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      INTRODUCTION


      CONSIDER TIGER hunting. To understand the nature of the hunt, we must, of course, grasp the nature of the beast, but also of the hunter

         and the terrain, the weapons and techniques of pursuit, possibly the reasons for the chase. Is the beast being hunted across

         thinly covered hills, or through dark jungle? Will villagers pass on word of the tiger’s whereabouts, and supply the hunter

         with shelter and porters? Is he to deploy lines of beaters, or will he crouch high in a machan over tethered bait? Is the tiger a healthy predator, content to feed on deer and buffalo, or a cunning man-eater who will

         circle back, or perhaps lie in ambush?

      


      The greatest of tiger hunters was Jim Corbett, for whom India has named one of its largest national parks. For more than thirty

         years, as the British Raj faded in the first half of the last century, he hunted tigers no one else had been able to destroy:

         always with rubber-soled shoes and exquisitely selected rifles, always by stalking, always alone, his only companion for many

         of those years a faithful spaniel. As he listened to and imitated the cries of the creatures around him (including the tiger’s

         full-throated roar), Corbett brought stealth and surprise to a level that could turn his quarry’s natural advantages to his

         own deadly favor.

      


      These were not sporting expeditions, nor was it by any means clear that the odds lay with Corbett. The assignments were undertaken

         for district governments seeking to protect their people, scores of whom had already been devoured. Corbett knew these villagers,

         their languages and folkways, knew also that he must weave into his skills the ways of the killer he pursued. Otherwise he

         would meet not only a particularly nasty end, but terror would still oppress the people of a country he had quietly made his

         own.

      


      War has been intertwined with hunting for millennia. The word venison, originally “hunted meat,” comes from the same Indo-European root as the Russian voina, meaning war. Certain French armored units still dignify themselves as chasseurs, huntsmen, while several elite German and Austrian formations are styled Jaeger, or hunters, a reminder that they were first recruited from the gamekeepers of central European forests. A guest of the more

         established officers’ messes in Italy or Spain is likely to dine beneath stag or boar heads glaring from the walls, the high-toned

         British regiments preferring paintings, of distinctly mixed quality, celebrating the fox hunt. In the United States, which

         finds its romance on the frontier, the comparable designation for light, fast-moving outfits is Rangers, harking back to the

         days when woodsmen passed almost overnight from hunters into warriors who contested mastery of the forests with Mohawks and

         Hurons on the edge of an unknown world.

      


      At the start of the twenty-first century, one of the most evocative words of war is commando. A Portuguese colonial term, it rubbed off from that most ancient of white empires in tropical Africa onto the tough militias

         of Dutch settlers and French Protestant refugees which struck at native marauders operating across the South African tableland.

         These Boer commandos went on to prove extraordinarily difficult for the imperially confident British in a war over the gold

         and diamonds of the veldt. Remarkable was the impression they made, not least upon their one-time prisoner, the young Winston

         Churchill.

      


      Forty-one years later, in the first full year of World War II, Churchill found himself roughly in the position the Boers had

         faced: on the receiving end of a formidable and hungry world power. His thoughts returning to his old enemies, he created

         a superelite of commandos, men who would band together as “specially trained troops of the hunter class who can develop a

         reign of terror down these coasts [of occupied Europe] . . . leaving a trail of German corpses behind them.”

      


      Today, in a world so different, certain destructive tasks must still be assigned to extraordinary teams acting intensely and

         often alone, whether as a handful of seekers to snatch and “render” a suspected terrorist (as the abduction of such people

         is called by the profession) or in detachments of hundreds or more to overthrow a criminal state. As the essential arm of

         special warfare, commandos are now superbly trained and disciplined warriors whose missions are compact, highly focused, usually

         swift, often secret, inescapably perilous, and—if successful—likely to pay off in big ways. Commandos confront objectives

         that cannot be expected to yield before sheer numbers of troops or weight of firepower. Indeed, their missions are intended

         precisely to get around such familiar calculations of advantage, whether out of necessity or an instinct for the main chance.

         Such a fine-honed way of war, we argue, has been able repeatedly to redirect history.

      


      For at least three thousand years, the special operation has shaped and reshaped itself on land, on sea, on coast and river,

         now in the air and beneath the waves. The men who accomplish such missions have not only exploited short-term opportunities—as

         did pirates (experts in naval special warfare) on the Spanish Main—but by imaginative daring have actually gone on to conquer

         and to hold, bringing down entire political systems by unstringing the defenses of great powers in ways not before attempted.

         In gaining victory, commandos succeed by being able to detect the hairline cracks in the forbidding wall of enemy might.

      


      To be sure, commandos (or special operators, the cooler Pentagon synonym by which they may more generally be called) need

         not always go about their enterprise alone. They often work in combination with armies and navies, and most of their assaults

         focus on limited objectives—taking a mountain pass, cutting out a galleon, night raiding an enemy camp. But time and again

         the special operation (and the larger mode of special warfare that can grow out of it) introduces immensely enduring consequences:

         undoing some small but vibrant Greek city-state before it could reach the heights of an Athens or Corinth; allowing Alexander

         to pounce on places one final step beyond the hardest fighting and longest marching of armies; demoralizing Rome from pressing

         beyond the Elbe; taking gruesomely well-defended Antioch, which lay across the Crusaders’ path to Jerusalem; cracking open

         great Constantinople (twice) as massive sieges faltered; making possible the defeat of two of the world’s most militarily

         successful states by penny-packets of Conquistadors (conquerors); all the way through to today, when a raid may not deliver

         merely a wasplike sting but, properly equipped, perhaps the first and final serpent’s bite.

      


      Special operations can be thought of in dynamic terms, like a single plank atop a fulcrum. Consider a heavily muscled man

         in full combat gear and cradling a Squad Automatic Weapon who squats on one side of a seesaw. There are two ways to catapult

         him from his seat: place even heavier bruisers with even more equipment on the other end, or deftly move the fulcrum, thereby

         enabling one light, casually dressed fellow with a K-bar knife to launch him skyward. The analogy is not exact: it neglects

         the element of surprise, since that clever little fellow would hardly want to position himself so obviously across from the

         beefy machine gunner. But in its demonstration of leverage—one of the two key ingredients of special operations, along with

         tremendous risk—this example shows how seemingly insignificant capacities and feather-light moves can make a decisive difference.

         If looked at another way, with an actual man-eater in mind, we might remember that when colonial officials dispatched hordes

         of shooters against the tiger, the beast was simply given time to lose itself in home ground. When Corbett, with a rifle and

         a little dog, went after it, the outcome was rather different.

      


      While examining the history-changing rewards of special warfare, we also explain how this method of conflict came into being

         and how it has evolved; how its practitioners have reasoned; what prowess, arms, and doctrine they have resorted to from the

         days of spears and bows to nuclear weapons; and what may now be lurking in the anteroom. When we compare these warriors and

         their ventures, it becomes obvious that—over a very long time and very wide spaces, as well as across vast variations in technology,

         culture, and human organization—intriguing similarities throw a new perspective on the past. And on the future. It is no coincidence

         that a silver Trojan Horse has been featured on the badge of the 10th Special Forces Group ever since the Green Berets were

         created some three millennia after the city fell.

      


      We offer a way of regarding special operations and their unusual players that is intended to be both deeper and wider than

         even these polymaths of violence have taken into account. The special operation, as absorbing as it is in itself, is yet more

         telling as a still-unexamined instrument of historical change. We believe that this argument has not previously been made.

         In part, that is because so many of today’s foreign- and defense-policy commentators rarely look systematically at history,

         or at least down its longer vistas. And when they do, it is often to extract soundbite “lessons” that do not always hold up

         under detailed scrutiny.

      


      Such polemical uses are apparent in the dubious comparisons so common in talk of special operations. For instance, we hear

         that Xenophon’s hideously bloody extraction of a failed army of Greek mercenaries playing at dynastic politics in fifth-century

         B.C. Persia offers a model for special forces mobility; or that America’s early-twentieth-century counterguerrilla entanglements

         in the Philippines and the Caribbean somehow contain insights for twenty-first-century “small wars” (ignoring differences

         in the reach, intermingling, and hitting power of today’s troublemakers); or that the sustained terror supposed to have been

         inflicted on Allied occupiers by the Nazi Werwolf guerrilla movement (which robotically closed down with Germany’s surrender

         before it got into gear) compares to what America has encountered in Iraq. Confusions of culture, geography, and combat experiences

         are why so many discussions of special operations, and the framing of defense policies of which these are increasingly a part,

         have proved far less helpful than they could have been.

      


      Historians, in turn, have done much to illuminate “the face of battle.” The best writings of recent years have enormously

         enlarged the thoughtful civil population’s understanding of the realities of war. Yet battle remains the centerpiece of such

         studies: the surrounded Roman army foundering at Cannae, the slope of slaughtered knights at Agincourt, the Turkish fleet

         at Navarino blown up like a range of volcanoes, the stalemated killing fields of the Somme. The story of special warfare,

         however, is to be found among the interstices of day-to-day frictions and counterblows of tribes rising into city-states,

         into robust nations, and then perhaps into empires and superpowers. Even the most deftly realized portraits of war have usually

         given the commando short shrift. Furthermore, those historians who best comprehend strategy and combat often pass over the

         armed malice of the vicious sect, cell, and alienated clique touting itself as a political movement.

      


      Discussion of conflict, whether by military historians or in the flood of books and articles that debate defense and world

         order, has generally drawn too little on the tales and contemporary fiction that surround the events being addressed. Such

         an approach neglects not only one of the most revealing means of understanding times and places but often the most entertaining.

         The poetry of ancient Ireland, the doom-laden epic Beowulf, medieval outlaw legends, the pioneering historical novels of Defoe, the narratives of Fenimore Cooper and of Dumas, of Balzac,

         Tolstoy, Chesterton, John Buchan, and Faulkner offer insight not only into the possibilities of their eras but, as we will

         see, into aspects of special warfare that might well concern us. World War I tankers knew H. G. Wells’s “The Land Ironclads”

         (1903) virtually by heart. And for more than one hundred years, writers of science fiction have often been far ahead of the

         planning of general staffs.

      


      Engaging with those imaginative writers who have put ideas into practitioners’ heads—or at least cleverly interpreted new

         possibilities—plays another vital part in keying the ear to the strange music of the jungle. To recognize the connections

         among extreme missions, the often aberrant people who conceive and conduct them, and what these ventures go up against, we

         must lay out the full makeup of the nations involved. Like Corbett, our book examines the colors, sounds, and movements of

         the surroundings, the better to give life and vitality to the deadly beings who most concern our story.

      


      AN OPPONENT’S strength does not consist of numbers only or plain superiority of weapons, important as they are. Strength may lie in his

         being thousands of miles away, deeply entrenched or concealed, or in some intimidating renown of plain unchallenged invincibility,

         like the Red Army as it entered Afghanistan. The stronger one is, however, perhaps the weaker, too. And the weaker an opponent

         seems, the stronger he may well be. This book is an attempt to show why each of those two confounding sentences makes perfect

         sense. Those who can jolt the fulcrum by some fairly tiny, utterly unanticipated move can shift the whole weight of conflict

         and, often with it, the events that have come to shape our lives.

      


      To find one’s way to the heart of overwhelming power has often called forth the highest—and most chilling—ingenuity. Missions

         not only may be silent but so focused and fast that they can only succeed by exploiting the adversary’s most vulnerable spot.

         The special operation must keep being reinvented against endlessly self-reinventing societies, while remaining one pace ahead.

         For better or worse, the discipline exists at the forefront of all sorts of innovation.

      


      Yet in every new strength lies a weakness. As the workings of steadily richer, technically profounder nations become more

         sophisticated by such very achievements, they are likely to expose themselves to unexpected strokes of violence that are the

         markers of special warfare.

      


      In 1862, for instance, the Confederacy was given to naming battles after railheads (Manassas, Sharpsburg, Murfreesboro) and

         was mighty pleased that secession had not come before its component states had been connected east to west by railroads. But

         over one astonishing morning nineteen random recruits had been able to infiltrate its battle lines with the purpose of hijacking

         a passenger train necessary to be an instrument of ruination. As shaken observers concluded, the spine of the Confederacy

         had nearly been severed in a few hours’ frenzied chase. There is a parallel to 9/11 when nineteen far more vicious hijackers

         used such easily assembled means to collapse one of the largest structures ever built, and to torpedo the nerve center of

         our nation’s defense.

      


      Of course, contests of this kind, once begun, are by no means necessarily one-sided; there is no need to romanticize the thrusts

         of the few, and the assuredly strong in terms of efficient, big armies and state-of-the-art weaponry can certainly respond

         in kind. But unlike the dispersed, the rather small, or the apparently weak, the strong have a range of choices—perhaps, indeed,

         believe they have more than is the case. Under lesser pressure, the strong have often failed to imagine their vulnerabilities

         until dangerously late in the game.

      


      The vocabulary is barely a century old, but the activities of special warfare are as old as civilization. The reflections

         on crossing rivers by Clausewitz, the greatest intellectual inheritor of Napoleonic warfare, offer little of value today,

         but Gideon’s destruction of a great army with the aid of three hundred carefully selected fighters is as valuable to consider

         as it was when the scribes first recorded how he shattered a nation before Rome was built. Indeed, within the lifetimes of

         many among us, there existed no special operations forces in the form we now think of them, no sharply honed warriors trained

         for pinpointed missions—undetectable until the blow falls—against mountain citadels or urban labyrinths. But since earliest

         times, there have been raiders, then bands of heroes that grew together in the turbulence of city-states, and “picked men”

         taken from increasingly professionalized armies to face the most demanding battlefield obstacles. Eventually arrived the so-often-improvised

         outfits of World War II, such as the U.S. Army muleskinners turned terrifying “ghost soldiers” in the Philippines.

      


      Exceptional temperament and endurance have always been required. No matter that, for the outside world, these distinguishing

         traits only became visible after a guileful strike or astounding abduction, rather than as a way of life chosen by men who

         worked in ceaseless preparation at Fort Bragg or at Coronado. In our time, eminent classicists comfortably discern “commandos”

         and “commando operations” in the most startling features of even Alexander’s unsurpassed conquests; distinguished scholars

         of Renaissance warfare acclaim “commando tactics” in the strife of Italy, densely sown with strongholds against which only

         little armies could usually be brought. Here, too, in a proper continuity, we apply these modern terms to past struggles.

      


      Our story concentrates on the Western experience, because what has materialized in that tradition of warfare has had a uniquely

         worldwide impact. The record of deadly enterprise in the Americas, for instance, whether in conquest or rebellion, is huge

         and instructive. The doings of pre-Columbian peoples, however, are for the most part lost to us. Likewise, though the Asian

         experience is fascinating, notably the contrasts between East and West, to explore this in detail would require much more

         space than we have available. What we present here is a breadth of practice that is itself enormous, a story of combat ranging

         from the days of swords and haywagons to those of airborne descents and microelectronics. The great issues go so deep as to

         display a historic tie as well as curious meshings of shape and vision.

      


      To take in so broad a span of centuries, and to extend it into tomorrow, we have organized our argument accordingly. In the

         first chapter, we start by shedding new light on recent events, and then define special operations and special units, as well

         as their characteristics under the long test of time. The story thereafter unfolds chronologically, each chapter examining

         the warring societies of a given era, their means of defense and organization, the different strengths of attackers and attacked,

         and the profound changes these operations introduced or catalyzed. The move against a highly sophisticated tribal confederation

         like the Aztecs, the challenge posed by tiny naval units against the land supremacy of Bonaparte, or the parachuting in of

         two Czech patriots to kill the monstrous Reinhard Heydrich—each entailed the pursuit of a very different objective. But all

         required that dreadful odds be faced by brave men with particularly clear minds.

