petraeus appeared mildly intrigued. But
         when asked if he would like to be a professor of international relations at Princeton, he responded with excitement and a
         grin and said it would be a “thrill.”
      

      
      It was his extraordinary force of will that persuaded Gen. Peter Schoomaker, the chief of staff of the Army, to send Petraeus
         to Fort Leavenworth. “Shake it up,” Schoomaker told Petraeus, who would need every ounce of his strength to change the way
         the Army thought about the war in Iraq.
      

      
      
   

      
      
      
      
      2.

      
      HOW TO FIGHT THIS WAR

      
      
      (Fall 2005–Fall 2006)

      
      In February 2006, Petraeus convened a meeting at Fort Leavenworth of about 135 experts on irregular warfare to discuss a new
         manual for the Army and Marine Corps about how to conduct counterinsurgency operations. When he called the session to order,
         he looked out across a tiered classroom in Tice Hall, a squat, one‐story brick building in a corner of the base, not far from
         Leavenworth’s forbidding old gray federal penitentiary. Usually used to train National Guard commanders, on this day the classroom
         held not just military officers but also representatives from the CIA and the State Department, academics, human rights advocates,
         even a select group of high‐profile journalists. It was instantly clear that this wasn’t going to be the standard Army manual
         written by two tired majors laboring in a basement somewhere in Fort Leavenworth. “I thought the most interesting thing was
         the range of attendees, which spoke volumes about Petraeus,” said Eliot Cohen. The two had known each other since the mid‐1980s,
         when Petraeus, then a major, was teaching at West Point, and Cohen at Harvard.
      

      
      What wasn’t clear was whether the manual would be produced in time to make a difference in the Iraq war, which the attendees
         knew was heading south fast. One of those present, Kalev Sepp, was fresh from doing his study in Iraq for Gen. Casey of how
         well U.S. commanders in Iraq had absorbed counterinsurgency theory. His worrisome conclusion had been that 20 percent of them
         got it, 60 percent were struggling, and 20 percent were trying to fight a conventional war, “oblivious to the inefficacy and counterproductivity
         of their operations.” In other words, more than half of the U.S. war effort was wasted, and a good part of it was actually
         hurting the cause.
      

      
      Petraeus, aware of that troubling finding, began the conference by noting a fundamental difference. In the past, he said,
         the Army had taught officers what to think. Now, he said, it needed to teach them how to think. Then he sat down next to Sarah Sewall, director of Harvard University’s Carr Center for Human Rights Policy. Just
         that act in itself made it clear that this effort wasn’t going to follow the usual way the Army devised doctrine.
      

      
      Conrad Crane, the Army historian, kicked off the discussions by handing out more than a hundred small, hard pieces of green
         stones with red veins in them. It was coprolite. “They’re pretty, polished, like gem stones,” he told the audience. But, he
         explained, coprolite is actually fossilized dinosaur excrement. This, Crane warned, was what he didn’t want the new counter‐insurgency
         manual to be: a new polishing of old crap. “There has never been an Army manual created the way this one was,” he said later.
         “It was truly a unique process.”
      

      
      Until Petraeus arrived at Leavenworth, its magazine, Military Review, had been a backwater even in the sleepy world of official military publications. Under his command, Col. Bill Darley, its
         editor, quickly turned it into a must‐read bimonthly dispatch from the front lines. It opened its pages to the views of young
         officers angry over how generals were fighting the Iraq war. The magazine sometimes made news itself. One of its most controversial
         articles had been by a British officer, Brig. Nigel Aylwin‐Foster, who accused the American military in Iraq of cultural ignorance,
         moralistic self‐righteousness, unproductive micromanagement, and unwarranted optimism. He specifically charged that the Americans
         displayed such “cultural insensitivity” in the war that it “arguably amounted to institutional racism” and may have spurred
         the growth of the insurgency. Most relevant to Petraeus’s purposes, he contended that the U.S. military’s handling of Iraqis
         “exacerbated the task it now faces by alienating significant sections of the population.” The meeting kicked off with Aylwin‐Foster
         standing up to review and expand on his explosive charges.
      

      
      The human rights specialists present were upset by a passage in an early draft of the counterinsurgency manual that was ambiguous
         about the use of torture in interrogations. It seemed to say that sometimes extreme measures might be deemed necessary, but they were still immoral, so any commander allowing such practices should then confess to a
         superior officer. Crane and his confreres already harbored doubts about that section and immediately agreed to strike it.
      

