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SAYLE: Hello, this is Timothy Sayle from the Center for Presidential History at Southern 

Methodist University.  It’s June 12, 2015, and I’m joined by — 

CRAWFORD: Aaron Crawford, also of the Center for Presidential History at Southern 

Methodist University.  

SAYLE: And we’re joined by Colonel Mansoor today.  Colonel, could you introduce yourself 

and tell us about your role in the government and your relationship with the Iraq war? 

MANSOOR: Well, I’m Dr. Peter Mansoor, retired US Army Colonel, and currently the 

Raymond E. Mason, Jr. Chair of Military History at the Ohio State University.  I assumed 

my position in the summer of 2008 after a 26-year career in the US Army, culminating in 

my service as Executive Officer to General David Petraeus during the Surge of US forces 

to Iraq in 2007 and 2008.  I had one other tour (  )-10 (I)23 ( h)pf8-7 o.a3(e)4 (r)3 ( ( g)10 (oo.a5)-2 (o )S)-2 ufLourb(ou)-Md 
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MANSOOR: The problem the Army had was coming out of Vietnam it looked at what occurred 

and decided it was never going to fight that kind of war again.  So it didn’t really put a lot 

of [04:00] intellectual firepower into learning the lessons of Vietnam.  In fact when a 

group from Fort Leavenworth went to the JFK School of Special Warfare in the 1980s to 

find out what they had done in terms of lessons learned in Vietnam to help them create a 

course at Fort Leavenworth on low intensity conflict, they were told there were no 

Vietnam files.  They were told to throw them away because supposedly we would never 

fight that kind of war again.  So the only doctrine that exists was a manual on counter-

guerilla warfare that had been produced in 1986 or thereabouts, and that was it.   

When we went into Iraq in 2003, everyone expected a short, sharp conflict using 

rapid decisive operations, precision guided weaponry, lots of high tech hardware, very 

precise [05:00] application of force, and no one was thinking, “Well, really when we 

collapse the government of Iraq we’re going to be left holding a mess.”  They were even 

thinking less about “Well, what happens if the people who we depose fight back in 

another way?”  So when we eventually did face an insurgency in Iraq we didn’t really 

have a doctrinal basis to deal with it.  That lead to the very rapid publication of an interim 

field manual on counterinsurgency in 2004, but it wasn’t very well-conceived and it was 

clearly a stop gap measure until something better took its place.  That occurred when 

General Petraeus got to Fort Leavenworth in 2006 -- late 2005 -- and really energized the 

system to produce a field manual on counterinsurgency, probably a land speed record on 

the publication of a doctrinal manual -- less than a year from the time of conception to 

publication. [06:00] 
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minimal [08:00] impact on that aspect.  But the counterinsurgency field manual definitely 

had an enormous impact on the Surge because for the first time in the Iraq War it gave 

the forces a doctrinal basis on which to base their actions.  If you read the histories of the 

Iraq War On Point and On Point 2, you can see that there were a lot of units learning by 

trial and error in Iraq.  Some of them were doing really great stuff.  H.R. McMaster in the 

Third Armory Calvary regiment up in Tal Afar, the marines out at Al Qaim, the first 

brigade, first armor division, ironically the unit I commanded and had turned over to 

Colonel Sean McFarland, who took it to Ramadi and did wonderful things with the Anbar 

Awakening there.   

The problem was there wasn’t an operational concept and a doctrinal construct to 

pull this all together [09:00] and to say that every unit in Iraq is going to do the same 

thing, this is what we’re going to base it on and there will be no questions asked unless 

your specific situation in your area is so unique that you have to deviate.  b002 T( t)-2 t-1 (ke)4 (d ( f)3 (o7pTw [(R)-7 (am)-6 (au3-4 0 w)2 (i)-2 (l)-2 () ( . -1 ( )-10 (w)2 (i)-2 (t)-2 (h t)pu (ur)3) (r)3 (e)ot9ee3(t)-2 (ua)4 (t)om)-2 (i)--2 (o )] (av)-4 (e )1 (p)-10ll t)-2 (ur)3ciu(o )]TJ
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need to be in DC on Monday, and I can’t tell you anything about the group, but I’ve been 

told to nominate a couple of smart people to it.”  The other one he nominated was H.R. 