      


      Special operations, like all great enterprises, appear in forms as wide as the world. But their stories and their lessons

         come down to a few incandescent principles: act undismayed, strike hard, move fast, think daringly, reason deeply, draw rapid

         but rational conclusions. Such modes of war, as so often, pioneer the ways of peace. The assault commander of Alexander’s

         day succeeded by applying unexpected strengths to previously unnoticed weakness. He could find critical paths in featureless

         rockfaces. Looking at that type of problem in light of experience, his achievements were not too different from those of an

         entrepreneur in a hyperinnovative industry of the twenty-first century, or an administrator maximizing services in the teeth

         of special interests, or a technologist getting a complex software program online without delay.

      


      Anyone not a narcissist is eager to find a model for learning more without postponing decision making, adapting shrewdly without

         losing focus, understanding the opposition as clearly as he knows his own task. How to assemble not just a team but a band

         of brothers, sharpen one’s instincts without feeding one’s fantasies, discern in an adversary’s strength a lever reversible

         to victory? Without such skills,  the Midianites would have picked clean the bones of Israel, Alexander’s army would have

         withered in the cold beneath the Sogdian Rock, Spain would have ruled the warm seas—but also IBM would have been a monopoly

         and American towns a vista of one-branch stores.

      


      Enterprise and leadership find their opportunities in intellectual as well as physical courage, in mutual loyalty and authority

         won by common effort quite as much as by command. Businesses are ever more charged with the creative destruction that lies

         at the core of high-technological, relentlessly innovative economies. As they fight their way through the storm of information

         and projections of the future, they find themselves joined not just in spirit but in thought and operational approach with

         probably the oldest of those disciplines which have had to substitute quality and nerve for numbers and time. They too are

         engaged in unforgiving conflicts of the sort that quantity alone can never settle. To this end, the special operation and

         the commando may have much to tell us about top performance in our daily lives.

      


      SHORTLY AFTER Soviet power dissolved, I found myself working as a management consultant on a Pentagon study aiming to establish new roles

         for America’s special operations forces in the surely more peaceful years to come. It overlapped with a commitment to coauthoring

         an MIT trilogy during the 1990s in which several of us examined the accelerating effects of the information technology revolution,

         with all its fascinating complexities and startling vulnerabilities. Thus intrigued, I began to explore the consequences to

         America of the country’s long exposure to an ongoing planetary ordeal of “neither war nor peace.” A book resulted about the

         successes, failures, and price of U.S. foreign policy from 1945 to 2002, as America led its allies to bring down the most

         dangerous empire of all, only to find itself immediately beset by a different kind of evildoer. The point was to determine

         how the world had been arranged over these decades and to offer some guidance for meeting challenges to come.

      


      Continuously in the background were the possibilities of special warfare, the means to act tellingly far below the threshold

         of nuclear threat—whether it was parachuting heroic but doomed Ukrainian operators to give some touch of hope to resistance

         in Stalin’s Soviet Union, or President Kennedy’s excitements over men “trained to live off nature’s land, trained in combat,

         hand to hand”; the humiliating fiasco at Desert One as America first grappled with Islamic fundamentalism in 1980; eventually,

         U.S. secret strategy of undercutting ruthlessly proficient KGB special operators and the Red Army itself in Afghanistan; and

         finally, the emergence of the highly adept U.S. Special Operations Command, which circles the globe today.

      


      As we enter another era neither fully at war nor, to say the least, at peace, who knows whether the world is a more uniformly

         dangerous place than that endured by the past two generations? But we can conclude that we are trekking through something

         more like a beast-ridden jungle than the relatively clear uplands of conventional, “soldierly” confrontation. Unfixed terrain

         is particularly the special warrior’s province. Let us now follow him to see how the destiny of nations has passed through

         his hands.

      


   

      Part I


   

      1


      Who Dares Wins*


      Special Operations, Special Forces, Special Targets




      LESS THAN six weeks after a band of kamikaze air pirates destroyed the World Trade Center towers and blasted in the Pentagon’s northeast

         face, 199 U.S. Army Rangers parachuted into the night upon an isolated landing strip sixty miles from Kandahar deep in the

         southern Afghan desert. A still undisclosed but truly small number of “black” special operators (who serve in units unacknowledged

         by the Pentagon but going by such names as Delta Force and Gray Fox) landed by silenced helicopter to hit the compound of

         the head of the regime at the edge of the city itself, while SAS elements struck buildings believed to house other Al Qaeda

         and Taliban leaders. A key purpose was to demonstrate to the enemy and to the world that soldiers of the democracies could

         reach at will deep inside the most forbidding of enemy territory. It was akin to Lieutenant Colonel Jimmy Doolittle’s squadron

         raining few but utterly unanticipated bombs on Tokyo just months after Pearl Harbor. All were out by dawn from a land for

         centuries a byword for consuming its invaders, and whose intransigent resistance had done so much to ruin the Soviet colossus

         just ten years earlier.

      


      “When can we get our teams in?” the secretary of defense had demanded in a September 25 strategy meeting. “When CIA tells

         us they are ready,” unhelpfully replied the air force general at the head of U.S. Special Operations Command—not until, that

         is to say, the agency had some notion of what was going on inside Afghanistan. “I want targets worldwide,” continued the secretary.

         “But we don’t have actionable intelligence,” the general countered.

         

            1

         

          There might have been much to discuss, but not enough to jump on.

      


      The very day following, the first seven-man CIA insertion of paramilitary experts, as well as a former station chief in Pakistan,

         were flown by agency pilots over the Hindu Kush from Uzbekistan into the Afghan northeast. They had been gathered swiftly

         at Langley headquarters and dispatched to convince the Northern Alliance, a loose confederation of mutually predatory warlords

         aligned against the Taliban, to cooperate with America’s imminent retaliation. They were also to lay the groundwork for the

         arrival of twelve-man Green Beret teams, or operational detachments.

      


      Those Special Forces soldiers, as the Green Berets prefer to be called, were not intended to execute a decisive move, let

         alone to slice through northern Afghanistan under close air support to overthrow the Taliban. They were to follow their calling

         of living and working with all sorts of fighting men whose countries (or in this case, factions) enjoy more or less friendly

         ties to the United States. In their current mission, they were to join with the Northern Alliance in a holding action until

         U.S. divisions could be prepped and lifted to embark on a campaign that the military chiefs expected to take at least two

         years.

      


      In none of the record of sporadic outrage during the preceding decade had U.S. commandos been deployed against terrorists,

         let alone to unravel a terrorist state. Nor had the obscure workings of CIA specialists, responsible under law for covert

         action, drawn any visible blood from an increasingly aggressive enemy. As the defense secretary impatiently judged, the agency

         had devoted the two weeks since the atrocity to pleading with the military for medics, more pilots, and logistical capacities

         to get a handful of its own people on the ground merely to discover what might ultimately be possible. “They’ve neglected

         to do what they should have been doing all along,” he snapped, taking in the enormous gap in the “sensor-to-shooter loop,”

         the time required between identifying and bringing down these menacing objectives.

      


      The former agency station chief who had gone in on the twenty-sixth with what the Operations Directorate unadmiringly calls

         its “knuckle draggers” would soon make his own complaints public at the “delays in getting army Special Forces teams into

         Afghanistan,” and “infighting among the various Special Operations components.” To him, plans put forward by Delta operators

         were “impossible and lame,” and “the U.S. military community” would not permit its commandos to accompany him because his

         fly-in was said to be “too dangerous.” “We have begged and pleaded,” he exclaimed, but the nation’s special operations forces

         were reluctant to cooperate. “This situation is broken!”

         

            2

         

          On all counts, there would be much to answer for in the arrangement of U.S. commando and intelligence operations, certainly

         by an intelligence service whose parking lot at Langley had been merely half full on 9/12, when the federal workforce in Washington

         was told that only essential employees need show up at the office.
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      In time, the 9/11 commission would commend the use of joint CIA-military teams in Afghanistan. But without even knowing decades

         of well-concealed CIA paramilitary blunders, it came to conclude that responsibility for covert commando actions should henceforth

         shift to the Pentagon, a recommendation that cut to the core of the agency’s storied Directorate of Operations, renamed the

         National Clandestine Service. The quarrel distills thirty centuries’ failure to come fully to terms with this deadly arm of

         war—its possibilities, its moral standing, its effects on the larger sphere of violence. Is it dirty work, or the apotheosis

         of the warrior’s craft? (It has been both.) With whom to trust it? Where to apply it next?

      


      Nonetheless, within weeks of the Rangers’ descent, U.S. improvisation combined with the Special Forces’ speed and agility

         to marshal the tribes and impart the momentum for the drive on Kabul, center of Taliban authority. That capital fell on November

         13 to a mode of war that had taken form overnight largely under Green Beret sergeants and air force Special Tactics combat

         controllers. Commandos urged horses through hostile valleys to pinpoint air strikes with satellite-linked laser markers—a

         step back into Kipling’s day to recoil in a blow out of science fiction. Though it was only one move in crushing a preindustrial

         foe, it was a crucial one, accomplished on the ground by just 315 special operators.

      


      By this time, the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s original concept, showing its claws as Operation Enduring Freedom, was being pared

         way back. The brass’s initial reaction to press photos of the Green Berets who surfaced among the warlords was to order that

         the soldiers’ beards come off, right now, an order wisely rescinded. Instead, the Green Berets’ finest hour was welcomed as

         reason not to plunk down big conventional forces, as had the Russians. The number of armed Americans in the country would

         thereby essentially be capped.

      


      A problem lay in ignoring the fact that the first thing one needs to know about a weapon is what cannot be done with it. Should

         it be perfect for this or that tight spot, one may fatally be tempted to bring it into a different type of fight. The next

         move against the Taliban and Al Qaeda showed that there was little understanding among the war planners about what special

         operations forces could not do, as an irresistible entity seemed suddenly to be at hand.

      


      In December, the same formula used to take Kabul was applied against bin Laden himself and fifteen hundred to two thousand

         well-armed fighters holed up in the miles of reinforced granite caves and deeply dug tunnels of Tora Bora, a fortress complex

         buried amid the thirteen thousand-foot peaks along the Pakistani border. During the 1980s, the CIA-financed mujahideen (Children of God) had constructed the nearly impenetrable labyrinth as a refuge from Red Army tanks and helicopter gun ships.

         Now the agency discovered that the maps it had received from the mujahideen were missing in its files at Langley.

         

            4

         

          Despite such inconvenience, some three dozen U.S. special operators were ordered to choreograph an assault against this bastion

         by roughly twenty-five hundred motley Afghan allies, backed by ground-busting saturation airstrikes. At Tora Bora, senior

         commanders decided not to commit more American ground forces, not even any of the two thousand Marines who were ready at their

         just-built Camp Rhino to patrol the border crossings through which bin Laden and perhaps eight hundred of his followers would

         slip away.

      


      Nor did the Pentagon’s civilian leadership know much about the use of special operations forces. Before 9/11, the eight-month-old

         administration had no serious interest in the subject. The White House had not even gotten around by late summer to appointing

         a credible person to fill the office of assistant secretary for special operations and low intensity conflict.

         

            5

         

          Besides offering guidance about the limits of the discipline, true experts on special warfare would spend months acquainting

         the secretary and his deputy with the facts of how much deeper and more devastatingly than commonly believed U.S. commandos

         could go in the first war of the twenty-first century.

      


      WHEN DOES an operation break out of the pack, pass from remarkable conventional performance to the truly special? When must such an

         undertaking be singled out as uniquely the province of special forces?
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          What are they anyhow, and who are these people?

      


      The special operation keeps testing the limits of familiar procedure—its own side’s and the other’s. That is why it is called

         “special.” It is not only distinct from the standard military practices of its times but runs contrary to many of the principles

         on which commanders—especially field commanders properly concerned with mass, administration, unit cooperation—place prime

         importance. “Conventional” wars between armies, navies, and air forces must rely on a body of tried-and-true approaches. Those

         approaches steadily change, but at any given time generals and admirals are able to draw on a repertoire of carefully tested

         formulas for dispensing firepower, deploying fighting men, mobilizing reinforcements, managing supply lines (the true mark

         of the strategist), and for pulling back to regroup. Commanders apply sound practical principles to the terrifying irrationalities

         of violence, attempting to establish some degree of predictability amid the chaos of the battlefield. All these measures draw

         on experience, hard-earned wisdom, and sternly refined techniques.

      


      The special operation, however, embraces an utterly different arithmetic as well as ethos. There may be no battlefield, no

         supply lines. What a special operation sets out to achieve is often said to be impossible. So its warriors repeatedly find

         themselves improvising. Their stealth cannot be matched by a division or fleet, and the operators rely on a continuously renewed

         novelty to attain the absurdly high leverage that characterizes such ventures.

      


      In conventional combat, the main offensive is likely to be directed, where possible, against the enemy’s weaker points, such

         as thinly held terrain or an exposed flank. The special operation often finds its peculiar advantage in targeting the enemy’s

         most heavily defended positions—striking directly at his confident strength and dignity. It is more like a needle that pierces

         to vital organs through chinks in the armor than an axe blade hacking at metal-plated torsos. It eschews the bulkier goals

         of taking ground, killing as many enemy soldiers as possible, asserting mastery of the seas. Since a special operation is

         likely to be reaching deeper and faster into hostile environments, whether by infiltrating a citadel, “clearing a room” in

         a hostage rescue, or appearing suddenly on the other side of the world, there may be no possibility of retreat or even of

         assistance. Extreme missions, like extreme sports, rarely offer second chances.

         

            7

         

         

      


      The special operation is not defined by its size. To achieve as much as possible with as little as possible (or at least with

         the little that may be available) pretty much dictates that it be conducted by fewer warriors than are mustered in its main

         forces, let alone than in those of the enemy. However, that does not restrict the special operation to inserting tiny parties

         of grease-faced men onto rocky coasts. What prevails is the “Commando idea,” as Churchill called it—of guile unified with

         fortitude and imagination.
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          In the deadliest of all wars, he backed every initiative, from a two-man team parachuting into occupied Europe to hunt down

         a single Nazi beast to the nine thousand men of the only outfit in that war known as the “Special Force,” whose wholesaling

         of top-end guerrilla techniques disordered an entire Japanese army in Burma. But at their best, all such operations are masterpieces

         of economy and of a level of performance that cannot be expected from the steadiest of regular fighting men and women.

      


      As with Churchill’s hit teams and the Special Force, these undertakings can be carried out either independently or in tandem

         with one’s own big guns. They can be tactical (say, far-in reconnaissance of an enemy missile site) or they can upend a country,

         as the world saw in Afghanistan. The spectrum of special operations extends from rather rare army-sized ventures of supreme

         risk to a haze of minute, but often decisive, killer-bee actions. Mystique has conditioned us to think of the special operation

         as a single dramatic blow, assuming that if it is special, it is brilliant, and if brilliant, accomplished in the twinkling

         of an eye. But the methods of the hunter can be applied unrelentingly for months, or indeed years. Over this longer duration,

         the term special warfare can mean full-scale campaigns of unconventional combat that entail astounding arrays of startling little commando assaults

         on the way to final victory.

      


      The damage that the special operation can inflict is much greater than the hurt to be endured by the attackers’ side should

         the effort fail and its warriors perish short of their target. When successful, the payoffs can be huge compared to the lives,

         money, and matériel committed. Because a special operation is undertaken by the comparatively few in an unusually constricted

         period of time, it is also more subject to chance, or to the Law of Small Numbers, best summarized in the baseball wisdom

         that “anything can happen in a short series.” Time and again a single detail—a helicopter’s hydraulic system failing in the

         desert, the Gestapo picking out the way an American rather than a Frenchman holds a cigarette—has brought disaster on excellent

         planning.

      


      To better its chances, the special operation may have to work extremely fast, lunging straight at the heart of power; or it

         may require mind-numbing patience as its warriors embed themselves in a hostile city for months. Deception and disguise offer

         it further dimensions of leverage. Unable to employ supply lines, it may have to rely on newfound local allies for transport,

         food, even weapons—or take them from the enemy dead. Initial success must serve as the finest of recruiting offices in the

         field, as was the case in Afghanistan and for Hannibal as well as the Conquistadors. Success requires more than ruse or trickery.

