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For those who never came home










Timeline







	
11 September 2001




	
World Trade Center attacked in New York.









	
October 2001




	
Operation Enduring Freedom begins.









	
December 2001




	
UN authorises ISAF (International Security Assistance Force).









	
20 June 2002




	
Operation Herrick begins.









	
August 2003




	
NATO assumes ISAF command. 









	
March 2006




	
16 Air Assault Brigade deploy to Helmand Province.









	
June 2006




	
ISAF mandate expanded. 









	
2009




	
Counterinsurgency operations begin. 









	
2011–2014




	
Three-year transition to Afghan-led security operations.









	
October 2014




	
End of UK combat operations. 









	
December 2014




	
End of US and NATO combat operations, withdrawal of ISAF. Operation Herrick ends.









	
1 January 2015




	
Afghan forces assume security responsibility. NATO establishes Resolute Support Mission. Operation Toral begins.









	
February 2020




	
Doha peace agreement signed by the US and the Taliban.









	
April 2021




	
US and NATO announce revised withdrawal plan.









	
1 May 2021




	
Coalition forces begin withdrawing, to be completed by 11 September 2021.









	
8 July 2021




	
Operation Toral ends.









	
13 August 2021




	
Operation Pitting begins.









	
15 August 2021




	
Afghan Government falls.









	
28 August 2021




	
Operation Pitting ends.









	
30 August 2021




	
The final US troops leave Afghanistan.





















Glossary


2 Para – 2nd Battalion, The Parachute Regiment


3 Para – 3rd Battalion, The Parachute Regiment


82nd – 82nd Airborne Division, United States Army


9 Squadron – 9 Squadron, The Corps of Royal Engineers


23 Engineer Regiment – 23 Engineer Regiment, The Corps of Royal Engineers


1/8 Marines – 1st Battalion, 8th Marine Regiment, United States Marine Corps


A400M – Transport aircraft used by the Royal Air Force


A/B/C Coy – Designations of rifle companies: an infantry company being a subdivision of a battalion, typically made up of 100–150 personnel


Ally – Slang used by Paratroopers to describe something as good looking/cool/exciting/fun


Al-Qaeda – Islamic terrorist organisation headed by Osama Bin Laden


ANA – Afghan National Army


ANP – Afghan National Police


ANSDF – Afghan National Security and Defence Forces


ARAP – Afghan Relocations and Assistance Policy


ATF 444/333 – Afghan Commando Unit


Buckshee – British Army slang used to describe either something easy to do or something free/gratis/complimentary (or possibly stolen)


C-130 and C-17 – Transport aircraft types


Card Alpha – A category of British military Rules of Engagement


Casevac – Evacuate a battlefield casualty


CENTCOM – Central Command, the US military command responsible for the region which included Afghanistan 


Chevron – Named for its shape, this was a combat engineer-installed structure of shipping containers to enable the processing of evacuees between the Baron Hotel and Abbey Gate


CIA – Central Intelligence Agency


CO – Commanding Officer


COC – Combat Operations Centre


Cpl – Corporal


C-RAM – Counter Rocket, Artillery, and Mortar: C-RAM is a weapons system designed for intercepting incoming fire 


CS gas – A form of tear gas


CSM – Company Sergeant Major  


DAB – Da Afghanistan Bank, the central bank of Afghanistan.


Daesh – Derogatory term for the Islamic State


Doha Agreement – Peace agreement signed by the United States and the Taliban on 29 February 2020 in Doha, Qatar


DShK – Soviet heavy machine gun


DZ Flash – Coloured insignia worn on the sleeve of a Parachute Regiment soldier to denote their battalion


EOD – Explosive Ordnance Disposal


FCDO – Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office


FIFA – Fédération Internationale de Football Association, the governing body of international football (soccer)


GRO – Graduated Response Option


HKIA – Hamid Karzai International Airport, Kabul, which became the hub of the evacuation efforts


Humvee – High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle (HMMWV)


IDF – Indirect Fire


IED – Improvised Explosive Device


IOC – Infantry Officers Course: specialisation training for United States Marine Corps infantry officers once they have graduated from The Basic School (TBS)


IS – Islamic State, a militant Islamic group


ISAF – International Security Assistance Force 


IS-K – Islamic State of Khorosan, an affiliate group of Islamic State operating in Afghanistan


JFHQ – Standing Joint Force Headquarters


JIC – Joint Intelligence Committee


Jihad – Islamic principle of the struggle, often used to describe violence and warfare against non-believers


JOC – Joint Operations Centre


JTAC – Joint Terminal Attack Controller


LES – Locally Employed Staff 


LO – Liaison Officer 


M4 – 5.56mm carbine weapon


MATTs – Mandatory Annual Training Tests 


MEU – Marine Expeditionary Unit 


MOD – Ministry of Defence


MP – Military Police or Member of Parliament


 MQ-9 – Reaper Drone, a type of unmanned aerial vehicle used for surveillance and missile strikes