McMaster and said, “Pack your bags.”  When I got there and got together there were 

about 15 of us, plus or minus.  It was a group that the Joint Chiefs had formed -- the 

chairman had formed it -- in order to help them re-conceptualize the long war against 

Islamic extremism world-wide and we can get into this later but very quickly the group’s 

initial discussion necked down to, What do we do about Iraq? because the war was going 

south in a hurry on us and we couldn’t really get to any other aspects of the long war 

without dealing with Iraq.  [11:00] As I recall there were three Army colonels, there was 

an Army colonel from the joint staff who was considered a joint guy, there were three 

Marine colonels, three Navy captains and the Air Force being the Air Force sent five Air 

Force officers.  Then there was a Navy captain, Mike Rogers, current head of the NSA 

who was the group’s informal leader because he was the chairman’s executive officer. 

SAYLE: Excellent.  Now was there a suggestion or an implicit suggestion early that this group 

would focus on Iraq?  Or did that just develop as the group’s work began? 

MANSOOR: No.  This is in reading other sources, but the origins of the group, I believe, were a 

meeting between General Peter Pace and General Jack Keane and Pace asked Keane to 

grade his performance as chairman, I think Keane gave him an [12:00] F and suggested 

that he form an outside group because the inside thinking that he was getting was clearly 

insufficient to energize what needed to happen at the strategic level, and so that was sort 

of the genesis of the group.   

We were given a very broad mandate -- to just relook the war against Islamic 

extremism around the world -- and so we started on that, we brought in subject matter 
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experts from all over the place --
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with the chairman and no-holds-barred.  So I applaud the chairman and the Joint Chiefs 

for doing what they did.  [15:00]  
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MANSOOR: 
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March timeframe, and we interrogated him did we figure out that the Iranians were in 

Iraq using Hezbollah operators to train Jaysh al-Mahdi special groups and so forth.  The 
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course in the end, they didn’t.  But that’s



 

15 
 

SAYLE: Was there any changing of minds on the council?  Did you see that as your role as a 

proponent of one option and if so how did you try to --? 

MANSOOR: No, it wasn’t necessary for the group to come to consensus because remember we 

were not advocating an option; we were simply teeing up options for the Joint Chiefs.  

That was sort of one of the refreshing things---that we didn’t have to water down options 

in order to come to consensus. 

SAYLE: During this time there were a number of other informal reviews occurring within the 

government, were you and the other colonels aware of these other reviews happening in 

the State Department, the NSC? 

MANSOOR: We were made aware of them after the mid-term elections.   

SAYLE: I see -- November?   

MANSOOR: November. And it may be that Mike Rogers knew about them, being the 

chairmen’s XO, but the rest of us didn’t.  This is one of the things that in researching the 

whole process for my book, [29:00] it became very clear to me that the Bush 

administration did not want to come out publically in saying, Yeah, we’re re-thinking the 

strategy for the Iraq war.  They kept talking publically about: Well, we can readjust 

tactics, if necessary.  Of course that means a whole different thing and it wasn’t until the 

elections were over until they said, yeah, we’re looking at strategy.  Had they done that 

before the mid-terms, they would have been open up to accusations that the war was lost 

and we should just get out.  So I can see why they did that.  But as a result, all the efforts 

were stove piped until sometime in November, when finally, I think, the State 

Department effort was folded into the NSC effort.  The joint chief’s effort eventually was 

disbanded after the Joint Chiefs briefed the President in December. 
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SAYLE: And of course the counsel of colonels was highly secret, as well, is that right?  But it 

made its way into the newspapers. [30:00] 

MANSOOR: It was secret I think for the same reason the administration didn’t want to get out 

that we were rethinking strategy.  That would be a good question to ask General Pace.  