         Cleverness alone can only go so far; eventually the successful special operation must call on a bank of hard-tested skills.

         The access and confusion that tricks can provide are inevitably eclipsed by the need for consistently effective follow-through.

         Twenty-three men descending a rope ladder at night from the belly of a wooden horse must then be tough and smart enough to

         make their way through the city, signal the awaiting fleet from its walls, and very silently (a skill in itself) open the

         gates.

      


      Surprise is one of the central ingredients of all warfare, but a special operation is all surprise in its explosive combination

         of ingenuity and economy. The commandos then swell the impact of that initial shock. Their attack magnifies itself in the

         enemy’s mind: terror soaks through a battle line or through an entire nation stampeded into a quest for perfect, and therefore

         exhausting and paralyzing, security. A sharp, focused strike can consume the energies of millions of people who never witnessed

         the act: if it is televised, all the better for the attackers.

      


      The most promising special operation at any given moment is likely to be that which moves the frontier of surprise the next

         bound forward. (If a special operation’s form could be entirely anticipated, its relatively modest size would make it easy

         to smash.) To that end, the modes of special warfare keep changing, only to become familiar as time passes. Combat within

         buildings, for instance, is reborn with each iteration of urban civilization; amphibious techniques change with the materials

         of ships and forts; jungle fighting moves from reliance on machetes to “smart-dust” sensors scattered among the tendrils.

         The uniqueness of the most original missions—such as gliders descending on a fortress roof—burns down with the speed of a

         fuse as the enemy comes up with simple but reliable responses.

      


      Emphasis on technical ingenuity is one of the several differences between special operations and guerrilla warfare, which

         throughout history has been the sole recourse of the weak and so often the backward against the strong. The special operator

         and the guerrilla share common approaches, such as the bomb on the rail line, the back-alley ambush, and fighters often dressed

         to be indistinguishable from the wider population. Yet the guerrilla is unlikely to have any technological edge—and when he

         does, it is often supplied from outside his borders, he and his friends becoming proxies for wider interests. He also needs

         leadership more than do regular soldiers, let alone commandos. The guerrilla just about always expects the enemy to come to

         him and bitterly defends his own turf, where his greatest advantage is an intimate command of his land and people, often preferring

         to pounce only after he has been able to muster a numerical advantage. He opportunistically hits the enemy where it is weak—killing

         couriers, obliterating an unwary patrol, perhaps setting bombs off in the street. He avoids decisive confrontation and works

         with a different sense of time as he compels the enemy to spindle out its resources and patience. In contrast, the purpose

         of a special operation can be consciously to match itself against immensely superior numbers as it exploits enemy illusions

         of safety, targeting one thunderbolt blow against his daunting strengths.

      


      To be sure, guerrillas can pull off spectacular feats, as when half-naked Viet Cong sappers crawled at night through the concertina

         wire of a Green Beret camp with satchels of explosives strapped to their backs, or Palestinian shooters knocked off an Israeli

         cabinet member amid his Shin Bet bodyguards in a Jerusalem hallway to then fade safely into Ramallah. However, such skilled

         undertakings are not the main reason for guerrilla success. Instead, guerrillas count more on the leverage brought by wrecking

         softer targets like police stations, train trestles, convoys, hotels, and restaurants—killing by paper cut as opposed to by

         lance.

      


      That said, the special operation melds into guerrilla warfare when expert cadres arrive as a vanguard outfit in what has up

         till then been a localized conflict. They may serve as advisers or combat leaders as they mobilize indigenous people against

         a common enemy. And as guerrillas are becoming increasingly professional, more professional soldiers are fighting with guerrilla

         techniques, with no one side having a monopoly on reaching out across oceans into the heartland of the other.

      


      To the Duke of Marlborough (great soldier-statesman of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries), long-range penetration

         was thirty miles—and the horses might break down on the way back. Today, it can be thousands of miles, at the endpoint of

         a technological chain of C-130J transport aircraft and armed dune buggies. At one end of this way of war may be the skill

         and knowledge to destroy an easily camouflaged germ laboratory without releasing its ghastly pathogens; at the other, having

         to know which kind of disgusting fungus to force down as one lives off the land on the long but invisible approach.

      


      Unlike regular warfare, a special operation may be covert or clandestine, either kept secret both before and after, or merely

         secret while it is under way. Always deniable are the energetic transactions known as “special activities,” which include

         abduction and assassination. Even in our era, when the most focused and personalized of killing is just as likely to be inflicted

         by a cruise missile as by a single operator or a tiny hit team, the chances of success are boosted by reconnaissance that

         puts understanding eyes on the target. Like the mission itself, the leverage is extreme, offering potentially immense political

         consequences. It is the work not of a John Hinckley but, perhaps, of a John Wilkes Booth.

      


      To lay down a complete definition of what special operations can and must be, and who is licensed to conduct them, is to expose

         oneself to truly regrettable ripostes. Nonetheless, committees work hard to hammer out definitions, which end up being more

         successful at shedding light on the institutional system that is creating them than in clarifying the details. 

      


      In the United States, each of the three armed services tweaks its definition toward an emphasis on the particular skills of

         its own special branch: the Army Special Operations Command, rightly proud of its Green Berets, light-infantry Rangers, secret

         Delta Force, and Special Operations Aviation Regiment, as well as Civil Affairs and Psychological Operations units; the Naval

         Special Warfare Command deploying its SEALs and boat teams; the Air Force Special Operations Command dispatching pilots, pararescuers,

         and Special Tactics combat (air) controllers “any time, any place,” according to its motto. The Marines, who believe with

         reason that everything they do is extraordinary, do not fall under the umbrella of the overarching U.S. Special Operations

         Command, simply designating select units as “special operations capable.”

         

            9

         

          Only a happy fortune has created this formidable overlap of missions and capabilities, as in the days when America confronted

         the Soviet Union with a nuclear “triad” of air force ICBMs and B-52s, army shorter-range missiles, and the navy’s warhead-delivering

         submarines—the three steel legs that slammed creatively into place entirely by happenstance, each coming to exercise a particular

         role.

      


      To grasp what really constitutes a special operation as high authority envisions it, one must extrapolate. Pentagon manuals,

         of course, offer one numbing definition: “Operations conducted by specially organized, trained, and equipped military and

         paramilitary forces to achieve military, political, economic, and information objectives by unconventional military means

         in hostile, denied, or politically sensitive regions.” They go on to note that such an undertaking may be shaped by political

         as well as entirely military considerations, that it may weave vitally into operational intelligence, and that its practitioners

         are subject to an exceptional level of danger. This leaves a lot of room between the dots.

      


      “Paramilitary” here may obscurely embrace foreign state police forces or the CIA’s beleaguered Special Operations group. It

         does not include the most vicious enemies (so far) of our interests or those of our allies. And therein lies a mistake. By

         stating that special operations fit into boxes solely “military” and “paramilitary,” we leave ourselves open to exceedingly

         effective people from entire categories that do not fall into this list. It is as dangerous to diminish one’s enemies by supposing

         that they cannot pull off attacks every bit as impressively special as those of oneself, as it is to dismiss them because

         their strategically planned savageries do not fit the pattern of regular warfare. (Like the jihadists, men and women who are

         undeniably terrorists but often anything but cowardly, the Viet Cong—equally despicable in bombing and torturing civilians—were

         also repeatedly condemned as cowards.) Such sweeping opinions may be comforting, but they are denial rather than judgment,

         a standard rationalization of fear and anger that works only to the advantage of the attacker.

      


      Today’s enemies and tomorrow’s are not about to match the rigor, training, and matériel of the Green Berets, SEALs, or SAS

         who oppose them. Instead, theirs are the ancient resources of sacrificial passion and stealth as they look with appraising

         eyes at our cities, businesses, and government departments. As the past repeatedly shows, handfuls of improbable, on the face

         of it ill-suited people have time and again suddenly materialized to deploy focused, equally leveraged, and intricate procedures

         that have put fortresses, treasure houses, capitals, bridges, and defiles into other hands and, with them, the direction of

         history.

      


      IT HAS BECOME doctrine that an operation can only be special if accomplished by a recognizably special force, composed of warriors like

         those embraced by the U.S. Special Operations Command, masters of parachuting, mountaineering, amphibious insertion, and close-quarters

         battle. FORCES CHARGED with special warfare have become unusually sharp instruments in the arsenals of every state that relies on more than the

         goodwill and forbearance of its neighbors: Russia’s spetsnaz, France’s 1er RPIMa, Israel’s Sayeret Mat’Kal, Norway’s FSK and excellent Kystjegere (“coastal hunters”), among others known

         and unknown. Only since World War II, however, have senior officers or intelligence-service mandarins most anywhere been able

         to turn to such a standing force of warriors already so completely and expensively prepared. 

      


      For most of time, a legate of the Roman state, a margrave on the barbarian frontier, or a cocked-hatted eighteenth-century

         general running his spyglass over a citadel could only call for volunteers or simply draft likely looking fellows. The “picked

         men” we read about in history books may have had some unusual talent, such as crag-scaling after errant sheep, perhaps a previous

         calling like gamekeeping—or, yet better, poaching. Often they brought nothing to the challenge but pluck and muscle. What

         the commander called on was not a special force in the form that comes to mind today. Instead, he might have been lucky enough

         to have at hand some rather superior types of warriors who would frequently pay in blood for a lack of twenty-first-century

         commando selection and schooling. Those who survived were rewarded and usually returned to the ranks from which they so briefly

         emerged.

      


      For instance, Alexander’s commando operations stand out even amid his unmatched feats of conquest because they consistently

         accomplished the unprecedented in surprisingly deft new ways: steady in conjunction with an unstoppable army, taking impregnable

         passes, scaling the impossible peak, helping subdue never-taken cities. But the particular Macedonians and Greeks who drove

         home such victories were not brigaded as an ongoing special force that would hold together for much more than a campaign or

         at most a generation. That such cadres should be maintained permanently to face challenges similarly hair-raising next time,

         let alone kept up during peace, is a practice just about unknown until the 1950s, the commando outfits of World War II having

         been disbanded by the democracies as well as by the Soviet Union with the defeat of the original axis of evil.

      


      Whether by some serendipitous personal experience or simply inherent daring, all these men were exceptional before they took up their missions; they were not honed in commandolike techniques, nor could they build on carefully studied criteria.

         There was no more need to be certified as a special warrior than, say, as a poet. Today there is an entire discipline of special

         operations, offering a large literature, carefully argued doctrine, and career paths that can take an officer of promise to

         the center chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Extreme missions of a kind previously organized the day before the event are

         now embarked on with a spirit much closer to the maxim of the U.S. Navy when refueling huge ships in a storm: “not easy, just

         routine.”

      


      The special operation and the special force run parallel through time but by no means fully interlock. What remains the same

         are the distinct qualities of those who embark on these ventures, perhaps only as part of an impromptu team accomplishing

         some extreme mission that historians might now identify as those of commandos. Just as an objective is unlikely to be achieved

         by familiar methods, so it is  unlikely to be attained by the regular soldier or sailor of the era, no matter how many brave

         souls may boldly step forward to seek a place among “the picked.” Of course, from the beginning of organized, more than tribal

         warfare, some formations have been honed to be more “elite” than the rest.
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          A corps d’élite can be counted on to be able to hold a line longer than any other unit, to take an apparently impregnable

         hill, to cover a retreat, to set new standards in such fundamental virtues of the soldier as endurance, patience, and disciplined

         execution in horrific circumstances. Its victories and defeats offer riveting examples of courage and sacrifice: at Blenheim

         in 1704, the crack French regiments covering the disintegrating center died in their infantry squares, as was terribly clear

         the next day from where the bodies lay.

      


      In all fighting forces it makes sense to concentrate the unusually strong, brave, and resilient into elite formations of the

         line—the Sacred Band of Thebes, Caesar’s Tenth Legion, Bonaparte’s Imperial Guard. However, there is more than bravery and

         brawn to mark members of a special force. They are distinguished “Not by Strength, by Guile,” as the motto of Britain’s Special

         Boat Service goes, and they are able to pick those so often fleeting opportunities where guile just may work. Once a special

         force is launched on its mission, it can seldom be guided from above; and even if radios and satellite links should permit

         commanders to put in their two cents along the way, it is rarely a good idea that they should. The special force must direct

         itself along the lines it alone can assess, performing as a self-contained act of war mounted by self-sufficient people.

      


      Only as special forces became established during our own era did they begin to acquire traditions, and occasionally a distinct

         appearance, the combination of green beret and jump (or mountain) boots itself being an example. Through most of history,

         special warriors have had no traditions at all—and such a force (where it exists for more than a moment) contains people of

         the sort who do not need to be bucked up by regimental songs and battle flags. Notions of chivalry or gentlemanly warfare

         are also going to be in short supply. The special force may not be in existence long enough to cultivate them, and, should

         it endure, these traditions tend to be at odds with its ways of destruction.

      


      Unlike regular formations and corps d’élite, the special force stands little chance of any corresponding courtesy when cornered

         or captured. If it is effective, it will be dreaded; and fear and kindness do not travel well together. The special force

         may not only be well beyond rescue deep in enemy terrain, but its warriors may not be in uniform and able to invoke even the

         slightest protection of what laws of war may exist. One of Hitler’s top generals was hanged at Nuremberg in no small part

         for carrying out his führer’s Commando Order (Kommandobefehl) decreeing the execution of all Allied prisoners from such units. Today, commandos run to ground in North Korea or Iran are

         not about to be the subjects of prisoner-exchange negotiations; and our opponents who are caught in Seattle, Lyon, or Tokyo

         indeed may be allowed to live, but still pass forever into the darkness where state power entombs its enemies in steel and

         concrete.

      


      The warriors who embark on special operations know both the risks they shoulder and the whole picture of each highly focused

         undertaking. Even with the best of intentions of speaking truth to his men (and now women) and counting on them for the maximum

         of personal initiative, the commander of a conventional line unit cannot share the entire perspective of an operation with

         each lieutenant or supply sergeant, nor would it be useful to specify the frightening dangers ahead. But to be effective,

         each member of the special force needs to understand completely what he or she is getting into. All forces function on discipline,

         to be sure. The special ones operate more on prowess—preparing, when they can, far more by rehearsal than by drill.

      


      Across all the years where we can document them, the warriors who compose a special force are likely to be those most deemed

         capable of independent initiative without orders. Grave decisions must be left to the discretion of remarkably junior people

         on the spot. This enlightened concession to the abilities of ordinary folk has by now seeped into all worthwhile conventional

         units as well. But even today the special force is characterized by far more responsibility handled by, say, sergeants. There

         is also more give-and-take between ranks than is otherwise to be found—a spirit akin to the original riflemen Rangers of the

         frontier, or the two hundred or so cavalry raiders who enabled John Mosby, the “Grey Ghost,” to make the hand of the Confederacy

         felt throughout hundreds of miles of nominally occupied Virginia countryside. Subordinates may even veto the conclusions of

         their leaders, and are poised to replace them should they fall.

      


      Commandos frequently select their own weapons, for instance, the type of noise-suppressed machine gun deemed most suitable.

         The Green Berets may have their own serial-numbered twelve-inch knife, which no one outside the fraternity is permitted to

         buy or own. But that is more a nod to a common spirit than necessity; no one is required to carry it. Indeed, the point is

         that for the special operator, little is standard issue—and so it was for Henry Morgan’s buccaneers ravaging the Spanish Main,

         or Francis Marion’s men slipping out of the Carolina swamps. While it is the task of senior commanders or, today, perhaps

         even a president, to assign the mission, it is the special force—and each individual within—that must figure out how best

         to accomplish it and what to take along.