MRAPS – Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected vehicles


NATO – North Atlantic Treaty Organisation


NEO – Noncombatant Evacuation Operation


NGO – Non-Governmental Organisation 


NCO – Non-Commissioned Officer


No. 7 Squadron – a unit of the Royal Air Force


NPR – National Public Radio, an American privately and state-funded nonprofit media organisation


NSC – National Security Council, an HM Government department 


NVA – North Vietnamese Army, People’s Army of Vietnam


OC – Officer Commanding 


Op Fingal – Codename for the deployment to Afghanistan in 2002 that included 2 Para


Op Herrick – Codename under which all British operations in the war in Afghanistan were conducted from 2002 to the end of combat operations in 2014


Op Pitting – Codename given to the British military element of the Afghanistan evacuation


OPTEMPO – Operational Tempo


Op Toral – Codename for the British presence within Afghanistan post-2014 as part of NATO’s Resolute Support Mission.


PBA – Post Blast Analysis


PJ – Pararescue Jumpers 


PTSD – Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder


QRF – Quick Reaction Force


RAF – Royal Air Force 


RMAS – Royal Military Academy Sandhurst


ROE – Rules Of Engagement


RoKit Foundation – Charitable organisation within RoKit group


RSM – Regimental Sergeant Major


SAS – Special Air Service


SEALs  – Sea, Air, and Land Teams, the US Navy’s primary special operation force


Sgt – Sergeant


SIVs – Special Immigrant Visas


SNCO – Senior Non-Commissioned Officer


SOP – Standard Operating Procedure


SPMAGTAF – Special Purpose Marine Air-Ground Task Force


Stagging – On guard, guarding


TBS – The Basic School, US Marine Corps Officer Training


TF444 – Afghan Commando Force


TF Polar Bear – A task force in Kabul made up of soldiers from the US’s 10th Mountain Division


TOC –Tactical Operations Centre


TRIM – Trauma Risk Incident Management


UN – United Nations


UNHCR – United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 


UNICEF – Agency of the United Nations responsible for providing humanitarian and developmental aid to children.


USAF – United States Air Force


USMC – United States Marine Corps


USMC EOD – United States Marine Corps Explosive Ordnance Disposal


USS – United States Ship


US SOF – United States Special Operations Forces


USSR – Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 


VBIED – Vehicle-Borne Improvised Explosive Device


WFP – United Nations World Food Programme










Authors’ note


For security and safety purposes the names of some interviewees have been changed. The interviews have been transcribed accurately and dialogue has not been altered in any way other than to protect the identities of vulnerable people or for operational security purposes. Any opinions held within the book are those held by the authors and those quoted and are not the official stance of HM Government or the UK Ministry of Defence. The spelling of words alternates between British English and American depending on the nationality of the user. All facts contained within the book have been verified or substantiated, and citations are provided where necessary.










Introduction


On 13 August 2021, I received a hastily written WhatsApp message from a friend in Afghanistan detailing a supposedly agreed ‘peace deal’ that the Afghan government had made with the Taliban. It stated that the president had effectively given up his power and would flee the country, and that the Taliban leadership would enter Kabul within two days.


I could hardly believe what I was reading. None of this was in the news, not yet. Even the British government didn’t seem to be aware of the imminent collapse, and even if they did, it didn’t seem to be a priority. Most of them were on holiday.


This had to be wrong. Surely the capital would not fall to the Taliban? Not after twenty years of war that claimed the lives of over 150,000 Afghans and 457 British service personnel. After all the blood, sweat and tears of a war that seemed to go on forever, we couldn’t actually lose? Surely we weren’t about to surrender all of whatever it was that we were supposed to have gained? The world’s superpower, the United States, was not really going to retreat and capitulate to an enemy of sandal-wearing tribesmen?


This cognitive dissonance came crashing down two days later, when a victorious Taliban entered Kabul. The twenty-year war was over.


That day – 15 August 2021 – I received another message, this time from a British member of parliament. He asked if I could help him to extract one of his former colleagues from the country: a former Afghan special forces operative, now in hiding in Kabul.


I said that I would try to help. Using the power of social media and what is colloquially known as ‘the reg net’, I asked my own former colleagues in the Parachute Regiment if anyone could assist.


The same day, another old friend, Geraint ‘Gez’ Jones, contacted me to see if I had any way of assisting another Afghan special forces soldier who had worked with the Americans. As the country crumbled, thousands of veterans were scrambling to pull out their allies.


All roads pointed towards an old comrade: Mike Pratt, currently working for CNN as a security advisor, and presently on paternity leave in London. Mike became the centre of a web of veterans, politicians, civilians, and soldiers on the ground. He worked tirelessly for two weeks, barely sleeping, and managed to coordinate the rescue of more than seventy Afghan allies out of Kabul, including the ones mentioned above.