      
      One purpose of the meeting was to ensure that the manual would stand up to such criticism; another was to build support for
         it. “I think that is always the way to go—inclusion is generally the appropriate course of action,” Petraeus said later. “Frankly,
         if you can’t convince 95 percent of the rational thinkers, perhaps the concept needs to be reexamined.” He also saw it as
         a team‐building exercise, he added, for the people who would be writing sections for Conrad Crane to get to know one another
         and how they thought.
      

      
      Petraeus watched and listened while Crane “played ringmaster,” running the discussions. “I was both physically and mentally
         exhausted by the end” of the two‐day session, Crane said.
      

      
      The manual that would be produced in the following months adhered to the classic tenets of counterinsurgency—yet in doing
         so it was prescribing a radical shift for the U.S. military. Historically, Americans have liked to use “overwhelming force,”
         which under Gen. Colin Powell’s influence was elevated to a first principle. But counterinsurgency, according to David Galula,
         the French officer who while at Harvard in 1963 wrote what is probably the best book on the subject, requires that the minimum
         of firepower and force be used. Galula also admonished that the people are the prize. “The population… becomes the objective
         for the counterinsurgent as it was for his enemy,” he wrote, drawing on his experiences in World War II, the French war in
         Indochina, and the Algerian war, as well as his firsthand observations of the Greek civil war and Mao Zedong’s Communist campaign in China.
      

      
      If the manual were to have the desired effect, it needed to offer a sharp critique of how the U.S. Army had operated in Iraq
         for the previous several years. But pointing out the flaws in the American approach was delicate, because this could complicate
         the task of getting the Army to follow the manual. Many of the generals implicitly skewered in its analysis were still in
         the Army, and some were running it.
      

      
      Just a month after the conference, four experts—Crane, Cohen, Lt. Col. Jan Horvath, and Lt. Col. John Nagl, who had studied
         under Petraeus at West Point—sent up the first flare to the Army and those watching it, signaling that the new counterinsurgency
         manual would be very different from the usual, small‐bore stuff of Army doctrine. The heart of their article in Military Review was a list of the “paradoxes of counterinsurgency.” (This emphasis certainly was influenced by five years of American experience
         in Iraq—and it is interesting to note that playing with paradox is one of the hallmarks of the classical Arab literature produced
         in Baghdad at its zenith under the Abbasid caliphs.)
      

      
      Among the conundrums the article explored:



      
            	“The more you protect your force, the less secure you are.” In other words, it said, you need to get out among the population,
               because in the long run, that is the way to improve security. “If military forces stay locked up in compounds, they lose touch
               with the people who are the ultimate arbiters of victory.”
            

            	“The more force you use, the less effective you are.” That is, you are trying to establish the rule of law, and the way
               to get there is through restraint, whenever possible. Aim for normalcy.
            

            	“Sometimes doing nothing is the best reaction.” This was perhaps the hardest lesson for the can‐do, gung‐ho U.S. military
               to take on board. Don’t let yourself be provoked into action, because it may be counterproductive.
            




      
      The article made clear that Petraeus and the people around him were seeking not only to change the way the Army was fighting
         in Iraq but also to change the Army itself. Its last paragraph began, “We are at a turning point in the Army’s institutional
         history.” Petraeus was out to alter how the Army thought about war—a major intellectual, cultural, and emotional shift for
         a huge and tradition‐minded organization.
      

      
      In June, Crane circulated a new draft of the manual around the Army and Marine Corps. “This was the six‐hundred‐thousand‐editor
         stage,” he said, referring to the combined active‐duty size of the two services. There clearly was a thirst out there for
         a new approach, reflected in the “thousands” of comments he received.
      

      
      The manual also would borrow liberally from the work being done that summer by Australian army Lt. Col. David Kilcullen, a
         quirky infantryman with a Ph.D. in the anthropology of Islamic extremism, a wicked wit, and experience fighting in Timor.
         Kilcullen came to Petraeus’s attention when he wrote an essay breezily titled “Twenty‐Eight Articles: Fundamentals of Company‐Level
         Counterinsurgency”—that is, going one better than Lawrence of Arabia’s famous “Twenty‐Seven Articles” on how to fight in the
         Middle East in 1917.
      