      


      Conscript armies can certainly fight impressively in the worst of surroundings against terrifying odds. We only have to think

         of raw American draftees who stood alongside the Marines at the “frozen Chosin” Reservoir against Chinese human-wave attacks

         during the Korean War. Conventional forces will also contain men and women capable of pulling off the most audacious commandolike

         feats. Simply read the back-page obituaries of long-ago World War II heroes, such as an Indiana farmboy forming a squad of

         privates to wipe out from behind an entrenched position of Waffen-SS. What distinguishes today’s special force from such hypercharged,

         spur-of-the-moment volunteers is the combination of experience and pooled, refined knowledge. Yet the vital talents of the

         commando may not be fully trainable. It takes imagination to conceive of a truly special operation: it requires character

         of an unusual sort to execute it in the face of all the obstacles indifferent chance will raise.

      


      One of the best descriptions of the qualities of the modern special operator comes from a legendary entrepreneur of havoc

         whom we will meet when discussing World War II. With rare meticulousness, Major Vladimir Peniakoff—a Belgian-born White Russian

         who led the smallest independent unit of the British Army, some two dozen men raiding through North Africa in jeeps—had no

         tolerance of commando spirit (or the “dash” of the Guardsmen he abhorred) if it was not married to a scientific exactness.

         “Successful adventures in our line of business,” he recalled, “depended on a rigorous attention to detail.” The men whom he

         brought across sand seas the enemy thought impassable “had to have minds like ants, stamp collectors, watchmakers, and accountants”—orderly,

         precise, matter of fact, inured to tedium. No matter how extreme, the missions had to be “tidy and thrifty.”
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          There could be no working off of adrenaline. There is good reason why the Green Berets call themselves “the quiet professionals”;

         why it is the wiles of Odysseus rather than the wrath of Achilles that brings down the proud city.

      


      The qualities of self-command—discipline from within, a sense of proportion, respect for the rest of the world even when one

         seeks to do it harm—are to be found among all superior fighting men, just as they are among good people in general, perhaps

         especially in the demanding professions. One still insufficiently noted characteristic that stands out among those undertaking

         extreme missions, however, is the ability to contend with loneliness. Loyalty to a little group of one’s fellows (“small-unit

         cohesion”) has been known for centuries to be the essential element in all combat. So, too, among special warriors, except

         that they have to be able to excel amid an isolation and often solitude rarely demanded of the conventional soldier or sailor.

      


      It is a state of experience akin to being on twenty-four-hour-a-day sentry duty in Indian country. There are so many of the

         enemy, and so few of those going in. It is a capacity that can apply equally to the Conquistadors (three or four hundred of

         whom faced millions on what might as well have been another planet) as much as to the underwater demolition team (three or

         four men just as thoroughly cut off by the unforgiving sea) or to a Crusader strike squad throwing its ropes over the walls

         of Antioch, perhaps only a hundred yards away from thousands of friends but in an environment so ferocious that the distance

         might as well be reckoned in light-years; surely like Corbett’s solitary stalking of man-eaters, a quality shared most obviously

         by snipers and assassins—ultimate warriors working alone.

      


      Through much of our story, and especially as this “line of business” has evolved over the past five centuries from gunpowder

         to insertions by submarine, there has been a deep vein of eccentricity winding among the leaders of special forces and often

         among those who follow them. The story of special warfare is one of unusual styles of leadership and of a higher proportion

         of unconventional people (to put it mildly) than among regular military formations, let alone than in civil life: Sir Francis

         Drake walking a fine line between piracy and public war; Robert Rogers of the Rangers in and out of jail much of his adult

         life; Benedict Arnold, supreme operator of the Revolution; the Earl of Dundonald, the only Royal Navy captain to have been

         stripped of his knighthood for a characteristically heroic-scale fraud; Orde Wingate, the one English-speaking general of

         World War II to openly attempt suicide; “Mad Mike” Calvert of the SAS and “Mr. Nichols” of Korea cashiered for vice—and this

         is just for starters. That so many wild outliers have made their ways by a kind of homing instinct onto the landscape of special

         warfare should not overshadow the prevailing qualities of leadership that underpin their achievements, gifts so evident today

         among their heirs.

      


      Many of the people who gave rise to the legends are like renowned builders of private fortunes—curious combinations of cantankerousness,

         apparently irrational determination, uncanny insight, a sense of the big picture, and self-confidence only distinguishable

         from egomania by its real-world results. Churchill made it explicit that the type of men he wanted in the original giant-killer

         commandos were to be those capable of success in any walk of life they chose, not by-the-book people, however brave and intelligent,

         but warriors who saw things new in a world already terribly recast by Nazi triumph.

      


      TO DO the rare or unprecedented, new voices must be listened to as well as new approaches taken. Skills that may never before have

         had decisive military effect come to be channeled and put to use. Time and again, special warfare has served both to dynamize

         new technology and to enable the achievements on a larger scale of previously marginalized people: miners bring their molelike

         methods and particular cold courage; frontiersmen carrying personally crafted rifles offset their inherent insubordination

         with shadowlike penetration; the rabble of manic inventors and scientists who would bankrupt any normal business find extraordinary

         ways of doing (for once) intended harm. Because such ways of war must resort to any means available to even the odds, the

         people who plan and lead them are more open than the rest of us to embracing most any novelty that offers a seriously better

         chance of success.

      


      The mind wide open to new approaches—so essential to special operations, as to most enterprising developments—can trace in

         the solution of one problem the solving of another. We see this repeatedly in the use of innocent tools and devices, such

         as tent pegs for a crag-scaler’s piton, or sport gliders for silent insertion, or passenger trains (or airliners) for destruction.

         Instruments that had evolved for one purpose are examined for what they can undo, rather than do.
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      The special warrior may not only be bringing new technologies of his own to the mission but may have to grapple in the frame

         of his opponent’s. For instance, in World War II, it could not be taken for granted that German and British commandos pouncing

         upon the enemy would be able to commandeer his trucks: driving, let alone driving a foreign-made vehicle, was still an unusual

         skill, requiring one more sieving even among people who had already proven themselves so versatile.

      


      In special operations, the finely tuned intelligence gathering required from the outset can be more essential than to the

         most well-planned of conventional attacks. When select forces are employed to make and seize astonishing opportunities—to

         open a citadel’s gates from inside, to trample an empire, to shatter some high-tech plexus—there is a premium on knowledge.

         What does an opponent rely on that can unexpectedly be turned against him? What can be accomplished that he thinks impossible?

         Where can his pride in achievement most readily be twisted into confusion and fear? Can a happy confidence in the underpinnings

         of his day-to-day world—its transportation or financial systems, say—be broken before the eyes of millions? The most effective

         means of assault are not necessarily the most ruinous but rather those which infect the enemy with a sense of being unfit

         for the challenge.

      


      For a special operator to have a thorough grasp of “the map” does not mean that he has mastered topography only, but the microenvironment

         in which his enemy lives. “We were never on the defensive except by accident and in error,” recalled T. E. Lawrence, one of

         the more eccentric and least modest of the mode’s practitioners, in his memoir of desert warfare, Seven Pillars of Wisdom. “The corollary of such a rule was perfect ‘intelligence,’ so that we could plan in certainty. . . . Understanding must be

         faultless, leaving no room for chance.” Knowledge is power and, here, a dark and crimson one.

      


      Such meticulous intelligence work enforces itself today. For example, it is one thing to understand Arab history, but to know

         the record of Christian-Druze conflict in Lebanon is quite another, and the various shifting places of specific families and

         family members another level of complexity yet. When the United States entered Somalia in December 1992, the CIA had a one-line

         database, such as it was, on the various armed groups, militias, and warlord factions.
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          Americans confronting the clan-based Somali forces first tried to apply the same techniques just used successfully to display

         Iraqi order of battle (so-called bubble charts) in the 1991 Gulf War—an unhelpful measure against opponents who were far closer

         to the Hatfields and McCoys than to Saddam’s Republican Guards. Rangers, Green Berets, and Delta Force commandos were at least

         able to locate and count from the ground the patched-up trucks, the few decrepit tanks, and the jeeps mounted with crew-served

         twin .50-caliber machine guns or cannon that comprised the hostile militia. But the overall lack of feel for the enemy in

         Mogadishu amid his tangled streets compounded the confusion of a brave, well-meaning venture that ended in the nineteen dead

         of Black Hawk Down.


      Not only do extreme missions keep intersecting with the similarly shadowy trails of the intelligence services, but long before

         special forces were maintained on a standing basis characters kept slipping onstage who bridged the worlds of spy, special

         operator, and mainline military or naval commander. A direct link extends, for instance, between the combination of intelligence

         and special operations that the British ran against Bonaparte’s occupied continent and those conducted against western Europe’s

         next greatest massacre-maker, Hitler, a century and a quarter later. This intertwining of the commando and the intelligence

         officer not only distinguishes special warriors and their tasks from the world of conventional forces; it arouses one more

         pattern of resentment among the brass. It also moves the special force closer to the policy makers.

      


      Since at least World War I, democratic political leaders who send huge numbers of citizen-soldiers to their deaths have been

         preoccupied with finding “ways around” carnage at the front. To such perspectives, special forces are alluring not just for

         their economy of lives and money, but for their morale-boosting drama, and often for their distance from the nation’s military

         hierarchies. Special operations can also be pursued as short and sharp responses to intractable international problems way

         below the need to plunge the nation into all-out war—or so it is hoped. Many political leaders are drawn to these peculiar

         elites and take a certain defiant pride in serving as patrons of warrior cultures which annoy the high command for having

         made a virtue of not doing things the usual army or navy (or air force) way.

      


      More happily for the politician (and painfully for the brass), a special mode of war can thrill a public desperate for conclusive

         action. The enormous London headlines won by the initial commando assaults that Churchill ordered into France during summer

         1940 came in happy contrast to history’s largest evacuation, at Dunkirk, which seemed to be all that the generals could offer.

         Today, newspapers and TV shows clamor with breathless recountings of tiny yet dazzling successes (such as the commando rescue

         of Private Jessica Lynch in Iraq), which can eclipse in the public mind much larger, less dramatic achievements (or stalemates).

         A 150-man raid on an island becomes big news; moving 60,000 men forward, without a casualty, for the decisive push, looks

         to be mundane bureaucracy, not that Generals Grant or Eisenhower would have thought so.

      


      Other unusual taps into civil society make their curious contributions and are worth noting as we seek to expand our understanding

         of the many forms and appearances of the commando and his art. How are special operation techniques applied when the struggle

         for power at home descends into violence?

      


      By definition, a coup d’état entails the illegitimate seizure of the machinery of government. It resembles, as the foremost

         student of the phenomenon reminds us, “a military operation,” although, it might be noted, usually with a lot more concern

         to avoid collateral damage by those who seek to hold ongoing political power over their own people.
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          Except for when the coup is staged by the military en masse, as in some Peruvian or Pakistani takeover, such operations are,

         in their own way, special indeed. A daring few strike suddenly and precisely against numbers that would be overwhelming—if

         alertly deployed—and then turn their abruptly seized power outward. They leverage themselves by zeroing in with the speed

         of raiders on the strong points (overconfident citadels, routine-bound ministries). They exploit inside information, such

         as official schedules, as well as their opponents’ blasé standard operating procedures. They exaggerate their presence by

         bluff and deception. The dying Corsican, having nothing else to provide, gave his loyal retainer advice beyond treasure in

         such situations: “Put your thumb on the blade and strike upwards”—a lesson for all who hope to overthrow a civil order from

         within.

      


      Since a special operation need by no means spring from a strictly military outfit, it is worth recognizing it as well in the

         more elaborate forms of crime. A daring few can also pull off meticulous bank robberies or ambush armored cars in crowded

         downtowns. Such supremely coordinated exploits (crowned by equally astute escapes) also rivet public attention and are the

         stuff of the best crime fiction. Michael Connelly’s The Black Echo, for instance, describes a Vietnam “tunnel rat” veteran’s part in a team that burrows into Los Angeles banks and how a former

         tunnel-rat brother warrior tracks down and ambushes the venturers in their turn. It is a tale evoking special technique and

         character against the backdrop of an all-too-conventional large force, in this case the LAPD, the narrative needing only a

         few changes of place and time to be describing authentic commando feats.

      


      The extreme operation as a means of crime has unusual salience in the early twenty-first century and for reasons beyond alerting

         us to new procedures, any of which may be aimed at our country, not just our savings. A nation’s enemies draw richly on lawbreakers

         who could care less about the aims of an attacker. Drug lords move their poisons using pilots trained under very different

         auspices; smugglers pass their human cargo over continents and oceans. Assailants with agendas other than the merely criminal

         find the means to slip along these obscure paths and to exploit an underworld of hideouts and tailor-crafted false identities.

         In trying to determine the principles of commitment to any high cause, W. H. Auden quotes a Hassidic rabbi who bids those

         interested in service to take stock of a thief: “He does his service by night. If he does not finish what he sets out to do

         in one night, he devotes the next night to it. He and all those who work for him, love one another. . . . He endures blows

         and hardships and it matters nothing to him. He likes his trade and would not exchange it for any other.”
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          If we throw in some penchant for imaginative violence, we could as well be explaining the commando.

      


      In an era in which awareness of the possibilities of terror has become part of daily life, it is worth considering the multitude

         of ways by which any society is exposed to those of its dissidents or to malevolent outsiders able to harness these skills.

         The means keep changing, and now are changing faster than ever before, often by hands barely noticed. There is always an interplay

         of new ways of doing harm, new ways of anticipating and countering them, and always new opportunities for the special few

         to apply to the utmost their sharp-edged warrior talents.

      


   

      2


      Even Troy Must Fall


      Hidden Ways, from the Wooden Horse to the Rise of Macedon, ca. 1200 to ca. 400 b.c.


      “For where the lion’s skin will not reach, you must patch it with the fox’s.”


      Lysander, Spartan General and Naval Supremo


      MUCH THAT is known about what can be described as special operations before credible military history emerges, around the later fifth

         century B.C., lies in the twilight between reality and myth. The story of the Trojan Horse, or accounts of border warfare in the Book

         of Judges, with its curiously named heroes—Shamsun (Samson), Shamgan, Shammash—strange figures all, but not necessarily imaginary

         ones, are what anthropologists call “trickster stories,” though the Horse offers a tang of authentic danger and achievement.

         Yet not all is limited to conjecture.

      


      Around the Mediterranean of Homeric and biblical times, an increasing number of people were living more intensely, lifting

         their eyes above the plough and anvil, beginning to record the verses of the traveling singer, the strange words of the priest.

         Whatever disasters might have befallen, such as the Greek Dark Age and the Babylonian Captivity of the Jews, each couple of

         centuries following showed higher achievement than the ones before. A growing division of labor began to yield not only literacy,

         civil technology, and trade from afar but—as the melancholy results of increased wealth and range of knowledge—also subtler

         means of violence, greater hostages to fortune, as well as deadlier specializations of arms. There was no obvious body of

         precedent from which to learn, just heroic tales recounted at the fireside, curious reports brought by merchants whose voyages

         happened on a burned-out city, or the sobbing memories of a slave girl in the evening, recalling how she had met her fate

         and how her family had died.

      


      To be sure, from earliest recorded times, kings have raised crack regiments, notably of household troops: the Ten Thousand

         Immortals of the Great King of Persia; Alexander’s Companion cavalry; the Sacred Band of Thebes (the ultimate select infantry

         regiment, a tight-knit force of 150 homosexual couples). But “commando operations” and “commandos,” as they can be identified

         in the classical world, are something different, even though they draw on these star formations. Assaults became special in

         these centuries—and over most of history thereafter—when bold dreams were turned into fact practically overnight against an

         enemy just a bit less aware.

      


      Each mode of civilization has its means of offense and types of vulnerability. A strongly positioned city might keep an army

         at bay, if not starve the attackers away. Yet given sufficient skill and guile, its fissures were there to be found by the

         stealthy few, just as a small desert nation hammered by a more numerous enemy might destroy its tormentors once it turned

         to an innovative band of its best men plunging out of the night. Many are the ancient stories of deception and chicanery.