Mike was but one of many veterans lending a hand in what became known as the ‘Digital Dunkirk’: the Herculean effort to extract as many of our Afghan friends from the clutches of the Taliban as possible, before it was too late. For some, help did not come quickly enough.


Afghanistan has a dear place in my heart. I first visited the country in 2004 as a young aspiring writer, hiking across the central mountain passes and staying with local families. I was enamoured with the kindness and hospitality that I received, and it was a country that I revisited many times. A few years later I served as an officer in the Parachute Regiment, and returned to Afghanistan in 2008, this time to fight the Taliban on Operation Herrick, the British Army’s mission to Helmand Province. My co-author Geraint Jones was a decorated soldier in the Royal Welsh, also serving in Afghanistan in 2009/10.


Neither of us were present for the fall of Kabul, and yet, thanks to the generosity of the military network and the Ministry of Defence, we were able to secure access to speak with a great many of those who were. This book is the net result of interviews with over forty people, ranging from soldiers of the Parachute Regiment, members of the Civil Service, the British ambassador, politicians, generals, charity workers, journalists, US military members, Afghan civilians, and even the Taliban themselves.


It hopes to provide a glimpse into the chaos of that frantic fortnight that led up to complete allied withdrawal from Afghanistan by the end of August 2021. It is not, of course, a comprehensive account of every perspective, but it does try to give a balanced viewpoint from a number of often conflicting positions.


For some, the escape from Kabul was an unbridled tragedy. For others, it was a heroic achievement against all odds. Either way, for good or ill, it deserves a place in our nation’s military and political history.


This book serves to remind us of the bravery and service of our Armed Forces, of the sacrifices made in Afghanistan, and of the mistakes that were made in underestimating a determined enemy. The Fall of Kabul will be remembered by history, and this book hopes to see that the people who were there will be remembered too. Not least, the Afghans who were left behind. The US-led mission may have ended when the last aircraft left the runway, but the plight of the Afghan people has not.


 


Major Levison Wood


London, October 2022
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The Forever War


Blood cannot be washed out with blood.


– Afghan proverb


 


Few wars began and ended with such tragic, televised drama. The events of September 2001 and August 2021 held the attention of global news audiences, who stared agape at the unfolding horror. Bodies fell from the sky in America on 9/11. They did again twenty years later, over the skies of Afghanistan. It was the absence of hope that made people jump from the burning towers of New York. It was the absence of hope that made people cling to the landing gear of aircraft leaving Kabul.


Following the al-Qaeda attacks on the World Trade Center, a tide of conflict had flooded Afghanistan, but twenty years later the deluge of foreign interference was ebbing, leaving behind the skeletal remains of a democracy already picked clean by those who chose corruption and greed over their own people. Unlike 9/11, the death of Afghanistan’s fledgling democracy was not a single, violent moment. Rather, the events in Kabul were the country’s last gasping breath. Any patient hope by those who had fought bravely against the odds was, by the hot and dusty August of 2021, all but gone.


There is no doubt that the events of that month were nothing less than a tragedy, but it is often amongst such suffering and despair that we find a glimmer of the very best of humankind. Look to any warzone and you will find people who have traded their safety for service. War often brings to the fore such protectors; those who would risk their lives so that strangers may live.


Operation Pitting – the British code name for the evacuation of Kabul – was no different. From those who manned the barricades and flew the aircraft to those who fought ‘the WhatsApp War’ in their homes, there was no shortage of heroes that stepped up to the plate.


That being said, this book does not seek to glorify or justify what has happened in Afghanistan. That many of the military personnel and civilians who served there had good intentions does not mitigate the human cost. However one feels about the twenty years of war, there is no question that its final few months were a disaster for the international community, and more importantly, for Afghans. The deck of cards that had been the Afghan Security Forces fell more quickly than generals and politicians had ever imagined; at least, in public. Many Afghans who had bought into the American-led vision were left behind, and at the mercy of the victorious Taliban.


Hundreds of British military personnel, thousands of Americans, and troops from several other NATO countries took part in the evacuation of their own people and of those Afghans who had helped them during the occupation, but for every family rescued, many more were left behind. At the beginning of August, around 18,000 Afghans had started the application process for America’s resettlement programme, a number that does not include family members and dependants.1 According to the organisation No One Left Behind, some 300 Afghans were murdered because of their ties to the US-led mission.2 Despite a heroic effort by those on the ground, a report by Wartime Allies estimated that out of the 81,000 applications to America’s programme by 15 August 2021, 78,000 were left behind.3


‘Due to my services for the U.S forces/gov[ernment], my family and I are living in a terrible situation with fear and frustration,’ one Afghan told Wartime Allies. ‘We are under Taliban direct threat and right now hiding somewhere in Kabul. Please help us, save our life and evacuate us from this terrible situation.’4


‘I am under serious threat because Taliban have been searching for those who have worked for the US government, especially linguists. Taliban targets people who had affiliations with US government [. . .] and find different excuses for their killings and then make it seem as [if] they were not involved in the killings,’ said another.5


The same threat exists for many of those who had applied to the UK’s relocation scheme. ‘We’ve got a hundred thousand applicants at the moment,’ said Ben Wallace MP in the autumn of 2022.