      
      At the time, Kilcullen’s principles seemed astonishing, and not just because they were articulated with a directness not often
         seen in public in the U.S. military. His third principle set the tone of the essay: “In counterinsurgency, killing the enemy
         is easy. Finding him is often nearly impossible.” He also was quite willing to disregard military hierarchy if that was what
         was required to prevail. “Rank is nothing; talent is everything,” he advised in his eighth principle. “Not everyone is good
         at counterinsurgency. Many people don’t understand the concept, and some can’t execute it. It is difficult, and in a conventional
         force only a few people will master it. Anyone can learn the basics, but a few naturals do exist. Learn how to spot these
         people, and put them into positions where they can make a difference. Rank matters far less than talent—a few good men led
         by a smart junior noncommissioned officer can succeed in counterinsurgency, where hundreds of well‐armed soldiers under a
         mediocre senior officer will fail.”
      

      
      His tenth principle poked another stick at top U.S. commanders in Iraq. “The most fundamental rule of counterinsurgency is
         to be there.… This demands a residential approach: living in your sector, in close proximity to the population rather than
         raiding into the area from remote, secure bases. Movement on foot, sleeping in local villages, night patrolling—all these
         seem more dangerous than they are. They establish links with the locals, who see you as real people they can trust and do
         business with, not as aliens who descend from an armored box. Driving around in an armored convoy, day‐tripping like a tourist
         in hell, degrades situational awareness, makes you a target, and is ultimately more dangerous.”
      

      
      Also, he counseled in rule 26, don’t obsess on fighting your foe. “Only attack the enemy when he gets in the way. Try not
         to be distracted or forced into a series of reactive moves by a desire to kill or capture the insurgents.”
      

      
      Petraeus read the cheeky essay and sent it rocketing around the Army via e‐mail. Even before the manual appeared, it would
         begin to affect how some officers thought, perhaps reflecting the pent‐up eagerness for change among younger soldiers. One
         young officer with the 1st Cavalry Division, Lt. Rory Mc‐Govern, later recalled that while he was preparing in the fall of
         2006 to deploy to Iraq, he was told to read Kilcullen’s “Twenty‐Eight Articles.” It changed the way he thought about intelligence
         operations, he said.
      

      
      A year later, Petraeus would bring Kilcullen to Baghdad as his adviser on counterinsurgency. There the Australian would explain his role with the memorable comment, “Just because you invade a country
         stupidly doesn’t mean you have to leave it stupidly,” a comment that Barack Obama adopted in somewhat modified form for his
         stump speech during the 2008 primaries.
      

      
      As the writing of the counterinsurgency manual neared completion, Petraeus began editing key portions word by word—and not
         just once. He made, he remembered, some “twenty or thirty edits.”
      

      
      Again, this was not the way that the Army usually worked. “I can’t think of a precedent for a commanding general to be so
         involved in writing doctrine,” said Keane. “It is usually driven by bright young majors.” The hands‐on approach helped Petraeus
         move the product along quickly, and also would make it far more readable—and influential—than most Army manuals.
      

      
      Published at the end of 2006, just 11 months after the meeting at Leavenworth, the new manual had two striking aspects: It
         was both a devastating critique of the conduct of the Iraq war and an outline of the approach Petraeus might take there if
         ever given the chance. In political terms, it amounted to a party platform, the party in this case being the dissidents who
         thought the Army was on the path to defeat in Iraq if it didn’t change its approach.
      

      

            	Think twice before launching a raid, it recommended, and consider its consequences. “An operation that kills five insurgents
               is counterproductive if collateral damage leads to the recruitment of fifty more insurgents.” This was a calculation that
               had eluded many commanders in Iraq.


            	Don’t hole up in big bases, as the U.S. military increasingly was doing in Iraq. “If military forces remain in their compounds,
               they lose touch with the people, appear to be running scared, and cede the initiative to the insurgents.”


            	Don’t let yourself be provoked, as President Bush and other U.S. officials were by the killing of four Blackwater contractors
               in Fallujah in March 2004. “Often insurgents carry out a terrorist act or guerrilla raid with the primary purpose of enticing
               counterinsurgents to over‐react.”


            	Don’t abuse your prisoners, as had happened with the 2004 Abu Ghraib detainee scandal and in many other instances in the war. “Treat detainees professionally and publicize their treatment.”



            	Don’t take relatives of suspected insurgents hostage, because it is both illegal and unethical. “At no time can Soldiers
               and Marines detain family members or close associates to compel suspected insurgents to surrender or provide information.”


            	Don’t waste time and money attempting to build a local replica of the U.S. military. “Have local forces mirror the enemy,
               not U.S. forces.”


            	And don’t concentrate on big, capital‐intensive reconstruction projects. “Remember, small is beautiful.”