But it got out -- it leaked to the newspapers -- I think Tom Ricks had an article in 

November, right around Thanksgiving time, and sort of sketched out the options we were 

considering.  I didn’t quite frankly didn’t see any harm in that at the time.  It caused a 

mini-stir in the tank as the Joint Chiefs looked over at us and told us to keep our mouths 

shut, but it blew over. 

SAYLE: One of the arguments we have heard against initiating a formal and publically 

announced review was morale of military, especially troops servi
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SAYLE: There were, however, representatives from the joint staff on that group, was there any 

connection between the colonels and the joint staff? 

MANSOOR: I think we were sort of kept informed through Mike Rogers of what was 

happening, but I don’t think there was a formal [32:00] connection. 

SAYLE: I see, so you don’t know of any way where the Council of Colonels’ briefings would 

have been fed into that review in any way? 

MANSOOR: Again, I don’t know, that may have happened, but I’m not aware. 

SAYLE: What was the final product -- or was there a final product -- to the Council of Colonels’ 

effort? 

MANSOOR: I think our series of briefings and discussions in the tank helped to crystalize the 

Joint Chiefs thinking.  In the end I think they were very conservative in their guidance to 

the President, or their advice.  I think the culmination was the President’s visit to the tank 

in early December and the Chiefs laid out their thoughts but they didn’t go very far in 

terms of changing the strategy.  They pretty much were nibbling around the edges [33:00] 

and I think they were very supportive of the commander in the field, General George 

Casey, so their recommendations didn’t go nearly far enough in terms of changing a 

strategy that I think was failing.   

They also were very concerned about their Title 10 responsibilities, so they were 

very concerned -- especially the Army and Marine Corps -- about lack of troops and op 

tempo on the troops, strain on the troops -- and they wanted a commitment from the 

President to grow troop numbers -- end strength -- so that whatever happened they could 

field the forces necessary to execute the new strategy.  I think that was pretty much the 
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end of it.  Everything else in terms of the decision to surge came from outside the Joint 

Chiefs, at least.   

SAYLE: Let’s pick up on the health of the force issue that you mentioned. It was a concern for 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff. [34:00] What was your assessment of that argument that more 

troops to Iraq would put more strain on the force? 

MANSOOR: Well it’s true that the force was strained, but I didn’t want to see a war lost on my 

watch if I had something to do with it so I thought it was important to get the strategy 

right and then if we needed more troops, take that case to the congress and get them 

authorized but I was dumbfounded by the suggestion that we should lose the war just 

because we didn’t have enough troops.  This was the whole reason H.R. said: No, we 

need to go big.  We’re America.  We need to fight a war like we mean it rather than 

letting ourselves be constrained by the force structure that is in place.  So I wanted to get 

the strategy right first and then we could look at if there was legislation needed, end 

strength increases needed to field [35:00] the forces necessary to win. 

SAYLE: You mentioned that during the actual implementation of the Surge, General Petraeus 

was even-handed in tending to tamp down violence caused by different actors, not just 

Sunni actors. Did you share that assessment earlier in your understanding of the war? Did 

you see that as an issue in 2004 through 2006 - that there were different actors that 

needed to be sat on in essence? 

MANSOOR: Absolutely.  Now you have to realize my background as brigade commander. I was 

fighting one of the most virulent Sunni insurgencies in Adhamiya in Baghdad, the lower 

right-hand corner of the Sunni triangle is what I called it. And then at the end of that tour 

I fought the Jaish al-Mahdi in Karbala and so I got to see and fight both aspects of the 
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extremism in Iraq and I knew very well that we had to fight both.  In fact at one point in 

the Surge -- it was right around [36:00] August of 2007 -- and we were getting a handle, 

finally, on Al-Qaeda in Iraq, the allowance was coming down, and I looked at General 

Petraeus -- I think this was before we went to Washington for the famous congressional 

hearings in September 2007 -- and I said, “You know at some point it’s going to be time 

to pivot away from Al-Qaeda in Iraq which is on the road to defeat right now, and we’re 

going to have to fight the Shiite extremists which in the longer term might be the more 

important danger for the Iraqi state,” which has sort of panned out.  And he 

acknowledged that, but he said, “Not yet.”  And in fact we never got around to 

completely dealing with the Shiite extremists.  We got a handle on them, but of course 

they have come back in a big way today. 