Those left behind after the evacuation included a wide range of Afghans who had held positions such as interpreters, members of the Afghan special forces, members and employees of the government, and even Western passport holders.


‘It was madness,’ said one Afghan-born British national. ‘There were thousands of people gathered there, pushing each other backwards and forwards. Most of them didn’t have any documents. We waited there for thirteen hours, but my name was never called. They didn’t make a line, or try to separate British citizens from the others. If I was born in London, I wouldn’t have been treated like this. The Foreign Office has to answer that question.’6


‘Making a line’ was exactly how Western militaries had planned to process civilians, but what emerged on the ground was total chaos, out of which the service personnel managed to pull off the impossible.


An unrealistic timeline – set for political reasons – doomed many Afghans to be left behind. After twenty years of NATO presence in the country, such a rushed exit was not only sorrowful but shameful, and this book will not shy from documenting the reality of the situation, supported by accounts of those who were there.


Set against the backdrop of this impossible mission we will hear from the soldiers, sailors, airmen, Marines, and civilians who did everything in their power to rescue strangers from the other side of the world. Some of these service personnel would pay with their lives; everyone, with a part of their soul. The war at large had already taken a large mental and physical toll on those who were there, but the retreat from Kabul, and the moral injuries that followed, are likely to have caused as much, if not more, mental anguish than the poppy fields of Helmand.


Soldiers are trained to fight. What that small task force of international troops did in Kabul was over and above the call of duty. Many that went there had little training and no experience for what they would be asked to do. It was a unique and defining moment in military history.


On the one hand, it was a proud moment for the members of our armed forces, but on the other a dark stain on our government’s commitment to our allies. It was not, of course, the first time that those on the sharp end have been asked to do the impossible because of a failure of leadership at the highest levels, nor will it be the last. Soldiers exist for war, which means that they exist to act in times of failed diplomacy. Kabul 2021 was no different.


 


In 2001, following the attacks of 9/11, teams of Western special forces began to arrive in Afghanistan to search for Osama bin Laden and to kill or capture the residual Taliban fighters that were thought to be protecting him. Before long, the British and Americans had committed thousands of troops to this hunt, and there seemed to be no end in sight. It is important to note that the Taliban was not considered a terrorist group in 2001, nor was it designated as one during the entire twenty-year war. Still, that would not stop American-led forces from fighting it with increasing numbers of troops and materials. To understand Op Pitting, it should be remembered that what began as counterterrorism operations morphed into a massive counterinsurgency effort far more akin to the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan than the Western special forces actions of the early days of the war.


Allying themselves with the Northern Alliance, US-led forces initially made quick and impressive gains against al-Qaeda. Only a few months after 9/11, Osama Bin Laden was nearly cornered in the caves of Tora Bora. Then, for reasons that left many scratching their heads, the US command decided against deploying the US Marine Corps reserve that could have sealed the iron noose around the terrorist leader’s neck. One sector was devoid of any Western military, and it was through this route that Bin Laden escaped into Pakistan. He would remain at large for another ten years.


The chance to quickly avenge the attacks of 9/11 – and destroy the organisation that had carried them out – had slipped through NATO’s fingers. Worse, the mishandling of Iraq in 2003 onwards provided al-Qaeda with a huge pool of recruits. Close to death in 2001, the organisation began a rapid expansion. Twenty years after Tora Bora, it is still one of the largest terrorist groups in the world, with affiliates across the globe.


Despite the escape of Bin Laden, and even as Iraq was descending into a bloodbath, things in Afghanistan were seemingly more positive. The al-Qaeda camps and presence were largely gone. The Northern Alliance had triumphed over the Taliban, bringing large swathes of the country under their control. Kabul was in Western hands and, for the time being, peaceful. The Taliban had withdrawn to the Pashtun-dominated provinces of Helmand and Kandahar, or over the border into Pakistan. They had been routed in the early fighting, and were doing what people are apt to do in such a defeat: blaming each other, and going through an internal power struggle. Attacks on NATO troops were rare, in part because of the small numbers, but that was not to remain the case. In December 2001, there were only 2500 US military personnel in Afghanistan. Three years later there were 20,000. Five years after that, 67,000.7


By the end of 2001 the Taliban had been driven from their seat of power, and al-Qaeda in Afghanistan had been smashed to pieces. How was it then, that eight years later, the number of American troops in the country had increased thirty-fold? And, even with the help of their NATO allies, they could not keep a lid on the Taliban insurgency?


NATO had gone in, routed the enemy responsible for 9/11, and punished the government that had allowed them to use the country for terrorist training. Save for the capture or killing of Bin Laden, who was now in Pakistan, many felt that the mission was accomplished. Time to go home?


