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The new American officer
An article adopted from Babak Dehghanpisheh and Evan Thomas, NEWSWEEK, Mar 15, 2008

[image: image1.jpg](1) A doctor's son, Tim Wright (in the picture, right) was admitted to Princeton, but he chose to go to West Point instead. "People looked at me like I had a third eye," Wright says, but he was drawn to the discipline of the U.S. Military Academy. He became a good soldier, demanding of his troops yet sleeping and eating with them, and sharing their privations and dangers. His gung-ho attitude earned him the nickname "Captain America" from some of his grunts, half jokingly, half out of respect.

But Wright is not the warrior he expected to be or that he was first trained to be. When he became a young infantry officer out of West Point in 2000, he entered an Army whose mission was to win wars by overwhelming force and whose guns-blazing tactics helped fuel an angry insurgency and street fighting in Iraq.

Wright, 30, was a captain in Baghdad last spring when the situation seemed bleakest. Walking down a street in the tormented neighborhood of Bayaa, chatting with a private named Oscar Sauceda, Wright watched as Sauceda was hit in the head by a sniper's bullet. "He was dead before he hit the ground," Wright says, choking up at the memory. The captain wondered if he had failed his soldier by not clearing a nearby building. "That's the tough thing about this job," says Wright, blinking back tears. "If you f––– up, sometimes people die." Less than three weeks later, one of his company's Humvees was hit by a roadside bomb. Wright's staff sergeant, Matt Lammers, lost both legs and his left arm. Wright was crestfallen when he saw Lammers in the hospital. Baghdad seemed hopeless then. "It makes you think," Wright says, recalling his feelings at the time. "Is this place too far gone?"

1. Summary:

Captain Wright graduated from West Point, the U.S. __________ __________ .His attitude soon earned him ___________. At that time wars were won by ___________  __________ . Wright was in Baghdad when the situation was the _________ and everyone thought the place was too far _______ . He saw two of his soldiers get ______ .

 (2) Many Americans were asking that question last spring and summer. While it's too soon to say Iraq has turned the corner, the violence in Baghdad and most of the country has since declined significantly. Much of the credit has gone to Gen. David Petraeus, the commander who has changed the way the U.S. Army fights. "You can't kill your way out of an insurgency," Petraeus told NEWSWEEK, in an interview in his Baghdad headquarters last month. He has moved soldiers out of their secure megabases and into small outposts deep inside once alien and hostile neighborhoods, and he has ordered his men out of their armored convoys. "Walk … Stop by, don't drive by," says Petraeus, reading from a "guidance" he is drafting for his soldiers. The objective, he repeats over and over, is no longer to take a hill or storm a citadel, but to win over the people.

But this new way of war needs a new kind of warrior, and it needs tens of thousands of them. Five years into the longest conflict the U.S. military has fought since Vietnam, young officers like Tim Wright have been blooded by multiple tours in Iraq and Afghanistan. They've learned, often on their own, operating with unprecedented independence, the intricacies of Muslim cultures. Faced with ineffective central governments, they have acted as mayors, mediators, cops, civil engineers, usually in appalling surroundings. Most recently, and hardest of all, they've had to reach out and ally themselves with men who have tried and often succeeded in killing their own soldiers. Brought up in rigid, flag-waving warrior cultures that taught right from wrong, black from white, they've had to learn to operate amid moral ambiguity, to acknowledge the legitimate aspirations of their enemies.

This Petraeus Generation of officers’ success is terribly fragile. Their newest allies—some of them former outlaws, terrorists—may yet betray their trust. Living among them, walking the streets every day, is critical to maintaining their loyalty, yet with each passing month the pressure to draw down troops is likely to grow. And while the skills these American officers have gained are crucial in murky conflicts like Iraq, they are not universally valued or trusted within the Pentagon. Superiors have been slow learners, if not clueless. Petraeus has fought many battles with his bosses over getting the resources needed to make his counterinsurgency strategy work.

Wright, a tall, square-jawed athlete who looks a little like Jack Kerouac, is nothing if not a thoughtful warrior. He grew up in a nonmilitary family in Maine; his older brother now works for an NGO resettling African refugees. At West Point, Wright was trained to pursue and defeat an enemy using technology and superior firepower. But he learned the limits of that training in Afghanistan in 2004.