         Hundreds of times the knife in the night, the tiny party that knew its task, destroyed a dynasty, a culture, a state. Homeric

         literature, biblical tales, and the Great War of the Greeks offer a vision of conflict where it is recognized that more than

         courage and endurance alone are needed to win.

      


      OF ALL these stories, the most famous is that of the Trojan Horse. The war itself begins with a Trojan prince running away with

         the beautiful queen of Sparta, though the control of a crucial trade route may have been the real reason for what historic

         war there actually was. Had the Trojans been allowed to get away with lifting Helen, the Spartans believed, then they might

         have no qualms about stealing yet another queen or committing some additional outrage. They had to be stopped, perhaps before

         they grew stronger—reasoning still heard today. The war also possessed elements of a hostage rescue, except that Helen’s husband

         was ready to slit her throat for her infidelity.
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      So the Greeks sailed from Nauplia on the southeast of the Peloponnese (the “Island of Pelops,” the great southern figleaf

         peninsula of Greece), perhaps around 1250 B.C. Once they had fought the winds to reach Troy, a delegation was sent to negotiate. It got nowhere: dignity and security combined

         to dictate war. The first nine years of conflict entailed not only besieging Troy itself but also wrecking the neighboring

         kingdoms that were provisioning the enemy: they were either with the Greeks or against them.

      


      What is usually deemed the greatest of verse epics, Homer’s Iliad, finally compiled around 700 B.C., narrates the events of the last months of this very first world war between Europe and Asia on one of time’s earliest battlegrounds.

         The characters are not just warriors, but exalted princely figures, for whom greatness in battle is the highest virtue. Homer

         offers what may be the best description of conventional combat, distinct from the entirely different final assault that will

         doom the proud city:

      


      At last the armies clashed in one strategic point,


      they slammed their shields together, pike scraped pike


      with the grappling strength of fighters armed in bronze


      and their round shields pounded, boss on welded boss,


      and the sound of struggle roared and rocked the earth.


      Screams of men and cries of triumph breaking in one breath,


      fighters killing, fighters killed, and the ground streamed blood.


      . . . .


      and miles away in the hills a shepherd hears the thunder —


      so from the grinding armies broke the cries and crash of war.


      This is as close to a straight-out crunching of flesh and metal as war can get. Absent some convulsion, they will all go on

         killing each other until no one is left.

      


      Homer ends the Iliad with the funeral of the Trojan hero Hector amid a grief that weighs on both weary hosts. (All Greeks knew how the city fell.)

         Apparently, the city could maintain itself indefinitely against the greatest armies and, despite the Trojans being heavily

         outnumbered, leave their opponents wasting away on the plain. Then in one night of carnage and rape, Troy was burned to ruins,

         the king’s daughter ritually slain, the baby son of its great paladin hurled to his death. The means by which this came about

         have been the fountainhead for all special operations ever since.

      


      It was Sinon, the planted defector, who provided the concealing “legend” that the Greeks had lost heart and sailed home. The

         Horse, he explained, had been left as a conciliatory offering to the gods for a safe journey back. The Greeks’ simulation

         of demoralized flight tempted the Trojans to bear the gift off as their own prize, thereby admitting the hidden foe. The resort

         to cunning brought to the Greeks what had not been achieved by a decade of bloody frontal assault. Of course, it would have

         been less risky and probably just as effective had Troy been penetrated through its drainage tunnel, which Odysseus, already

         known as a deadly night raider, had used a few months earlier to devastate enemy morale by carrying off the Palladium (perhaps

         a meteorite), the talismanic luck of Troy. But the glorious, seductive Horse makes for a better story, as imagination thrusts

         mindless persistence aside. And it is heroic Odysseus—Homer’s “man of wiles,” “of twists and turns,” having at first shammed

         madness to avoid having to fight a whole war to retrieve one errant wife—who conceives of the Horse.
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      The sheer size of the Horse dictated tearing down part of the city wall to haul it triumphantly in, warnings to other Trojans

         from skeptics against “Greeks bearing gifts” being dismissed as windy nonsense. That night, amid the stupor that followed

         victorious feasting, Sinon unsealed the Horse’s belly, and Odysseus and twenty-two raiders clambered down their rope ladder

         out into a relaxing city.
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          Signals flickered to the silently returning fleet. Technical guile and shrewd anticipation of enemy behavior united: the

         brilliant idea would have been nothing without actually building something so splendid that it had to be seized, and without

         putting the right men in place within. 

      


      It is such forethought and novelty, as well as the picked nature of the two dozen infiltrators, that make this truly a “special

         operation”: the coordination, the timing, the subtlety of false context—the cover story that tricks the enemy to compromise

         his greatest strength. Yet in this war of brutal chieftains, such a resort to intellect is a last throw, not an early move.

         It took ten years of pointless attrition before matters were resolved in hours by substituting the silent access of a handful

         within for the noisy confrontation of multitudes without. Hector and Achilles, Sarpedon and Paris, Aias and Machaon, all are

         unforgotten after thirty centuries. Yet as we think today of how to meet our own far-flung military objectives, it is wise

         to remember cunning fellows who used subtler, stealthier ways, like Odysseus.

      


      Perhaps somewhat less than a century later, we detect in the story of Gideon, as much as in that of Troy, an increasing sense

         of the rewards of quality and thought over heavy mass action. The disorganized Hebrew pastoralists in the Valley of Jezreel

         were tormented by predatory raids by the Midianites, nomadic tribesmen coming in from the east, numberless “as grasshoppers”

         says the scribe. In response, Gideon distilled an elite strike force from a rabble of thirty-two thousand angry victims, probably

         most of the able-bodied men in the nation. He first weeded out the faint of heart—twenty-two thousand out of the original

         mass. Then, by a test of drinking alertly from a stream, he sieved out those who were bravely determined but lacked the warrior’s

         instinct of constant vigilance. Only three hundred passed the selection.

      


      Gideon’s dismissal of the frightened and the inept underscores a rule of special operations: the more extreme the mission,

         the more important it is to know one’s men intimately. Second thoughts are likely to be fatal when there are no second chances.

         Gideon’s purpose was to panic the enemy, not to let panic creep into his own small force through men insufficiently sound.

      


      Gideon next combined “force and fraud”—as Hobbes characterizes war—to mask his deliberately modest capabilities. Dividing

         his men into three units of a hundred each, he set them to strike deep in the night just after the change of guard, before

         the new sentries had accustomed their eyes to the dark. He knew the time: he had sneaked close enough to the enemy to overhear

         conversation, an example of the hands-on quality of the special forces leader that has proved indispensable ever since. Gideon

         was confident that his force would be multiplied in the terrified minds of the enemy because of the contrast of fiendish pandemonium

         with the still summer’s night, its impossible nearness at the moment of assault (achieved only by the band’s being few enough

         to slip in), and its weird mode of attack. The assault would open with Gideon’s men shattering their clay pitchers to reveal

         the glowing lamps within, thereby suddenly disclosing a terrible hostile presence, and then setting the Midianites’ tents

         afire. His purpose was to make the night-splitting clamor seem not an act of war, but an invasion from the heavens. A small,

         disciplined, strictly vetted force discovering ways to horrify an enemy right from the start becomes a staple of special warfare.

      


      Coordination was pivotal: the great Judge himself would give the signal. When he did, his companies sprang from three different

         points around the enemy perimeter to maximize confusion—leaving open an escape route to the east, where the Midianites would

         run upon the spears of Gideon’s remaining forces holding the line of the Jordan. The Midianites drowned themselves in tumbling

         panic at the fords. Those not killed kept fleeing farther eastward, Gideon pursuing them indirectly by way of the far desert,

         living off the land, and finally surprising and slaughtering them and their plunder-rich kings. What worked, observes Yigael

         Yadin, with the double authority of a professor of archeology at Hebrew University and a former chief of staff of the Israeli

         Defense Forces, was not “the size or strength of an army but the offensive spirit and the capacity to extract every ounce

         of surprise from place, timing, method, and weapon.”

         

            4

         

          The Midianites, ruined by Gideon’s three hundred, would have made short work of his initial bewildered thirty-two thousand.

      


      Although the record of Gideon is the exemplary tale of the founding of special forces, we have no reason to believe that he

         kept his three hundred together as a unit after the event. Such a stroke was not about to be repeated. (Large armies did not

         come the way of the twelve tribes for some time thereafter.) But thirty centuries later, a decade before the birth of modern

         Israel, Orde Wingate—a Christian fundamentalist, Zionist, commando genius—would explicitly invoke the great Judge in organizing

         his Special Night Squads on the same landscape, against Arab raiders. Founder of what was to become the Israeli army, Wingate

         achieved successes out of all proportion to his numbers: Gideon Force would be the name of one of his instruments, and Gideon Goes to War the title of the best biography of this short-lived phenomenon of nature.

      


      The story of the fall of Troy, and of the night overthrow of the Midianites, each place technology at the heart of victory:

         the first passing off a troop inserter as a covetable offering to the gods, the second combining readily available household

         objects into portable engines of demoralization. You cannot kill someone with a jug and a lamp, but what does that matter

         if you can take his imagination captive? Over civil society’s justly satisfied sense of achievement, there hangs the dark

         threat of what we might call the “Gideon effect,” meaning that an opponent who can tell only that something terrible has befallen

         him (he knows not what) will energetically anticipate the worst.

      


      There must have been more such instances than those of Gideon, since the Old Testament is largely a history of the wars of

         the Lord. But this is the only detailed narrative of all phases of a campaign. Otherwise, there is little interest in conveying

         the fine structure of war, as is apparent in the Book of Daniel. Having allowed ample space for the Prophet to pronounce the

         imminent doom of the great King Belshazzar and all his realm, the Book says suddenly and in its entirety: “In that night was

         Belshazzar King of the Chaldeans slain. And Darius the Median took the kingdom, being then sixty-two years old.”
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          Nothing more. No mention, let alone explication, of what must indeed have been a most unusual venture as the Persians diverted

         the Euphrates—by night—and pushed their storming parties down the suddenly empty riverbed.

      


      Instead, it is in the Greece of fifth century B.C., among the hundreds of city-states compared to which modern Luxembourg would be a superpower, that we can first get a more

         or less documented understanding of special warfare. The fortified cities of the time of Troy and the specialized warriors

         of whom we read in Homer—chariot drivers, archers, and javelin men—had been products of a prosperous, centralized culture

         that foundered around 1100 B.C. Its collapse across the eastern Mediterranean seems to have been accelerated by raiders who exploited the shipping lanes.

         There followed several centuries of decay, in which writing vanished, trade, agriculture, and population shrank, in which

         no extended campaigns to conquer territory seem to have been fought. (Indeed, Homer—composing his work several centuries after

         the ruin of Troy—never really understands what chariots are for; the feudal anarchy of his era could not support such sophisticated

         technology.)
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          Around that time, however, the small but increasingly organized state (not always literally a city-state) was beginning to crystalize, bringing with it the practice of disciplined, heavily armored foot soldiers (hoplites)

         meeting in decisive head-on clashes over local autonomy. Using tricks to steal a victory went back far into the mythic past,

         if one thinks of Odysseus. But that was not the bold hoplite ideal, nor the ethos of Achilles with his fury and massive strength.

         

            7

         

         

      


      A GREEKpolis was a largely rural territory, tightly circumscribed by mountains or sea, with an administrative center, often unwalled,

         analogous to those common names for county seats in Virginia that end in “Court House” (like Appomattox Court House), their

         sole reason for being that people met there to do public business (though some, probably, were refuges in times of disaster).

         By 700 B.C., such places dotted much of the coasts and many islands of southern Greece, as well as the western shore of what is now Turkey,

         and soon enough Sicily and southern Italy. Their constitutions varied, but their citizens felt a common identity, above all

         as Hellenes, despite specific complex identities as Ionians, Dorians, Achaeans. All Greeks regarded themselves superior to

         barbarians—that is, “babblers,” non-Greek speakers—a fascinating arrogance that may have imparted much of the confidence enabling

         these small tribes from a stony peninsula to shake the world.

      


      The sovereignties of these tiny states were islands not much larger than Manhattan and hill towns the size of college campuses.

         The entire region of Attica—a most substantial entity by the standards of the age—in which Athens was the primary city, was

         no bigger than Rhode Island. From, say, 700 B.C. to the mid-400s, such modest scale combined with increasing innovation to produce an epoch of small but not necessarily petty

         warfare. In nonrepublican states, the king or despot offered a fabulous target. In states so compact as to have a single stronghold,

         authority might collapse before one clever blow. The most intellectually productive culture in history perceived a world of

         vulnerabilities; it also had the genius and spirit to exploit them. So often one of those promising little cities must have

         failed to detect the sudden move of a few determined men that brought it down. When the whole plexus of government was minute,

         the return on sufficiently precise strikes could be huge.

      


      As myth begins to come together as history—itself a new discipline riding the slow return of literacy—we see the hero begin

         to pass from a superhuman figure such as Achilles into someone of extraordinary but rational skills. (Odysseus seems to be

         the only such figure of the preliterate age.) We also begin to see the systematic exploration of a society’s array of vulnerabilities.

         The dynamism of a city can raise dangers for itself: “traders” within what walls exist may be enemies in disguise; water tunnels

         and aqueducts, indispensable to city life in hot, hilly Greece, were easy to sever; and even olive groves, a symbol of Greek

         well-being, were helpless before the axe in a day’s raiding, not to be replaced for a good twenty years.

      


      Probably the earliest coups d’état of which we have record do not entail soldiers in the streets and startled officials being

         hauled off under arrest, but persuasion, theatrics, and deception featuring guile from start to finish. Peisistratos, the

         adventurer scion of a great family laboring under a public curse for impiety, made himself three times tyrant of Athens. He

         first grabbed power during 561 B.C., by faking an attempt on his life, raising a bodyguard from a shocked citizenry, and then bit by bit expanding his force

         until he saw fit to seize the acropolis (“city height,” or citadel).
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          After he was deposed several years later and run off, he recovered his authority by a “primitive and very simple ruse,” Aristotle

         explains.
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          A rumor was spread that Athena herself, goddess of the city, would bring Peisistratos triumphantly home. A tall, beautiful

         girl was found from out of town, accomplices dressed her in armor, and Peisistratos arrived in a chariot with “Athena” standing

         patronly beside him. Even sophisticated Athenians were awed and officialdom was bewildered: the gods still walked the earth.

         Such a fraud could not last, but under its fleeting spell critical moments might be gained for more enduring action.

      


      Had Peisistratos made a stone-cold move—as the mistrusted, ambitious, pariah nobleman—to seize the state that second time,

         he would have stood an excellent chance of being pulled limb from limb. Instead, his charade reversed the terms of power,

         not by numbers, not by violence brought by hordes of followers who might have accompanied him and who could have been resisted,

         but by knocking the spirit out of his enemies and conquering the public imagination. To be sure, the third time he had to

         maneuver his way back with more force than fraud; mercenaries were hired and his opponents beaten in battle. But when he entered

         Athens to give a victory speech, he spoke so inaudibly that the city’s still-armed citizens were lured to the acropolis, where

         he could be better heard. A group of his hirelings then gathered up and locked away the weapons imprudently left behind. In

         each case we see how that willful quality which knows what it wants can override honest quantity any day—which along with

         speed, insouciance, and a bit of muscle may make Peisistratos godfather of the coup d’état as special operation.