As we all know, that isn’t what happened.


Instead, Western soldiers arrived in Afghanistan in ever-increasing numbers, and with them came NGOs (non-governmental organisations), private military contractors and businesses. It is up to the individual Afghan to tell you if this was a good thing or not, but one thing is clear: NATO’s deployment started to look less like an anti-terrorism task force, and far more like an occupying army with a vested interest in staying put.


Alongside the Vietnamese, who have successfully ousted several armies from their country, the Afghans have one of the most impressive histories when it comes to defeating invading empires. Afghans forced Alexander the Great into a bloody stalemate, they caused the Mongols and Sikhs no end of grief and in the 1800s they had driven out two British armies, the first of which was almost slaughtered to a man.


In 1842, a British and East India Company force was driven out of Kabul by an armed uprising, and marched to join the British garrison in the town of Jalalabad. Most never made it. The column was hampered by winter snows in the mountain passes, and from the heights came enemy fire, and vicious ambushes. The British column was not wiped out in a single moment, but suffered the death of a thousand cuts. The British lost 4500 troops and 12,000 camp followers. It was, without doubt, one of the greatest disasters in the history of the British Empire.


And they were not the last superpower to be humbled in the ‘graveyard of empires’. In more recent times it was the Afghans (with a bit of CIA assistance) who defeated the might of the Soviet Union in the 1980s. Given this record, is it any wonder that many Afghans felt confident in taking on the might of NATO, and challenging ‘American hegemony’?


Afghans think of former military victories in the same way that the English think about the 1966 football World Cup. Fighting against invaders is a generational pastime in Afghanistan. It’s expected. It is what their father did. Their grandfather. Their ancestors. The Taliban, who consider themselves the rightful heirs of the Mujahideen, became the enemy in the longest- running front in the Global War on Terror. NATO’s decision to oust them from power, and the subsequent twenty-year war, was to prove deadly for more than 150,000 Afghans, as a new generation of warriors took up arms on both sides.


‘How would you feel if I went to your homeland and started recruiting your countrymen to fight its own people?’ asked Suhail Shaheen, a Taliban spokesman. ‘Wouldn’t you want to fight us back?’8


 


Britain was involved in the response to 9/11 from the outset. This began with a predominantly special forces mission with the help of RAF aircraft. Then, in spring 2006, 16 Air Assault Brigade was deployed to Helmand Province in Southern Afghanistan, where British troops saw combat that was more akin to a full-scale war than a peacekeeping mission. It was a bloody fight that lasted for years, with British casualties peaking in 2009/10.


Between 2006 and 2014, British soldiers fired 46 million rounds of small arms ammunition in Helmand Province, and at least 80,000 105mm artillery shells.9 Considering that the British Army fired 1.5 million shells on the Somme – one of the most horrific battles in history, which lasted for five months – the 80,000 British shells fired in Helmand Province is a massive number when one considers that this battlefield was populated by civilians.


Atop this artillery was the close air support that saved so many allied lives. In 2006, in Musa Qala, it took continuous ‘danger close’ air strikes to keep the Taliban from overrunning the thinly stretched British outpost. Such airstrikes were made necessary by the exposed positions that units were placed in, but they came at a dreadful price. The year 2009 was a bloody one for British troops, but the same was true for civilians in what is euphemistically known as ‘collateral damage’. By August that year, the UN estimated that some 350 civilians had been killed in coalition airstrikes. It is worth noting that, by this point in the war, the use of such firepower had been severely tightened.


During the eight years that British troops were ‘on the frontline’, if you had asked a British soldier why he was in a dusty, rural patrol base, he probably would have answered with one of the following:


‘To fight the Taliban.’


‘To stop terrorism.’


‘So that Afghanistan can be a democracy.’


‘So that girls can go to school.’


Many British soldiers are young parents themselves, and often the toughest amongst them would soften around the Afghan children. To risk one’s life for the education of others seemed like a risk worth taking, but was NATO really waging a war of trillions of dollars so that girls could go to school?


There are many countries around the world that have literacy as low as Afghanistan, including many that are regularly visited by war, such as South Sudan, Burkina Faso, and Niger. There is no large NATO mission in any of these countries. Enabling girls to go to school, and raising the literacy level of the country as a whole, was a noble effort, but it was not the effort.


Was it so that Afghanistan could become a democracy? How one felt about the success of this aim will likely largely depend on what part of the country they visited. In Kabul, one could see that individualism was on the rise, albeit caught in the sticky web of tribal, racial, and religious sectarianism. In the villages of Afghanistan, tribal alliances meant more than democracy. A country of warlords and religious leaders does not abandon strongmen and tradition while their home is in turmoil. In the West we often vote for the safe bet in politics: ‘better the devil you know’. It is naive, and rather condescending, to think that all Afghans would drop centuries of tradition to embrace a Western idea, at a time when democracy seemed to be stumbling in the West.