      
      Even discussions that didn’t appear to be about the Iraq war carried clear messages about it. The first “vignette” in the
         manual—a box inserted in the text that tells an instructive story—is about Marine Gen. Anthony Zinni, who had been a fierce
         critic of the war and by 2006 was seen by the Bush administration as a political foe. Even more remote, but at the same time
         even more pointed, is a discussion of Napoleon’s mishandling of his campaign in Spain in 1808. “Little thought was given to
         the potential challenges of subduing the Spanish populace.… Napoleon believed the conquest of Spain would be little more than
         a ‘military promenade.’… The French failed to analyze the Spanish people, their history, culture, motivations.… Napoleon’s
         cultural miscalculation resulted in a protracted occupation struggle that lasted nearly six years.” All these missteps, of
         course, were also ones the U.S. military had been committing in Iraq.
      

      
      The manual also pointed toward the very different approach Petraeus might take:

      

            	“Remain alert for signs of divisions within an insurgent movement.” By the time Petraeus arrived to take command in Iraq,
               Sunni insurgents were willing to talk to Americans about cease‐fires, and he would seek ways to expand on that trend. “Encourage
               insurgents to change sides.” Sitting down to talk with the evil‐doers, as President Bush tended to portray them, would be
               a radical departure for the American effort in Iraq.


            	“At the strategic level, gaining and maintaining U.S. public support for a protracted deployment is critical.” Petraeus
               would devote much of his time and energy in the coming years to what he called “putting more time on the clock,” especially
               in his 2007 and 2008 appearances before Congress, which would be the highest‐profile occasions of military testimony in decades.


            	Most important, “The cornerstone of any COIN [counterinsurgency] effort is establishing security for the civilian populace.”
               In 2007 this insight would become the starting point for U.S. strategy in Iraq.
            



      
      Ambassador Ryan Crocker, a veteran diplomat, would read the manual early in 2007 as he prepared to go to Iraq as Petraeus’s
         civilian counterpart. “If only that had been published in 2002,” he thought to himself.
      

      
      
      
      “A C‐130 INTO HELL”

      
      
      While the counterinsurgency manual was coming together, Iraq was falling apart. When Iraq’s parliamentary elections were held
         at the end of 2005, they seemed to many to mark a major turning point. Bush administration officials, buoyed by the photographs
         of smiling Iraqis holding up fingers inked with the purple of the ballot booth, eagerly greeted the election as a major victory.
         Vice President Cheney, who 10 months earlier had declared the insurgency to be in its “last throes,” used the occasion to
         make his first postinvasion visit to Iraq. “I think we’ve turned the corner, if you will,” he told a group of Marines. “I
         think when we look back ten years hence, we’ll see that the year ’05 was in fact a watershed year here in Iraq.” Gen. Casey,
         the top U.S. commander in Iraq, said it looked to him as though American troop levels could begin coming down in the following
         months.
      

      
      In hindsight, the December 2005 elections were part of the problem, not the solution. “We needed elections in the worst kind
         of way in 2005—and we got them,” Maj. Gen. David Fastabend, who would become Petraeus’s chief of strategy in Iraq, wrote in
         a memo to his boss. Most notably, because Sunnis largely boycotted the vote, they planted Shiite‐dominated governments in
         majority Sunni areas—and it would be those areas that would become most resistant to the Baghdad government. Also, less noticed,
         the elections encouraged U.S. commanders and planners to become overly optimistic. They began formulating plans for major
         drawdowns in 2006. Most significantly, by holding national elections without any other political structures in place, the
         U.S. government inadvertently herded Iraqis toward sectarian identification. In the 9 primarily Shiite provinces, the leading
         Shiite party, the United Iraqi Alliance, won 70 of 81 seats.  The Kurds swept the 35 seats in their region, and Sunni parties won 15 of 17 seats in al Anbar and Salahuddin provinces. The
         election results in Baghdad, Nineveh, Diyala, and Kirkuk also resembled the sectarian makeup of each province. This may have
         helped light the fuse of the small civil war that exploded in Baghdad months after. As Petraeus himself would put it much
         later, “The elections hardened sectarian positions as Iraqis voted largely based on ethnic and sectarian group identity.”
      

      
      Neither Cheney nor anyone else knew it, but 2006 would, in fact, prove to be the crucial year for the war—but not in the way
         that American officials had hoped or wanted. Rather, 2006 would be the year that American policy ground to a halt, the Bush
         administration finally conceded that it was on a path to defeat, the American civilian and military leadership in the war
         was jettisoned, and a new set of commanders—Petraeus and Odierno—installed to execute a radically different strategy. “Iraq
         came pretty close, I think, to just unraveling in the course of that year,” Ambassador Crocker said.
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