2. Summary:

Petraeus changed the way the war was ________ by moving soldiers out of _________ bases to _________ in hostile neighborhoods in order to ________ over the locals. As a result a new kind of soldier is needed: who ________ independently and ________ as mayor, cop, mediator and civil engineer amid moral __________. Their success is ________. Their new allies are ________ terrorists who might not be worthy of their ________. At the same time, they fight battles with __________ who prove to be slow learners.

(3) For weeks, Wright and his fellow soldiers had been hunting for a militant leader named Jan Baz. Finally Wright's boss, Lt. Col. Walter Piatt, decided that if they couldn't kill or capture the fugitive, they'd co-opt him. Piatt asked the local Afghan governor to set up a face-to-face meeting, where the American colonel offered Jan Baz the job of local police chief. The militant, eager to cement his authority in the area, accepted. "There was some shadiness going on there but it worked," Wright says. After Jan Baz was put on the American payroll, attacks dropped.

When Wright wrapped up his tour in 2005, he wrote an article in Infantry Magazine, an Army publication, criticizing the traditional "light infantry" tactics. He recommended more-flexible approaches, like mixing with the locals and (more implied than directly stated) buying off the enemy. "All the stuff in the Petraeus manual, we had kind of figured it out there [in Afghanistan]," says Wright. "It was all the stuff we had seen work on the ground."

American officers learned very similar lessons in battling the Viet Cong. But much of that knowledge was simply lost. Petraeus has institutionalized that knowledge. He was able to get his manual written and approved about three years after the invasion of Iraq, lightning speed in Pentagon time. But even Petraeus says that the much-praised document can provide only principles to follow. The hard work is still being done in the streets of Baghdad. "What they're dealing with is much more complex than what we were trained to do when I was a captain," he says. " It's about understanding the human terrain, really understanding it."

In February, Wright deployed to Baghdad. He did not know whom, if anyone, he could trust. His company was sent into a battle-scarred neighborhood, Bayaa, where Sunnis and Shiites were killing each other. “The National Police watched it happen," says Wright. "Probably to make sure it was done right." Wright's Delta company was caught in the middle of Sunni-Shiite fire fights. His soldiers learned to do the "dance," shifting positions and moving in zigzags in the street to throw off snipers. Within the first three months the company lost 10 of its 102 men; three were killed. Wright's only reliable friend in town was his interpreter, Ali (not his real name). Speaking his own kind of English, sprinkled with hip-hop slang, Ali was a marked man. At one time he was kidnapped by insurgents, hanged upside down and shocked with electric cables. Wright likes to joke that Ali could go over to the other side at any time. "He's one step away from shooting at us," Wright says, with a wry smile. But Ali was able to begin to recruit informants, who were given cell phones and SIM cards to help them stay in touch.

3. Summary: 

Militants eager to __________ their authority accept deals and are put on American __________ . As a result, ________ drop. This more flexible __________ such as mixing with the locals and __________ off the enemy works on the ground. Petraeus has ___________ that knowledge by writing a _________ that is used widely. Soldiers deal with complex _________ and they need to understand the human _________ . 

(4) All across Baghdad, company commanders have become their own intelligence officers, running networks of informants and drawing directly upon surveillance imagery and other intel sources. They can "employ intelligence that previously was seldom available as low as battalion commander," Petraeus says. By necessity, these officers have also been given greater freedom to make decisions than their predecessors. Under his command, Petraeus says, "there is not only a tolerance for initiative and independent action, there is encouragement."

That includes, he says, "the empowerment of commanders at local levels … to make deals." Local fighters were put on the U.S. payroll and allowed to patrol their own neighborhoods, as long as they helped in the fight against radicals. Wright told about an important deal struck with a military leader in Bayaa who Wright refers to as "Mr. X."

Mr. X began as a target of the Americans. In Bayaa, he was the local leader who seemed to command the most respect among the militiamen, a kind of Shiite Godfather. Delta Company soldiers raided Mr. X's house three times last July, and each time he was gone. But Delta did pick up Abdullah (not his real name), X's brother. Abdullah was sent off to cool his heels in jail for a while. Wright then made a decision that was to have a big payoff.