A British soldier could often find himself unable to persuade his friendly interpreter about the merits of the Western way. It was not as if our own political leaders were beyond reproach, or that democracy had made us immune from war. Afghans value tribe, and family. Some of them saw our society, with its small number of children, and high rates of divorce, and decided that they preferred what they had. Many did not want the Taliban’s harsh interpretation of Sharia law, but neither did they want to be moulded into the West’s step-child, with ‘democracy’ at the forefront of that cultural push. Western countries had come to democracy on their own winding paths over hundreds of years. None had it installed at gunpoint.


To be clear, attempting to lay the grounds for democracy is no bad thing. Showing a people that a system can work is very different to insisting that it must work. NATO’s presence in Afghanistan, and the elections that followed, have opened the minds of many Afghans to a new possibility. Some will reject it. Others will embrace it in full. Perhaps some will find a way to tailor it to suit Afghanistan. It is a problem that must be solved by the people who know the culture and place as intimately as they know themselves. It is a problem that can only be solved by the Afghan people.


The longer NATO stayed in Afghanistan, the more credit was given to the Taliban’s claim that it was an invading, occupying force. The longer fighting went on, and the higher the civilian casualties mounted, the more Afghans would prefer peace under a harsh government than under a more moderate one. In 2001, the West had the chance to be a friendly and generous big brother to the new government in Kabul, and do it from a distance, limiting our military involvement to special forces missions and air power.


Instead we stayed to fight the Taliban, who had not been responsible for 9/11, and as was previously mentioned, were never designated a terrorist group. Rather than let the Taliban fly their flag over a town, NATO bombed and fought over that town for years, and then left it. After the suffering of the local population, the Taliban flag went up anyway.


Even President Joe Biden, who had been part of the administration responsible for the continued presence in the country, stated that ‘our mission in Afghanistan was never supposed to be nation building’. This begs the question as to why – if the Taliban was not a terror group – the war was allowed to go on for two decades.


If NATO’s twenty-year mission was to eliminate terrorism, then it failed. Al-Qaeda are still present in Afghanistan. So too are the Islamic State Khorasan (IS-K), who grew to their strongest not before, but during the war on terror.


‘A lot of them are disaffected Taliban,’ said Tony, a United Nations security advisor who saw out most of the war and stayed on in Afghanistan after the Taliban takeover. ‘They felt they were selling out the Taliban ideals.’


If defeating terrorism was the objective, then the NATO mission was a failure. The idea that ‘if we weren’t fighting them over there, we’d be fighting them over here’ is demonstrably false. Most of the Taliban were Afghan locals who were picking up a rifle for the duration of the occupation, or as often as money was put into their hands. These were not global jihadists.


It is true that there has not been another terrorist attack on the scale of 9/11, but was this achieved because Western militaries were dropping bombs on Afghan villages, or because of better intelligence and targeted special forces raids against the heads of organisations like Daesh and al-Qaeda? The West and NATO have the scalpels necessary to deal with the cancer of terrorism. But for some reason in Afghanistan, we tried to treat it with a mallet. In 2022, the successful drone strike in Kabul against al-Qaeda’s leader, Ayman al-Zawahiri, undermined the claim that NATO ever needed boots on the ground to take out the people who plotted mass murder.


Since 9/11, which claimed close to 3000 innocent lives, more than 7000 US military personnel have died in Iraq and Afghanistan. Another 179 British servicemen and women were killed in Iraq, and 457 in Afghanistan. A 2021 study by Brown University estimated that the Afghan security forces lost 69,095 personnel, and their enemy lost close to 53,000. Civilian deaths were put at 46,319. When all other groups are considered, such as foreign workers killed, Brown’s total death toll for NATO’s Afghan war was 176,000.10 Excluding the enemy dead, this is the equivalent loss of life of two 9/11s a year, every year, for twenty years.


Such a cost demands a clear and precise goal, but what would a NATO win have looked like? No one knew. By contrast, the Taliban’s aim was simple, and unequivocal.


Drive the invader out.


This need not necessarily be done in the conventional way. The Allies had driven the Axis out of occupied Europe with great formations of troops supported by masses of artillery, armour, air power and infantry. The Taliban had neither the training, the equipment, nor the will for such mass operations. When they tried to overrun coalition positions held by Western troops, they had come away battered, leaving the ground littered with their dead. They were simply no match for the marksmanship and fire discipline of first-grade NATO troops, or the air power and artillery that they could bring to bear, and their ability to take this punishment won them a certain estimation from many British soldiers who fought against them.