      


      On the field, guile can combine with daring in ways at least as odd as Peisistratos’s simple ruses. Around the same time as

         his seizure of power, in 525 B.C., the half-mad Persian king Cambyses invaded Egypt. The Egyptians, at least during the two millennia before Christ, regarded

         cats as divine. Cambyses collected hundreds of cats from surrounding villages the night before, and then had his cavalry throw

         them screaming and spitting into the enemy ranks when battle was joined. The Egyptians did not try to catch the creatures—these

         flying felines were regarded as too dangerously charged with mana—but instead scattered much as would twenty-first-century

         troops before anthrax, the decisive moment of this invasion being styled by Herodotus simply “The Battle of the Cats.” Once

         more, we learn to make a study of one’s enemy, as might be the case, say, in advancing behind a herd of cows when going against

         Hindu soldiers. One seeks what the enemy fears, and also what he is awed, disoriented, or disgusted by.

      


      The mighty Persian Empire had a rougher time a generation later when invading much less populous Greece (480-479 B.C.). Athens and Sparta led a heroic and successful united resistance, which did much to crown them as the preeminent powers

         at the center of the Greek world, the one stronger on sea, the other on land. But their interests increasingly clashed as

         they became the standard-bearers of rival alliances, which divided all Greece: Athens as the prime democratic power and dominant

         partner in a thalassocracy, the Delian League, nominally directed against Persia; Sparta the champion of the oligarchies and

         furthermore of a loose confederacy of states that felt themselves threatened by Athenian ambition.

      


      The familiar polar opposition of Athens and Sparta is useful rather than exact. But it is still worthwhile to contrast Ionian

         Athens (inquiring, far-ranging, open, joyous, high-spirited) with Dorian Sparta (dour, plodding, ruthless—though no more so

         than Athens on a bad day). Athens was as close as the ancient world came to a high-culture democracy, albeit slaveholding

         and distinctly aristocratic, like the Virginia of Washington and Jefferson. Sparta in turn had a small, hypermilitarized elite,

         with men habitually eating in messes, not at home; profoundly austere, which may be why so many of their officials proved

         easy to bribe.
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          It was also as close to sexually egalitarian as any culture of the time, yet philistine and merciless, with a strict code

         of eugenics enforced to kill imperfect infants.

      


      Paul Cartledge, the leading expert on this high-toned, vicious little tyranny, describes how it “acquired the reputation of

         being the SAS of the Greek world,” always on the alert for enemies within and without. Spartans were enthralled by espionage,

         and “when the Spartans kill,” wrote Herodotus, “they do so at night.” All their young men spent time in a secret police, the

         name of which Cartledge translates as roughly “Special Secret Ops Brigade” or “Secret Operations Executive (SOE),” to control

         the Helots (a perhaps seven-times-larger Greek population subjected to serfdom), whose labors enabled citizens to concentrate

         on military excellence.
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          The Spartans maintained the best army in the Greek world, citizen-soldiers who were a byword for skilled effectiveness. Endless

         military training became the life, such as it was, of the Spartan male.

      


      The Peloponnesian convulsion of 431 to 404 B.C., centering on the rivalries of Athens and Sparta, was “a fundamental departure from the traditional character of the Greek

         way of warfare,” explains its preeminent scholar. Honor had previously required that men bearing swords and twelve-foot spears

         face each other on an open field in daylight, where “the braver and stronger army would naturally prevail . . . and march

         home, as would the defeated foe.”
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          Courage meant staying in rank, with men pressed together for mutual protection. This had left little room in the wars of

         the Greeks for the deceit, guile, and surprise destruction of special operations. From the war’s first year on, however, there

         appeared modes of combat significantly different from the traditional approach. The shift was likely due to the scope of the

         struggle, the variety of challenges, the need to rethink procedures if complex issues of all-out war were to be resolved.

         It built on Athens’s intellectual hospitality and on the brutal primacy that Sparta gave to war as a way of life. As part

         of this adaptation, special techniques also moved front and center (this is an element of the Peloponnesian War nearly entirely

         overlooked by classicists).
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      No manuals on generalship survive from fifth-century Greece, yet treatises on tactics do, and these are essentially bags of

         (dirty) tricks. They emphasize deception and guile every bit as much as do the writings of the nearly contemporary military

         philosopher Sun Tzu, who composed The Art of War during a similar surge of thought in China. The Greek approach also calls for the closest study of the enemy’s character,

         attacking his mind before engaging his forces, exploiting his strength and momentum, counting on him to provide the means

         of his own destruction. That this great war would not be restricted by familiar, honor-bound rules was increasingly evident

         after its first year, when Athens was smitten by the plague and its citizens suspected that the invading Spartans had poisoned

         their wells.

      


      Initial combat had begun when more than three hundred soldiers from Sparta’s powerful ally, Thebes, pounced one night on the

         small, strategically positioned neighboring city of Plataea, long an ally of Athens. It was a sneak attack in peacetime far

         beyond any code of honor, abetted by traitors within, one of whom had guided the Thebeans through. Yet they were foiled in

         street fighting, the townspeople of Plataea showering stones and tiles from the rooftops on invaders flummoxed by labyrinthine

         alleys: 180 of them were taken prisoner and put to death. Certain of another attack, Athens sent in eighty soldiers and helped

         evacuate women and children.

      


      Two years later it was the Spartans who built a ditched and battlemented double siege wall around the plucky little democracy

         to starve it to terms, a move countered with a resourcefulness unusual for this early stage of the war. Most of Plataea’s

         480 men volunteered to attempt a breakout, so Thucydides tells us. But sieges have a way of sapping a garrison’s nerve: nearly

         half fell away as the moment approached. The height of the Spartan wall was calculated from a distance by elementary geometry,

         and ladders built. Two hundred and fourteen lightly equipped men with shortened spears, led by those who had conceived the

         attempt, waited for a nighttime storm, then advanced in groups of twelve, each man leaving one foot bare so as not to slip

         in the mud. Those who remained behind staged a distracting sally on the far side of the city. The first men scaling the siege

         wall were able to spear the sentinels and occupy the guard towers. With the Spartans’ surveillance neutralized, nearly all

         the Plataeans who attempted escape made it out as the storm raged. They fled toward Thebes, their mortal enemy—precisely where

         their pursuers would least expect them to go—before cutting south again across the hills to Athens. Those unfortunates who

         had stayed put eventually surrendered, the 110 remaining women being enslaved and the men, including twenty-five Athenians,

         given a sham trial and put to death in their turn.

      


      Plataea was a defining episode for what lay ahead, both in its reciprocal, ratcheting atrocity and its fostering of unconventional

         technique. The intrepid 214 had the transcendent self-confidence to climb out, and then the contrarian notion to head toward

         the seat of enemy power. It could have been an exercise in escape and evasion (E&E)  taken from Fort Benning’s Ranger School.

         The escape itself had to succeed or fail within minutes; the evasion had to affront common sense by the direction of its flight—all

         being special employments of stealth and deception by no means obvious to those untrained in E&E, as we know from the Spartans’

         inability to imagine how and where to intercept those who would get away.

      


      That said, when goaded by more nimble allies, Sparta could offer its own surprises, as it showed that winter by a nighttime

         amphibious raid aimed at Athens’s harbor-fortress of Piraeus, nerve center of the Athenian fleet and seaborne empire. “It

         was a golden opportunity,” marvels a fine classicist from the years right before the British made such audacious raids routine

         in World War II. “No one in Athens had ever dreamed of an open attack by sea upon Piraeus. How was it conceivable?”
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          The Athenians, after all, claimed dominance of the sea—justified, for the time being, against an enemy fleet. For raiders

         to arrive instead by sailing straight in aboard someone else’s boats was unimaginable to Athens but not to a combined outfit

         of Spartan soldiers and sailors who hiked across the Isthmus of Corinth—each carrying an oar and rowlock—to hijack vessels

         from the harbor of Nisaea, a bare twenty miles from target. Only a sudden loss of nerve by the Spartan commander saved an

         utterly rattled Athens from a roundhouse kick. And this was only the beginning.

      


      Initially, in hopes of wearying the enemy, the Athenians had relied on a painful defensive warplan, checkered by “a protracted

         special operations campaign of pinprick raids against the Spartans and their allies.”

         

            15

         

          After six years of annual Spartan devastations of their beloved farmlands, however, the Athenians emerged in strength from

         behind the city’s famous Long Walls to launch a determined offensive. The years 425 and 424 B.C., for instance, become dense with all sorts of special actions, the result of desperation at a seemingly endless war—just

         the kind of struggle for which Spartan culture (which made the minimum distinction between war and peace) was eminently suited.

      


      In the spring of 425 B.C. a newly elected, more aggressive Athenian general, acting despite opposition from officers and men alike, used the fleet

         to land a force well behind enemy lines, about forty-six miles from Sparta. Pylos lies on the southwest coast of the Peloponnese,

         a place famous since Homer for offering the only harbor on a rocky coast. Today, the Bay of Navarino is still shielded by

         an island roughly a mile and three-quarters long; this land lying across its entrance creates two mouths into the adjacent

         waters. The Athenians built a fort on the bay, preparing to garrison it and begin an irregular war of raids within Laconia

         (the region dominated by Sparta, which gave us the very Spartan word laconic), hoping to stir up a rebellion among the vast, sullen Helot population.

      


      Dismissing the threat from this relatively small enterprise—nothing like their own main-battle-force incursions into Attica—the

         Spartans waited too long to counterattack by land and sea. When they did get around to what they perceived as a petty nuisance,

         they dispersed their forces, sacrificing an overwhelming assault on the fort to position a detachment (chosen by lot from

         the army) on the sparsely wooded island opposite. The purpose was to prevent the Athenian fleet from establishing a base,

         but the Spartans’ position proved a treacherous perch. The Athenians held out until their fleet not only brought reinforcements

         but also cut off the 420 Spartan troops (plus Helot auxiliaries) who had taken the island, which offered no food and only

         brackish water.

      


      Trapped, Sparta decreed huge awards (and freedom to Helots) to those daring enough to try to supply the isolated garrison.

         In response, what commandos today call “combat swimmers” slipped into the water from one of the horns of the bay, where the

         channels separating the island from the mainland are narrowest, pulling by cords skins containing food, wine, and a mixture

         of pounded linseeds and poppyseeds stirred with honey. The blockade was kept up for ten weeks, prolonged by these operations

         conducted by impromptu frogmen who crossed the channel mostly underwater, and by bands sneaking in aboard small boats at night

         from the seaward side, as if they were SEALs. The Athenians tried a landing to flush out the Spartans, burning what cover

         there was, discovered more of the enemy than anticipated, and rather gloomily expected them to fight to the death, for Spartans

         never surrendered. Yet here they did, their captain dead, his second in command suffering a nervous breakdown (probably the

         first recorded in warfare), leaving much of the force very much alive to pass into captivity: a tremendous blow to the mystique

         of Thermopylae.
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      On went these critical actions laced with special operations. In summer 424 B.C., Athens, for instance, was convinced that it had to seize control of Megara, a nearby city on its western border, a gateway

         into the Peloponnesus. Sparta had already garrisoned one of that city’s two ports, Nisaea, which was still seen as a springboard

         to attacking Athens’s harbor. First, six hundred Athenians sailed at nightfall to an offshore island, only the leaders of

         this force being briefed on their mission. Double “walls”—essentially a fortified roadway—connected Megara to its ports, in

         imitation of Athens. Such a passage should have been the most economical means of deploying the garrison between port and

         city, but the Athenians realized the walls were actually a point of peculiar vulnerability.

      


      Coming ashore on the mainland under cover of darkness, they concealed themselves by quietly slipping into a long trench from

         which the clay for the bricks of the wall had originally been dug. Meanwhile, a lightly armed detachment stole up to a shrine

         just outside a gate where the eastern wall met the port town. Conspirators within provided the third leg. This clever little

         cabal had established a pattern of going out each night through that gate with a wagon carrying a sailing dinghy, which they

         pretended to be using to raid Athenian shipping, always returning just before dawn. 

      


      When they came home this time, the gate was opened as usual by the guard within. But suddenly their wagon jammed the gate;

         the guard was cut down, clearing the way for the Athenians who had hidden closest to turn themselves into a storming party.

         Then up from the trench sprang the larger force to make the surprise complete. The long walls were taken; the next step was

         to consolidate victory with the arrival of an Athenian army of no less than four thousand, which had marched overnight across

         the border. (Or so it was planned: Megara itself was saved due to the equally sudden arrival of a Spartan general at the head

         of an army just as large.) The fall of Nisaea, the harbor town, was nonetheless a stunning example of simultaneous nighttime

         infiltration by land and sea, coordination between strike teams big and small, synchronization with a main force, and acute

         intelligence work in knowing how to leverage the cunning friends on the inside.

      


      As we examine such fast and final encounters in the ancient world through the lens of special warfare, it is important not

         to neglect the fact that an operation can show itself as “special” in the brilliant deployment of breakthrough technologies

         by a daring few—now-or-never on-the-spot solutions, with little or no opportunity for rehearsal. Out of these tiny citizenries,

         an operationally adequate smattering of people (and perhaps a few of the cleverest and most trusted slaves) had to be found

         who could develop not only novel techniques but radical devices, and apply them fast—special warriors by definition being

         ones who both think and act a step or two ahead while being able to apply astonishing means of leverage.

      


      That brings us, in November 424 B.C., to Delium, which also lay across the border from Athens. At Delium occurred the largest battle of the war’s first decade.

         It was the last of the failed Athenian thrusts into Boeotia, the fertile country of plains and water dominated by Thebes to

         the north. Remnants of the defeated Athenians barricaded themselves into a temple sacred to Apollo. It was a desperate step

         and an outrage to traditional ways. To remove them the Boeotians— backed by the Spartans so recently dislodged from Nisaea—

         had to attack the breastworks. But frontal assault would go nowhere, and for once traitors do not seem to have offered their

         services. With no corps of engineers to send in, the next move had to be one of improvisation and fast thinking.

      


      The attackers sawed and hollowed out an enormous log to act as a flute and overlaid it with iron, the immense contraption

         being brought into position by cart. A burning pot of coals, sulfur, and pitch was placed at the business end, at the other

         a huge bellows, which drove an enormous flame upward that swept the defenders away as they left behind some two hundred charred

         corpses. This tremendous primitive flamethrower played on the most elemental of human fears: fire (not cats), with its hideous,

         flesh-consuming, choking power. In our day of chemical warfare units and napalm, this may look routine. In the hands of a

         society yet to come up with windowpanes or metaled roads, it was special indeed.
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      Within weeks the Spartans themselves brought off a remarkable exploit against Torone, in Chalcidice (the three-pronged peninsula

         on the northern coast of Greece, now famous for the monastery state of Mount Athos), which was also allied with the Athenians.

         A column slipped into position before dawn, concealing itself in a temple less than half a mile from the city. As happened

         so often in this war—or in the innumerable earlier quarrels among these passionate little polities—the assailants had allies

         within. A detachment of twenty volunteered to join the conspirators by infiltrating the hillside city at the point where its

         own wall met the sea. (These not being Green Berets or SAS with years of preparation, it is unsurprising when Thucydides tells

         us that most of this impromptu commando team had second thoughts.) In the outcome, just seven bold spirits armed with daggers

         alone made their way up and over the wall. The main force moved quietly forward, an assault group of one hundred poised to

         storm in once the infiltrators dealt with the sentries and pried open the gate amid cries of “Fire! Fire!” to cover the noise

         of their killings, to bring in the attack, and to panic the town. Torone, that apparently well-defended capital, fell soon

         after dawn. 

      


      One reason surprises were possible was likely because reconnaissance had not been developed into a refined and familiar method

         of war. Previously, when two masses of infantry drew opposite each other on level ground, there had been little utility in

         chosen bands of scouts working independently of the main battleforce to perform such recon, let alone to bring off or to parry

         penetration missions.
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          (Homer only once describes a night raid, and Thucydides mentions just one such assault between large armies during the entire

         war, explaining that soldiers would have trouble recognizing their friends.) Indeed, the Greek vocabulary seems not to have

         developed any word for a surprise attack. But all this, too, was changing.