The scene was carefully staged. Last October, Abdullah was brought, bound and blindfolded, into a quiet corner, not far from the tent where Wright slept. There were no harsh lights or guards, just a couple of folding chairs outside. Wright wanted the session to come across not as an interrogation but as a meeting between equals. He told Abdullah to stand and carefully cut away his plastic handcuffs with scissors and lifted the blindfold. He could tell that Abdullah recognized him as the American officer who had arrested him three months before. The moment "very easily could have gone sour," Wright recalls. But the American captain did the unexpected: he apologized. He explained that detaining Abdullah had been a mistake. He said he wanted to work with him to calm Bayaa. Abdullah smiled. Wright allowed himself a small hope.

Sure enough, three days after Abdullah's release, Mr. X himself called Wright. The two leaders began to talk on the phone. Wright would listen to X's grievances, but he didn't ask for any information, at least at first. Then, a week after Wright began talking to X, the American was out on patrol when a covey of pigeons suddenly burst from a nearby building.

Mahdi Army fighters were suspected of using pigeons to secretly communicate about U.S. troop movements. During the edgy, early days of the American occupation, a commander might have just assumed that the house was a militia holdout. Troops would have poured through the door, weapons out, shouting orders, as women shrieked and the men ran for cover. Anyone with a beard would have been pegged as a jihadi and rounded up, handcuffed, led off for questioning.

Wright moved more carefully. He did stop the convoy and sent troops in to investigate. But he did not round up prisoners or make a show of force. As he was talking to the teenager who owned the pigeons, Wright got a call from Mr. X, demanding to know why the Americans were raiding the house. After a brief, tense exchange, Wright was able to explain the situation to X, who calmed down. The incident proved to Wright just how well- connected X was. "That's when I knew," says Wright. "When he called me when we were right there, still on the objective. He's kind of the Tony Soprano in this area."

X refused to meet Wright face to face. He couldn't let his relationship with the Americans be exposed. But, working through Ali, the translator, X began to communicate with Wright every day, building trust. On one recent evening, Wright called up X to ask about reports that armed men were roaming through a prominent market in Bayaa. X made some calls and reported back that the tip was bogus. The next day X called Wright to let him know that a prayer tent for a Shiite religious ceremony had been set up on 20th Street in Bayaa. It would be best, suggested X, if U.S. patrols could avoid the area.

4. Summary:

Company commanders ran their own intelligence ________ and _______ upon intelligence sources previously only available for _________ commanders. Not only have they greater freedom but they are __________ to take the initiative which includes making shady _________. Wright co-opted a military _________ referred to as Mr. X. They first jailed his _________ but after three months Wright apologized and released him. Three days later Mr. X called Wright and they started to talk through the ____________, Ali. Mr. X refused to meet the American commander but they started building ___________ . 
(5) Before too long, attacks were dropping sharply. There were far fewer exchanges of small-arms fire between the Americans and locals. More shops opened up in central Bayaa, and new orange metal trash bins were installed in the market area with U.S. funds. Throughout Iraq U.S. commanders are doling out money to help revive neighborhoods. Some $767 million has already been allocated for the purpose this year, and the Pentagon plans to ask Congress for $450 million more.

Wright's dealings with the enemy made some of his soldiers uncomfortable. First Sgt. Darrell Snell, 38, a career soldier, tries not to think about his captain's shadowy contacts with the likes of Mr. X. Instead, he focuses on the children in the street when he goes on patrol. "I just put it in my head that the kids didn't do it," he says. "That's how I deal with it."

The drop in violence since Petraeus took command in Iraq is dramatic. But as he would be the first to admit, it's been won by cutting all these side deals, buying off former and potential fighters with temporary salaries and the promise of jobs in the Army and police. Already there are frictions. Fighters on American payroll complain about low pay ($10 a day). Some have abandoned their checkpoints. In some neighborhoods local fighters will not allow the National Police in. Wright knows that violence could erupt again unless the strongmen he deals with embrace the central government and vice versa. Now, the Americans are the glue that holds it all together.