Major Adam Jowett of the Parachute Regiment recalled the aftermath of one fight in Musa Qala, 2006, when the Taliban had tried and failed to overrun his position. ‘Perhaps it was the feared desecration by dogs that pushed the Taliban into action, but soon, unarmed men began appearing from the growing shadows. They made themselves known, walking in the open, their hands visible and manner unthreatening. Sentries settled in behind their guns, but I made no move to stand the company to. Everything about the men’s demeanour spoke to their intention – they had come to recover their dead. I did not even have to speak the order for my men to hold their fire. Every one of them understood that, and I expect they felt some grudging respect that a man would risk himself so brazenly to recover the body of a friend.’11


In British army doctrine, the rule of thumb when attacking defensive positions is that the attacker should outnumber the defender by 3 to 1. The Taliban often had this numerical superiority. In the early days of Operation Herrick, the Taliban would frequently conduct ‘human wave assaults’, but the waves would break against British marksmanship, and Allied airpower. Not only were these tactics depleting their manpower, but the failures sapped the morale of the fighters. No matter how strong one’s religious faith, a fighter knows when they come off worst. By contrast, the morale of British and American troops was high: they were facing down these attacks and killing the enemy in their thousands.


Thanks to their training, and the incredible skill and bravery of the NATO medical teams, the casualties inflicted upon the Taliban came with relatively few deaths in their own ranks. NATO forces were not unscathed, but the casualty figures in some of these sustained battles were nothing short of miraculous, and a testament to the training standards that the Western armies had continued to hone over hundreds of years. That most men walked away from the massive firefights of Helmand was down to the lessons learned on the Somme, in the Normandy Bocage, and in the ruins of countless European towns and cities. They were lessons learned in blood, and those past sacrifices continued to save the lives of British soldiers many decades later.


The Taliban had their own history and doctrine, some of it imported from the insurgency of Iraq. Taliban leaders such as Mullah Dadullah followed al-Qaeda’s playbook, making gruesome DVDs of the murders of those who supported the regime in Kabul. Members of the two groups met, and exchanged tactics. Suicide bombings, never a Taliban tactic of the past, began to rise in Afghanistan. Just before 9/11, al-Qaeda had killed the Northern Alliance leader, Ahmad Shah Massoud, ‘the Lion of Panjshir’, in such an attack. Several years later, Dadullah began to recruit and deploy his own suicide bombers. One of the Taliban’s most extreme leaders, he was killed in a raid by special forces in 2007.


Mercifully, suicide bombings in Afghanistan were not as frequent as they were in Iraq, but the infamous ‘roadside bombs’ were soon the biggest killer in both theatres of war. In Afghanistan, where most of the tracks were dirt, these devices tended to be buried in the road rather than hidden alongside them. Some were designed to target soldiers on foot. Others, armoured vehicles. They could even be found in compound walls, or trees. Their use resulted in a steady stream of maimed and dead coalition soldiers.


The sites of these devices were often overlooked by Taliban fighters armed with AK-47 rifles and RPGs. In the confusion that followed an exploding IED, when the troops were trying to reach their dead and wounded comrades, the Taliban would open fire. They would also harass patrols and patrol bases with anything from a single shot, to a withering hail of fire. Where NATO troops were pushing into Taliban-held areas – such as during Operation Panther’s Claw, in 2009 – the Taliban would fight within grenade throwing distance. Such tactics negated the use of the coalition’s greatest strength: airpower and artillery. Instead, Western soldiers would have to clear ditch by ditch, wall by wall, and often at the point of a bayonet. When the Taliban felt that the fight was lost, they would withdraw, regularly leaving their weapons and equipment behind so that they could pass as civilians.


For most British soldiers, their tours became deadly games of cat and mouse. Given an area of ‘ground’ to ‘hold’, the troops would spend six months patrolling, seeking out IEDs and the enemy. Rarely would they catch the Taliban off-guard. Almost always it was the enemy who opened fire first, and it was them who decided when the fight was over. This was invariably when the British gained the upper hand, either through superior small arms fire, or the arrival of air power above them. There were instances of the Taliban standing and fighting, but there was no need for them to fight to the death. They simply had to bleed the occupying forces, and to show the populace that they were defending the soil of Afghanistan.


This could be incredibly frustrating for British forces, who were hampered in their efforts to follow through on success because of the belts of IEDs that lay in their way. Whether moving on foot or in vehicles, it is incredibly difficult to push deeper into enemy territory without taking casualties from IEDs. Having spoken to hundreds of veterans of the campaign, there was the will amongst the ranks to take that risk if it meant defeating the Taliban and winning the war, but by then the British public and politicians had lost the stomach for casualties, if they ever had it in the first place. Despite having effectively withdrawn in 2007 from fighting in Iraq, in 2009 there was only one British Brigade deployed to Helmand. This, at the time, represented about a tenth of Britain’s available infantry.


British units deployed for six-month tours. This was a legacy of the conflict in Northern Ireland. Soldiers deployed to the Far East in the Second World War knew that they’d come home when the war was won. For US soldiers in Vietnam, a deployment was twelve months. The US Army continued this tour length for Iraq and Afghanistan. Extending the length of British tours would not have changed the fate of Afghanistan, but it may have allowed British troops to have the upper hand during their years of deployment.