      


      Ten years later, when a brief troubled peace unraveled, there came this war’s ultimate special enterprise, choreographed by

         one of history’s archmanipulators. In 415 B.C., Athens launched its mightiest force ever, transported by an armada against Syracuse, Sicily’s largest city, more than eight

         hundred miles distant, and a capital soon to rival the older Greek cities in intellectual achievement. If Athens could dominate

         the Sicilian cornland—a deep reserve of money, ships, and political leverage—it would overturn the balance of power across

         the entire Greek world.

      


      Handsome, rich Alcibiades—Socrates’ most sparkling disciple—had been designated a joint commander of the expedition and was

         indeed its prime mover. He was then in his mid-thirties, a former ward of Pericles, a veteran cavalryman holding a crown for

         valor from Phormio, the unsung hero-general of the Peloponnesian War. With immense self-confidence and an intimidating capacity

         for violence, Alcibiades was also of louche character: too clever by half, said some; too charming by three-quarters, said

         others. He was the classic outsider/insider, walking the fine line up to this point between admiration and profound mistrust:

         the special operator forever swaying between decoration and court-martial.

      


      Barely had the great fleet sailed, when this evil genius was recalled to stand trial for alleged complicity in the mutilation

         by night of the sacred phallic images of Hermes on display throughout Athens. The reason the phalloi had been mutilated remains

         a mystery twenty-four centuries later. It was the very creepy inexplicability of the act that made it so chilling. (If we

         are to believe Plato, Alcibiades and his drinking buddies had been on a tear shortly before embarking.) Such sacrilege would

         have been a dire matter in time of peace, let alone during the second decade of desperate war. Surely it would bring the wrath

         of the offended Gods down upon the embattled city. Alcibiades escaped from the ship sent to bring him back and defected straight

         to Sparta, anything but demoralized. Athens condemned him in absentia and offered a fortune to anyone who could bring him

         back dead or alive.

      


      Having convinced his startled, often slow-witted hosts that he knew its enemy’s deepest secrets, Alcibiades promptly set about

         formulating the simplest deadly ways of reducing his discarded country. It is revealing of that world of violent personal

         loyalties that he was readily believed, and that Sparta so rapidly acted on his advice. Like another highly effective traitor

         so many centuries later, Alcibiades could have simply described himself as “a patriot for me.”
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          But he was much more than a turncoat. Any smart overreacher can ruin himself, go on the run, spill his guts to the other

         side. Very few, having brought about a huge strategic operation with oneself at the center, can expound the big-picture means

         of bringing down his whole country.

      


      Alcibiades first persuaded the Spartan authorities to dispatch a military mission to help with the defense of Syracuse—a single,

         key person who could be even more valuable than an army: just one man would appear unthreatening to a suspicious new ally.

         Gylippos, a highly skilled operator, slid into the strategically decisive crack, carrying the attributes of “elite” and “light”

         force to the extreme. He was not an authentic Spartan in the sense of being a full member of the master race, since he was

         the son of a felon and perhaps of a Helot mother. A true edgy outsider with consequently more need to prove himself, neither

         was he fully invested in the Spartan way of warfare, or much else. As we increasingly will see, men with chips on their shoulders

         have set countless precedents in special operations; he would just be one of the first on record.

      


      Gylippos reminded the Syracusans that their fame had been founded on having defeated barbarian invaders. Faced by a highly

         civilized enemy, they must rethink these methods. Had anyone before thought of deploying an advisory mission to instruct or

         mobilize an ally in need, as is second nature at the Pentagon today? Apparently not, otherwise the Spartans would have done

         so without prompting. Nor did it occur to the Syracusans to ask, even though it must have been as apparent to them as to the

         Spartans that Athens was assembling an armada—at the request, moreover, of some of Syracuse’s jealous Greek neighbors. Alcibiades

         brought a new voice to the discussion and, in recruiting the crucial talent, took a step so very close to a single Green Beret

         in our era embarking on a “foreign internal defense” mission, of the type conducted by Special Forces Mobile Training Teams

         and comprising “one or more U.S. military or civilian [experts] sent on temporary duty.”
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      Alcibiades also suggested another way of undoing Athens: Sparta should seize and permanently fortify a post at Decelea, in

         the mountains fourteen miles north of Athens, which commanded the route from the vital silver mines at Laurium, Athens’s prime

         sinew of war, over which food supplies and tribute money also reached Athens. What elevates this deep outreach mission to

         the role of special warfare is that it had to be accomplished by a fast-moving detachment springing forward in the teeth of

         Athenian power—without main battleforce support—to strike at the underpinnings of its enemy. This type of quick, piercing

         insertion is akin to a resourceful thrust in modern warfare that eviscerates an opponent’s financial structure rather than

         confronts his soldiers en masse. Actually to hold on to and occupy Decelea turned out to be a splinter under the fingernail

         of the state—a threat to the mines (economic dislocation), a beacon to escaping slaves (social disorder), and a hemorrhage

         of Athens’s imperial revenue as its allies began to waver. Again, this is leverage, keenly wielded. Alcibiades had put his

         native city doubly off balance by exercising leverage very close and very far away. Athens would be fighting two wars at once.

      


      Over the next two years, battle as well as a combination of subversive operations in Sicily and on Athens’s doorstep began

         to undermine the entire Athenian hegemony. The Spartan incisions were predicated not only on sea access, fortifications, and

         armies, but also on insurgencies, slave discontent, night raids, deceptions, and small-unit skills. The cumulative effect

         was horrific, compounded by the fate of the almost forty thousand soldiers and sailors whom Athens had set against Syracuse.

         “Having done what men could, they suffered what men must,” Thucydides tells us. “They were destroyed, as the saying goes,

         with a total destruction.”
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          Those not killed outright were worked to death in the quarries.

      


      Alcibiades eventually defected back to Athens and, on returning, used an array of ruses to offset the Spartan successes that his counsels had brought about:

         hiding ships behind headlands to lure the enemy out; feigning negotiations within a strongly fortified city while his men

         took the unguarded walls; more night thrusts from unimagined directions, repeatedly appearing wherever opponents believed

         it impossible for him to be. In this highly personalized world in which war was like a fight between Dayton, Ohio, and Decatur,

         Illinois (everyone knowing everybody, cities of similar size, no ongoing institutionalized defense departments), the stage

         even of total war could be reset with every act.

      


      Not that all this dexterity ultimately brought Athens more than additional exhaustion, and eventually in 404 B.C., defeat. Alcibiades, having betrayed his country yet again, was finally brought down by Persian assassins. In stripping Athens

         of its empire, its navy, its formidable Long Walls, and its independence, Sparta came to dominate the Greek world and with

         remarkable celerity found itself the object of widespread detestation. Thebes had been Sparta’s ruthless ally against Athens

         and, indeed, had started the killing. Yet it soon grew weary of Sparta’s heavy-handed primacy and eventually broke free, with

         the aid of a reviving Athens. The exiled leader Pelopidas and a few of his friends—in the manner by now so familiar, but so

         repeatedly effective—slipped into Thebes by night, dislodged the Spartan garrison, and overthrew its client oligarchy. The

         Sacred Band then made such short work of the Spartan army as had never before been seen.

      


      BY THE fourth century B.C., war had indeed made itself a violent instructor. A “marketplace of ideas” emerged as the Greeks adopted and refined military

         practices not originally their own.
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          Previously, subversion, ambush, assassination, and overnight seizure of power had percolated as standard pathologies—and

         had diminished after each specific event while outright war was conducted by those opposing ranks of spear-carrying hoplites

         facing off on a battlefield. But when all Greece divided itself in intercity and revolutionary intracity war for a generation—with

         uncounted citadels falling, innumerable governments overthrown—then such procedures bloodily codified themselves. Guile and

         improvisation that included all the practices above were emerging into a special means of war. By the end of this period,

         there was no need for warriors to sit around and brood for ten years when facing the city of a seemingly unbreakable foe.

      


      This highly resourceful sort of “creative destruction” may accompany the overall advance toward more open societies that nurture

         individualized, special abilities. And yet the most vicious tyrannies have often been very good at these operations too, in

         the same way that in modern times such regimes have conscripted small children as potential Olympic athletes. Obsessed special

         excellence—the state does the obsessing, you provide the excellence—can fit well into the totalitarian world view. Moreover,

         as Thucydides reminds us, occasionally “the stupid [come] off best in intrigue,” a step often to be found at the heart of

         the special operation: these individuals succeed because they fear being outwitted by more reflective people, so they do not

         hesitate to strike suddenly and sharply.
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          Thought and unfettered discussion help, but only so much.
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      The triumphs and disasters of the worlds chronicled by Herodotus and Thucydides had the focus of describing remarkably small

         areas and populations—very often the lustrous smallness of a jewel, but smallness all the same. The enemy leadership was well

         known, frequently by face and house; death and captivity came in a flash; gatherings of a dozen could be detected and broken

         up—or go on to conquer the whole polity. These quarrelsome, war-obsessed little cities composed a world white-hot with intellect,

         yet more often with fratricidal hatred. So while much can be learned about the spirit and consequences of special operations

         from the wars and civil convulsions of Greece, that place and time offers us minimal comfort in the exercise of power today.

      


      In ancient times, smallness and the simplicity of a world in which policies might be enacted and revoked overnight made for

         surprise and often startlingly sudden conquest. In our day (jumping from a time of tightly held slavocracies gathering news,

         at best, at horse pace to one of twenty-four-hours-a-day CNN and Al Jazeera), the complexity of society stands as a defense

         against takeovers so speedy and simple. Some distinguished scholars nonetheless present us the insights of classical study

         as a guide to the management of our refractory planet. For whatever reason, the Peloponnesian War is a favorite garden of

         policy analogies as to how Washington can wield its might and manage allies in a twenty-first-century “American empire.”
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          It is all too easy to be taken prisoner by a hungry quest for precedent.

      


      “Empire” is a happily multiplex word that stretches in time from well before the designs of Athens to America’s present powers

         of cultural assimilation and military preeminence. Fortunately, not much return offers itself today on seeking anything that

         smacks of it. Only a state that combines marked technological advantage with a much longer-term political vision than most

         modern societies find comfortable—and one believably and steadily prepared to be as exemplarily, terribly, ruthless as Athens

         and Sparta—can expect to be feared as much as it will certainly be envied and hated. In our world, unlike that of Alcibiades,

         the nation that is supremely powerful can beat its hands bloody against ostensibly weak opponents but—because it is the most

         complex society of all—has the most to fear from small, stealthy strikes aiming for its heart.
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      Birth of World Power


      A Longer Reach, from Alexander to the Barbarian Invasions of Rome, ca. 356 b.c. to Fifth Century a.d.


      “To impose the ways of peace, to spare the conquered and wear down the proud.”


      Virgil, AENEID, on the destiny of Rome


      THE EMPIRES of Alexander and of Rome were the successive superpowers of the Mediterranean world, and not surprisingly such geographically

         vast ambitions awoke an enormous range of enemies. To be sure, there had been sweeping movements of whole nations before,

         as of the enigmatic “Sea Peoples” against Egypt around the time of the Trojan War. Whoever the Indo-Europeans were, they had

         settled as triumphant conquerors from Ireland to Bengal, whose languages remain related to this day. But these were fragmentary,

         improvised conquests. The Irish and Indian settlement myths may be identical, yet neither place knew that the other existed.

         No one before Alexander had set out to put worlds unknown under systematic administrative reporting to a central authority

         thousands of miles away. Vulnerabilities had to be found in enemies never imagined.

      


      Alexander’s father was Philip II, ruler of Macedon, that inhospitable angle between Greece and Bulgaria whose name has been

         bathetically revived with Communism’s fall, and whose flag derives from the fiery sixteen-pointed sun that was Alexander’s

         standard. Macedonians had been among the military contractors, or mercenaries, employed during the Peloponnesian War, sometimes

         fighting for the Athenians, sometimes for the Spartans. Philip raised his quarrelsome frontier realm to be the first country

         to dominate all peninsular Greece, employing a faster, larger, more flexible and mobile professional fighting force, open

         to synthesizing men’s skills irrespective of class, race, or dialect, unlike the old city-state militias among which only

         Sparta had ever maintained a standing army, and that built around a tiny elite. It was Philip’s genius not to close his eyes

         to the military excellence of the brilliant cultures on his doorstep, but instead to make the most of them.

      


      In his palace at Emathia the scarred, dissipated, voracious conqueror studied the machines of war that the Greeks had been

         developing: torsion catapults that fired arrows, elaborate battering rams, wheeled assault towers, all set to their ruinous

         work by skilled engineers unequaled anywhere else in the world. After Philip’s murder in 336 B.C., Alexander continued his father’s emphasis on thinking and rethinking war—applying speed, leverage, stealth, new kinds of

         skills and people, all faster, subtler, and stranger as the years went by. Almost in a flash, the Macedonian powerhouse generated

         mountain units, amphibious siege trains, stone-projecting catapults, and light troops prepared specially against such of the

         age’s heavy-weapons systems as battle elephants, which made a terrifying first impression but proved just as startlingly vulnerable

         to quick-thinking troops prepared well in advance for most any contingency.

      


      Against immense hostile strength massed opposite him, Alexander had to move like lightning or risk not moving at all as he

         swept from the Balkans into the Indian subcontinent. And here is a key difference from the wars of the city-states: select

         men who undertook extreme missions of opening passes, scaling cliffs, or conducting ambush far ahead of his conventional forces

         were more or less an integral part of his army. Commandos came to be used routinely as an instrument of war, repeatedly making

         the vital difference.

      


      As for Rome, it basically produced armies intended for fighting big battles, emphasizing what the second-century B.C. Greek historian Polybius simply termed “brute force.” Generally relying on entrenchment rather than long-distance scouting

         to handle unforeseen dangers, it was as organized around the spade as Alexander’s army had been around the horse. Of course,

         Romans, however loudly they propagandized their straightforwardness and good faith, could be just as tricky as the Greeks

         had been during the Peloponnesian War and as ingenious as Alexander.
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          For example, the audacity combined with special tactics of a small force facing hundreds of thousands in urban combat had

         pivotal outcomes when led by Caesar. But when iron Rome faced an enemy actually built around preparations for this way of

         war—one that understood the leverage to be gained by commandolike detachments or larger-scale ambush, ultimately by the speed

         and surprise of long-distance raiding tactics—the unhappy consequences of emphasizing brute force proved to be telling.

      


      STEEPED IN the classics that were to him the distillation of his civilization’s supremacy, Alexander is credibly reported to have read

         the Iliad (“Tale of Ilium,” i.e., of Troy) every night and put its special casket under his pillow, along with a dagger. But what befell

         Troy would be child’s play compared to the accumulation of death and misery as a new—and surely ordained—supremacy asserted

         itself upon the earth.

      


      Alexander considered himself heir to the heroes who had followed Agamemnon, high king of the Greeks, to Troy. He seems to

         have been of medium height, vibrantly curious, beardless, with tousled blond hair, and brown eyes. He was handsome, irresistibly

         charming, terrifying in rage, gallant in his loyalties, savage when crossed. He took various wives for politics’ sake and

         seems to have begotten children, but the great emotional companion in his life was the even more impressive-looking young

         Macedonian aristocrat Hephaestion, who fought alongside him. (Alexander is said to have actively disliked ugly people—a certain

         narcissism probably being useful to someone whom any degree of rational doubt would likely have kept about 3,000 miles west

         of where he actually went.) With Philip’s murder, a splendid fighting force poised for the conquest of the mighty Persian

         Empire had passed into Alexander’s impatient hands. Its core was the redoubtable Macedonian phalanx, its striking arm a magnificent

         cavalry from the river meadows of the Vardar, beyond the means of the stony little Greek states farther south. Few men twenty

         years old have ever possessed the drive of the willful new king; lacking Aristotle as a tutor, far fewer have been intellectually

         prepared for the opportunity.

         

            2

         

          Many have been better suited morally.