SAYLE: During the strategy review group, the inter-agency [37:00] group, at the same time as 

the Council of Colonels, there were some team members who were arguing that the 

United States should bet on the Shiite or put all of the American energies behind the 

Shiite.  What did you make of that argument, or what do you make of that argument?   

MANSOOR: The problem, of course, is that the Shiite were also -- Iran was also betting on the 

Shiite groups -- and if we had a Shiite group that was -- or a constellation of groups -- 

that was not necessarily in bed with Iran and could work with America, I would’ve said, 

“OK, we can think about that option.”  But quite frankly I didn’t see what Shiite group 

we were going to work with. ISCI, the Islamic Supreme Council in Iraq, which had spent 

the years under Saddam Hussein in Iran and had -- a lot of the key [38:00] leaders in the 

group had Iranian wives, or u -15.06 -2.Sq
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jobs that were not proper military jobs.  What do you make of those arguments?  And 

also I’d be curious how they connect to what the Council of Colonels were thinking about 

military options. 

MANSOOR: Well it’s true, I think the Department 
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through a Marshall Plan for Iraq -- and if everyone had jobs then they wouldn’t be 

fighting.  Of course that’s not true, because the basis of the insurgency was not economic 

and so that [43:00] was pretty quickly discarded, so we did talk economics, but I’m not 

sure if we talked PRTs, per se. 

SAYLE: In December 2006 there was discussion at the highest level of government as to how 

many brigades would form a surge.  There was the idea that two brigades could be sent 

and others could follow on as necessary.  They could all be scheduled to go in fairly short 

order.  What do you make of those different options and how would they have affected 

the situation differently? 

MANSOOR: Well, the two brigade option came from General Casey and that was bring two 

brigades to Baghdad because Together Forward One and Together Forward Two had 

failed.  Everyone knew that.  And so we’re going to bring more troops into Baghdad and 

fight the most important fight, which was the battle of Baghdad.  I agreed that that was 

the most important fight.  The problem was that there wasn’t enough force.  It wasn’t 

enough plus-up to change the facts on the ground.  And so [44:00] in my discussions with 

General Petraeus -- and I had kept General Petraeus informed of what was going on 

throughout the fall of 2006 -- as I believe was Meghan O’Sullivan, so General Petraeus 

had good contacts inside the government.  He said: We need as many brigades as we can 

get -- as much force as we can get -- and we need them there as soon as we can get them 

there.  Otherwise, you can’t have an incremental plus-up.  It just won’t do what we want 

to do in terms of getting the security situation under control.   

I remember at one point -- this is actually when General Petraeus took command -

- we had a terrible transition.  I’m sorry to say we had a terrible transition with General 
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SAYLE: When you arrived as [47:00] General Petraeus’s executive officer and you were back in 

Iraq in 2007 were any of the assumptions that you held in late 2006 on the Council of 

Colonels challenged?  Were they reinforced?   

MANSOOR: The number one thing: we did not have good visibility into, on the Council of 

Colonels. And even at Fort Leavenworth, because we were trying to read all of the 

reports -- we were getting the various reports from MNF-I and whatnot -- we did not have 

good visibility into the Awakening.  And General Petraeus’s first trip after taking 

command that very first week -- actually his first trip the very next day was outside the 

wire into Ghazaliya and Dora and it looked like ghost towns.  Buildings were pock-

marked; the markets weren’t opened.  Palpable sense of fear in both communities and we 

got back to our desks that night and we were like, “Whoa, what did we get into?”  [48:00] 

Because that sense of what had happened to Baghdad was just not coming through in the 

reports that we were reading.   