Wright is a good student, a literate, humane man who proudly points out that West Point is a great liberal-arts school as well as a military academy. He has not been degraded by war; he does not live only to survive for the moment. But the lessons of war change, and Wright, like the good student he is, has learned to change with them. 
5. Summary:

After co-opting Mr. X _________ of small-arms fire dropped sharply and the Bayaa community revived with the help of American _________ . The shady dealings make some soldiers ___________ but the drop in __________ is dramatic. However, currently the Americans _________ everything together and fighting could ________ again any time unless the local _________ and the __________ ___________ embrace each other and start to talk. 
6. Finish the sentences based on the information from the text.

Captain Wright earned the respect of his troops by…

The Army won previous wars by….

Petraeus moved soldiers…

The objective of the current American occupation is to…

In the lack of effective government officers act…

In order to gain and maintain trust of their new allies it is important to…

The Pentagon doesn’t universally….

The Petraeus manual only provides… 

Officers have more freedom to….

These days there is encouragement for…

In order to help revive neighborhoods commanders…

Violence can erupt again unless…

7. Which subtitle fits best? 

A) Five years on, the war is transforming the American officer corps
B) After Afghanistan mistakes are repeated 
C) Shady deals replace overwhelming force in Iraq

8. There are some military expressions in the text. Guess their meanings.

	1. insurgent
	A) an attempt by a group of people to take control of their government using force and violence

	2. battalion
	B) large places where people in a military organization live and work

	3. insurgency
	C) to organize or move soldiers, military equipment etc so that they are in the right place and ready to be used

	4. counterinsurgency strategy
	D) a large group of soldiers consisting of several companies

	5. sniper
	E) a series of military actions against people who are fighting against their own country's government

	6. surveillance
	F) one of a group of people fighting against the government of their own country, or against authority

	7. megabase
	G) when one country watches the military activities of another country to see what they are planning to do

	8. deploy
	H) someone who shoots at people from a hidden position


9. Make expressions. 

	allow oneself
	a deal

	being caught
	all together

	acknowledge
	someone’s trust

	strike/cut
	a small hope

	lightning 
	for independent action

	the glue that hold
	speed

	tolerance
	in the middle of something

	betray
	legitimate aspirations


10. What is the difference in meaning? 

appalling - appealing
tough - though

deploy - employ

detain - retain
patrol - petrol

frictions - fractions

11. Summarize what the new American officer is like and what the job of an officer includes. (3-5 sentences)

12. Agree or disagree? To what extent? Give reasons.

Provided American troops leave Iraq the violence erupts again.
The Army shouldn’t make shady deals with the enemy.

“You can’t kill your way out of an insurgency.”

A couple of thousand officers like Wright could help stabilize Iraq. 

13. STATISTICS

Collect the top 10 most useful expressions from the text.

Collect 5 expressions from the text that you found interesting or funny, or you really liked.
Which was the most surprising fact in the text?

Which was the most difficult sentence (to understand) in the text?

Which were the expressions that you didn’t know but managed to guess based on the context?

Key

1. military Academy, respect, overwhelming force, bleakest, gone, hit

2. fought, secured, outposts, win, operates, acts, ambiguity, fragile, former, trust, superiors
3. cement, payroll, attacks, approach, buying, institutionalized, manual, issues, terrain

4. networks, drew, battalion, encouraged, deals, leader, brother, interpreter, trust

5. exchange, funds, uncomfortable, violence/attacks, hold, erupt, strongmen, central government

6. …demanding of the yet (sleeping and eating with them and) sharing their privations and dangers.

…overwhelming force and gun-blazing tactics.

…out from secured megabases (in)to small outposts (deep) in(side once alien and) hostile neighborhoods.

…win over the locals.

…as mayors, mediators, cops, civil engineers. 

…live among them waling the streets every day.

…value or trust officers like Wright/who gained experience in conflicts like Iraq.

…principles to follow.

…make decisions (than their predecessors).

…initiative and independent action.

…dole out money.

…local strongmen and central government embrace each other.

7. A
8. 1-F, 2-D, 3-A, 4-E, 5-H, 6-G, 7-B, 8-C

9. allow oneself a small hope, being caught in the middle of something, acknowledge legitimate aspirations, strike/cut a deal, lightning speed, the glue that holds all together, tolerance for independent action, betray someone’s trust
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