      


      He led from the front, with a passion that few generals have come near to matching—whether in death-filled minutes plunging

         forward at the head of the riskiest charges on his unmistakable stallion, or over the exhausting years as a wandering star,

         pushing his troops to the edge of the world. Alexander had to confront obstacles outside anyone’s experience: fighting nomads

         in the eerie landscape of central Asia, enduring and conquering in the spirit-rotting Indian monsoon, tormented by snakes

         and yet defeating elephants. And he did this at the far end of his supply lines, where no second chances existed. Time and

         again, he had to seek the fatal cracks in a massed power the magnitude of which he could not gauge.

      


      In a way, the whole adventure could be described as long-term, long-range special warfare, undertaken by a body of men minute

         compared to their objectives, rarely larger than the current New York City police department, subduing millions. It was an

         extraordinary force that developed yet sharper points to bring off special operations one after another at vital moments.

         Like a surgeon on the side of death, Alexander remade the face of battle, by routinely identifying an enemy’s particular vulnerability

         and bringing such insight to bear on a larger scale, confident that the men behind him had the right technology and talent.

      


      Alexander may have been the greatest of all patrons of special warfare and, at times, as he swept forth from the Balkan hills

         to venture halfway across Eurasia, one of the most effective captains of commando detachments ever. On scales both large and

         small, he revealed how the most decisive point in combat is not necessarily the weakest, as the world had assumed: taking

         the seemingly impervious mountain redoubt, striking into the worst parts of his enemies’ harshest regions, making a specialty

         of winter campaigns, and conducting night attacks were among the most dangerous and unpredictable tactics of his destiny-fixated

         progress. Moves took shape around intelligence gathering, with shrewd synthesis of the details of climate, botany, hydrology.

         (“Combat weathermen” are the special operators offering these insights today.) As do the Green Berets, he had specialists

         for psychological warfare and civil affairs. Their use was unprecedented. Among his milder practices was “leaking” to the

         enemy the unsettling (and sleep-depriving) possibility of a night attack. His dexterity in melding indigenous peoples to his

         ends was similarly novel.

      


      Well before Alexander there had been corps d’élite to achieve objectives that the best conventional armies of their time could

         not handle. The Sacred Band, whose power as the spearpoint of Thebes had first taught Philip to appreciate the value of a

         permanent body of chosen warriors, was the finest force of its size in Greece—which is why Philip took pains to wipe it out

         at the battle of Chaeronea. And Philip himself had raised a heavily armored cavalry of shock troops, about thirty-three hundred

         riders known as the Companions, three hundred of whom were designated as his Royal Squadron bodyguards, and from the Companions

         sprung the prodromoi, who conducted reconnaissance missions and entered pitched battles ahead of the cavalry. Among the infantry were Philip’s

         crack unit of three thousand Shield Bearers. But from the outset, Alexander relied on well-sieved formations for particular

         tasks well beyond shock tactics: Guards, Agrianians (“the Gurkhas of antiquity”), and archers described by the classicist,

         biographer, and novelist Peter Green as “his regular commando brigade,” a specially picked mobile force driving fast ahead

         of the army.
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          The young king seasoned them and himself in some heavy fighting in the Balkans.

      


      Once these troops had been toughened up, beyond even his father’s demands, Alexander could aim higher. If Asia was to be conquered,

         the barbarian-haunted northern frontier of Macedon had to be pacified first. In the spring of 335 B.C., he ferried fifteen hundred cavalry and four thousand foot soldiers across the Danube at night by having leather tent-covers

         stuffed with hay and sewn into makeshift floats, a technique he would use in Asia. The startled Celts of the European plain

         did not bolt, but they did negotiate. He destroyed Thebes as a terrible warning, other Greek cities being quick to understand

         his exemplary savagery. Then, in May 334, he turned full attention on Persia, an empire extending in the east to what is now

         Pakistan and, in the west and south, to the Libyan desert and the Arabian Gulf. He knew the empire of the Great King was a

         pyramid balancing on its crowned tip, the present sovereign being Darius.

      


      Proclaiming a new Trojan War, Alexander crossed the Dardanelles that May at the head of some thirty-two thousand men, making

         his pilgrimage to the shrunken little township of Troy, taking part in devotions at what was billed by the enterprising locals

         as the tomb of Achilles. He bested an awaiting Persian army strengthened by Greek mercenaries near the river Granicus, the

         modern Biga Cay, after a surprise night crossing. He used his siege engines to break open the largest Greek city on the Aegean’s

         eastern shore, then rapidly pressed toward the powerfully fortified port city of Halicarnassus (modern Bodrum). His was a

         war of movement; Alexander could not afford to starve out cities while the huge lands to the east mustered against him.

      


      The Persian commander in Asia Minor was the most famous Greek mercenary general of that generation, Memnon, who drew upon

         what Green emphasizes was his own “commando force” in a night raid to burn Alexander’s siege train outside the city, dividing

         his picked troops into two groups of a thousand men each, lunging forward with torches and pitch-buckets just before dawn.

         Halicarnassus nonetheless fell in the August heat, the Persian garrison escaping by sea. Alexander was then able to sway the

         region of Caria (in present-day southern Turkey), conciliating the bandit-guerrillas who in the past had been able to inflict

         terrible casualties on all invaders’ armies.

      


      Having achieved his nominal objective of freeing the many Greek cities of Asia Minor from Persian domination, Alexander embarked

         on the unheard-of idea of conquering Phoenicia. Should these city-states along today’s Syrian-Lebanese-Israeli/Palestinian

         coast be taken, it was a good bet that no enemy navy could ever again sail into the Aegean. Moving southward, he eliminated

         Persian naval bases that could threaten his supply lines. Special operations are famously ungentlemanly, now as then: at the

         still-unidentified town of Hyparna, a group of dancing-girls and their slave attendants were sent up into the acropolis as

         a present for the Persian garrison commander, with daggers hidden in their flutes and small shields in their baskets. After

         dinner, when the wine had circulated freely, they proceeded to massacre their hosts, and Hyparna fell without further trouble.
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          It was not the first time a sharp operator had recognized that some of the most effective camouflage comes from our social

         blinders. But the rule that servants are, to all intents, invisible, particularly in more oppressive societies, paid off here.

      


      After taking Hyparna, Alexander maneuvered inland, sent ahead “a quick commando raid” to deal with the sentries guarding a

         narrow gorge leading to the citadel of Termessus, then headed relentlessly onward to roll up Persian power in Anatolia, the

         great core plateau of what is now Turkey. Anatolia subjugated, he swung coastward at a marathon pace to confront the Great

         King.
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          Alexander first led his archers and crack light infantry into a night storming of the Cilician Gates, a potentially impregnable

         cliff-lined defile through the Taurus Mountains. Then, on a November morning, along the Gulf of Issus, north of Antioch, the

         invaders at last came face-to-face with Darius and his army of some sixty thousand hardened professionals. Following another

         “quick commando assault” by light-armed troops against Persian detachments in the hills behind the Macedonian right wing,

         Alexander confronted Darius on the plain.
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          A man brave enough in single combat, Darius turned his chariot in headlong flight as he saw the terrible Macedonian cavalry,

         with Alexander at its head, hacking its way toward him through his disintegrating guards. With Darius’s defeat, a way was

         open—not to his capitals in the interior, but down the Mediterranean coast and into Persian-occupied Egypt. Tripolis (Tarablus

         today), Beirut, and Sidon each surrendered at the approach of the twenty-three-year-old prodigy. But not proud and ancient

         Tyre.

      


      The siege of Tyre may have been the most arduously intense until the industrial capacities of a newer world shadowed it with

         the dread epics of Leningrad and Stalingrad. Situated on an island two miles long and a little less wide, Tyre was the strongest

         port in the great curve of coastline running from what is now southern Turkey to Egypt. A half mile offshore, it was the base

         of the invincible Phoenician navy and home port to crews in the Persian fleet, holding a garrison and citizenry of perhaps

         thirty thousand. Windswept waters were only part of Tyre’s protection. A coastal island, if held in such strength, is not

         about to be reduced conventionally by ladders, battering rams, or fire.

      


      The siege began in January 332 B.C. and lasted seven gruesome months. Alexander vowed to join the city island to the mainland and set about building a causeway.

         (It was to become part of his mystique, that he overcame nature as well as human foes.) To proceed, he had to use assault

         barges to get to the base of the city’s walls, towering out of a deep, choppy sea. The Tyrian defenders deployed steel-reinforced

         super-bows, dumped boulders into the water to impede his boats, and shattered incoming projectiles by using some sort of wheels

         that revolved on the walls. Alexander’s version of Seabees had to drag away obstacles as the Tyrian bolts hissed straight

         through armored men and the further-improvised leather shields protecting the siegeworks. Meanwhile, Alexander assembled the

         world’s two highest towers, 180 feet tall we are told, the engineers making them collapsible for easy transport; and a wheeled

         borer that could bring a long stone-tipped pole against the walling.

      


      Thoroughly resourceful themselves, the Tyrians launched their own commando raids. A vessel otherwise used to transport horses

         was turned into a fireship (i.e., packed with chips, pitch, sulfur, and other combustibles) to ram into the causeway that

         was bloodily reaching across the strait, its crew swimming away once alight. Another party slipped in to slaughter the men

         carrying rocks from the shore. Others set Alexander’s siege equipment ablaze—including the ultimate prize, his towers—the

         entire attack being executed within minutes. The combined operations, multiplying the havoc, were risky, fast, and deservedly

         successful—blows to the gut of an enemy that had thought itself indestructible.

      


      Nor was that all. Tyrian divers cut the anchor cables of Alexander’s boats. Some of their fellows used a forerunner of napalm

         (heated sand and fine gravel spilled from above) that worked into the assailants’ eyes and armor (essential, given the crossbow

         bolts) and was likely to cook the wearers alive. But Tyre was trumped. Given Alexander’s power to commandeer the fleets of

         the Phoenician cities already in his grasp, a new causeway was extended. He deployed special assault craft crammed with shock

         troops, his dismounted Guards cavalry leading the way.

      


      On the city’s hideous last day in July 332 B.C., around six thousand Tyrians perished in urban combat; many of that constricted city’s thoroughfares were so narrow that

         soldiers could easily cross by leaping from roof to roof. Two thousand male survivors were crucified on the beach, to signal

         victory and generate tremors ahead. “Cast into the sea, all that wealth of hers,” Zachariah had prophetically gloated about

         Tyre’s fate, “and herself burnt to the ground.”
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          It was to be an example to other stubborn patriots, as, for instance, those at Gaza, 125 miles farther down the coast.

      


      To move with such imperial drive and scope, in an era when most people died within ten miles of where they were born, one

         must do things never before contemplated. And one of those was to turn the use of terror into an unprecedented instrument

         of policy.
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          Speed married to atrocity conferred left-right punching power, as did Alexander’s orchestrating of his commandos with the

         army. All were part of the central enterprise of a strategy that had no room for patience.

      


      When Alexander came before Gaza, its inhabitants still thought their city impregnable. They were wrong but made enough of

         a point to enrage him. The adult male population was killed to a man; the women and children sold into slavery. After Gaza,

         he went on to Egypt (absorbed into the Persian Empire since Cambyses’ Battle of the Cats), his army and navy in December reaching

         what is now Port Said. He installed new rulers, founded the world city that bears his name today, Alexandria, garrisoned it

         with Jewish mercenaries, consulted oracles, and, by late May 331 B.C., looped back toward Tyre. Within weeks, he had left the Mediterranean world behind him forever, to cross the Euphrates, then

         the Tigris in September, before reaching a killing field on the plains of Assyria (modern northern Iraq) chosen by Darius

         himself. There the Great King was again defeated in pitched battle and again fled eastward.

      


      Darius’s one hope was to directly knock off Alexander, assassination by individually dispatched operators or tiny hit teams

         being a staple of special warfare right through today. Without a dedicated band of killers honed for such stealth, he had

         to offer one thousand talents—say, twenty thousand years’ pay for a skilled soldier or craftsman—to anyone who might succeed.

         Instead, it would be Darius who would be murdered, by one of his own ministers, after Alexander had hunted the throneless

         king and the remnants of his court to the strange lands of the Persian Empire’s far east. After a pursuit south of the Caspian

         Sea, it was not an army that finally closed in, nor even Alexander’s cavalry, but a specially picked, fast-riding nighttime

         detachment of some sixty hardened Macedonian infantry officers on horseback, with Alexander at its head.

      


      By summer 330 B.C., Alexander had conquered all lands to the very eastern edge of the faintest civilized presence; indeed, some of that presence

         must have been Chinese. But at this moment, so close to India, he was unimaginably far from home, much farther than Caesar

         would ever be from Rome, or Cortés from Spanish authority. He was trying to impose order on the savage lands that threatened

         from the north, lands that we now call Turkmenistan and Afghanistan, only to hear of a rising in Sogdia (Uzbekistan/Tadjikistan)

         and Bactria. If Alexander lost control of the frontier territories, his grip on his immense conquests to the southwest could

         be imperiled. His movement had been so rapid that he had no established legitimacy to hold the resentful peoples before and

         behind. As Bonaparte would sigh centuries later, it takes very few defeats to unmake a self-made man. Alexander might be a

         king in Greece, but here he was just the latest of so many marauders.

      


      Enforcing some sort of cowed peace on the mile-high Kabul Valley, Alexander came, probably in spring 327, to the apparently

         unscalable pinnacle known as the Sogdian Rock, a mountain fortress that was the rebels’ impregnable stronghold and wherein

         Oxyartes, the principal chieftain of Bactria, had sought refuge with his family. At more than three miles high and fifteen

         miles round, it is east of Derbend, near Baysun-Tao, on the mountain border of what today is Pakistan and Afghanistan, now

         prowled again by Western special forces on the hunt.

         

            9

         

         

      


      Disaster-inflicting frontiers have a way of dissolving imperial authority at the center—from the first Great King Darius,

         who had perished in these lands two centuries before Alexander burst into them to, say, the prolonged Soviet agony of less

         than twenty years ago. This time, the intruders’ opponents enjoyed a position of unheard-of strength in this greatest of eagles’

         nests. No fewer than thirty thousand Sogdians had provisioned themselves with two years’ worth of food from the systematically

         scorched and stripped countryside around, while Alexander’s army was cold, exhausted, and hungry. Deep snow above provided

         the defenders with unlimited drinking water. From their battlements atop the sheer-faced cliffs, they could hold out indefinitely

         against an assailant unable to maintain an equally open-ended siege; delay, in this unpitying land, meant failure.

      


      Alexander’s men encamped before the mountain. With all his triumphant authority, Arrian tells us, Alexander demanded surrender

         to the conqueror of Darius, the Great King himself. (And Arrian is the one surviving classical historian of Alexander who

         had had military experience.) “Let your master find winged soldiers!” cried back the mocking heralds from their advanced posts—that,

         surely, being the only way this wonder of the world could possibly be taken.
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      Alexander believed supremely in himself; but, like all great commanders, he believed equally in his men. He did not have actual

         mountain troops, although his army contained some experienced cragsmen. Mountaineering itself would be a Victorian invention,

         and Mount Olympus, less daunting than most of the Rockies, was first climbed only in 1913. But if he recoiled from the Sogdian

         Rock, the word of his retreat might go out across Asia and his conquests could unravel. In this, and in other crucial moments

         of history, we cannot embrace the counterfactual to assert what might have occurred had the Rock remained impregnable. But,

         as in examples to come, we can argue that commando action was indeed decisive in its fall.

      


      Alexander needed men brave enough, skillful enough, and plain strong enough to go up, and against horrible conditions. His

         generals searched through the army. Offering immense rewards from the plundered treasuries of Persia to the first twelve men

         to reach the crest, Alexander prevailed upon three hundred to attempt the rockface, using iron tent pegs as pitons (those

         devices themselves being millennia yet to come) to drive into the solidly frozen snow and brief exposures of bare earth; the

         pegs would be tightly linked to strong flaxen lines. Compensation was in fame and coin: a man might earn a lifetime’s pay

         for one night’s work.
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