But later that week he went to Ramadi to talk to Sean McFarland and saying: 

What’s going on here?  I’m hearing good things.  And General Petraeus found out about 

the Awakening and really that was our first sense that this was not just something that 

was happening of importance to Anbar but it was of strategic importance to the entire 

war.  And General Petraeus came back and basically told his subordinate commanders: 

We are going to support the Awakening, and whatever they need to help spread this 

movement across Iraq we are going to support that effort.  So that was the one thing that 

we didn’t really realize the extent of going in.  Actually those two things, really -- how 

bad the situation in Baghdad had become, and [49:00] the Awakening and its import to 

the future of the conflict. 

SMU I CENTERFOR 
® PRESIDENTIAL HISTORY 



 

25 
 

SAYLE: In addition to your military career, you are also an accomplished historian and military 

historian.  What historical perspectives did you find useful both on the Council of 

Colonels and in your time in Iraq?  And which did you find not useful?  Were there any 

red herrings out there? 

MANSOOR: I thought the western experience in counterinsurgency warfare in the twentieth 

century was valuable to me. I think it still is.  There’s people who say, “Oh, it doesn’t 

matter because those were ideological conflicts or those were conflicts of colonialism and 

they have no relation to religious conflicts of today,” and I disagree with that assessment.  

I think the history of counterinsurgency warfare in the 20th century is of importance to 

understand that context and the historical background to what was happening in Iraq.  

[50:00] And then of course you can add the other unique dimensions of what’s happening 

today to that but historical grounding in counterinsurgency warfare, I think, was really 

crucial.  I’m trying to remember the second part of your question. 

SAYLE: That’s if there were any historical analogies made that you thought were not useful or -- 

MANSOOR: The ones that were not useful -- yes -- 
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There’s an environment today with globalization, with globalized 

communications, and with a focus on human rights, that you simply cannot do some of 

the things that various people did before the 20th century -- and even sometimes in the 

20th century -- to tamp down rebellions. Like the Roman rulers who would send the 

reports back from Africa, “The rebellion of the ‘umpteump’ tribe is over because the 

‘umpteump’ tribe no longer exists.”   

And my point was we cannot be kinetic and brutal enough to end the insurgencies 

with force.  [52:00] Force is a component, obviously, of what we need, but we have to be 

more holistic than that in our approach.  And there were some people in the military 

simply who didn’t get it.  And they would never agree to that.  I think it was a military 

problem -- you know the old saw that, “Any good soldier can handle guerrillas, right?”  

Well, if the guerrillas wore uniforms we could probably get rid of them in a day because 

we could see them.  But when they hide among the people it gets kind of hard to separate 

them from the population, and when you start to kill the population you lose the moral 

legitimacy to do what you are doing. 

SAYLE: Well you make an interesting point about the constraints on the United State military 

from acting in a brutal fashion.  The other side of the conflict, though, certainly did seem 

to be acting in a very brutal way.  How could we reconcile that asymmetry and what 

problems does that create for the military? 

MANSOOR: It actually created an opportunity, [53:00] because we hung their brutality around 

their necks and they wanted to publicize their brutality and so did we.  So they behead 

someone or they do something terrible, we’d publicize it.  We’d say, “Look.  Look what 

they just did.  Are those the people you want to side with or do you want to side with 
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prepared the Joint Chiefs to accept it.  Had they just been presented with a decision as a 

fait accompli without the background that we had given them, there might have been 

more resistance than their actually was to the decision to surge.  Of course you don’t 

want that kind of resistance inside the military and inside the government working 

against a decision the president has made.  That’s actually something I learned during my 

[56:00] 15 months with General Petraeus in Iraq.  The President can make a decision on 
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