Newspapers often bemoan the lack of equipment given to the ‘Poor Bloody Infantry’ on the frontline, but it is lack of time, lack of numbers and a lack of real consistency that really dooms a conventional force to being on the receiving end of guerrilla tactics. There is a case to be made for no boots on the ground, or for many. What Britain deployed instead was enough to stir the hornet’s nest, but never enough to pacify it. In Helmand, young Brits lived in conditions that were almost unthinkable to their friends and family back home in a First World country: no electricity, no water, and an enemy who could appear at any time, from anywhere.


Another downfall of the six-month tour was that a new Commander meant a new plan. And so, as regular as the seasons, there would be a change of strategy in the British sector. Rather than finding one strategy that worked, and sticking with its architect, brigadier after brigadier was given a bite at the cherry. Frank Ledwidge and Simon Akam have both written compellingly about the British Army rank structure being top heavy, and the repeated change of commands meant that the Afghan people of Helmand were constantly on the end of one different British plan after another. Imagine, after the battle of El Alamein, if General Montgomery had been relieved because it was ‘someone else’s turn’. Apply this to other leading wartime generals – Slim, Patton or Eisenhower, or Major General Jeremy Moore of the Falklands Campaign.


General officers failing in their jobs should certainly be fired, but the tragedy of the six month policy is that several of the brigadiers’ strategies showed real promise. It wasn’t that any of them were incompetent: it’s that without continuity, there could never be more than six months of real progress in any direction. ‘It was obvious to a civvy outsider that a Para Commander was different from someone with a special forces background, who was different from a marine,’ said a member of the FCDO (Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office) in Kabul. ‘And it would have been obvious to Afghans too – friends, foes and fence-sitters alike.’12


And yet, despite all of the issues and all of the casualties, the British forces fought the Taliban to a standstill, and more. The enemy were driven from many towns, and forced to rely on hit-and-run tactics. Because of the sacrifice made by the coalition, Afghans were able to vote in elections, and girls were allowed to attend newly opened schools. There was positive change, particularly in the larger population centres. Life expectancy increased by a massive twenty years. Afghanistan’s population was triple what it had been in 1998. Literacy rates doubled, and infrastructure such as hospitals and schools were put in place. Women could hold positions in government, and elsewhere. Things that we take for granted in the West – such as sports, and music – began to thrive in parts of the country. Human rights, and the human experience, was opened up for millions of Afghans.


In the British sector, where the combat mission ended in 2014, the locals of Helmand were shown that there was another way to live, and that it did not have to involve the Taliban, and their violent interpretation of Sharia law. That being said, it would be naive to think that because the opportunity was there to change tradition, all Afghans wished to embrace it. Many were happy with the way things were. Some were too scared of the Taliban to change. Others just wanted one side or the other to prevail so that their home would no longer be a front line. An insurgency, no matter how brutal, does not work without sufficient support from the populace.


 


As well as the sacrifice of tens of thousands of Afghan security forces, civilians, and NATO troops, 457 British service personnel gave their lives for the military mission to make this a reality. For every dead soldier, there was a family torn apart. For many parents, their own life ends with the death of their child.


Johnny Mercer MP, former Minister for Veteran Affairs, described the effects of the death of a British officer on the man’s parents. ‘When he died, his parents never recovered. His father and mother both died early too. The impact is huge.’


Asked if he regrets going to Afghanistan himself, Mercer said, ‘I don’t feel bitter about my time in Afghanistan . . . I think there were a lot of bad people in Afghanistan, and we killed a lot of bad people. And that’s not wrong. But also, I saw the huge toll it took on other people, and you couldn’t come away from that without any regret, because you don’t want to see families go through that. So, do I regret it? It’s not an easy question to answer. I don’t regret what had to be done, but I do think we could have done it differently, and better.’


This sentiment is often echoed by other British personnel, who believed that their cause was just and their enemy wicked, but lament the suffering of the families: Afghan and British. It is a struggle to reconcile that cost with the outcome.


As well as the 457 fallen, a further 616 British service personnel were seriously, or very seriously injured.13 This could mean anything from missing limbs to destroyed hearing and loss of eyesight. Problems that would plague them and their families for life. And that figure does not include PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) or other mental health issues. During the years of British military operations, there were more than 7000 medical air evacuations. More than 2000 British troops were wounded in action.14 Every one of them was a volunteer. Most had joined the forces knowing they might go to Afghanistan. They did so willingly and sometimes eagerly. Some wanted to see action and adventure, others because they believed in the dream of a better Afghanistan.


In the summer of 2021 that dream fell to pieces, and now, perhaps for the first time in the twenty-year Afghan mission, the priorities of soldiers, politicians and civilians all aligned onto a single outcome: to escape from Kabul.
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Pandora’s Box


If Iraq and Afghanistan have taught us anything in recent history, it is the unpredictability of war and that these things are easier to get into than to get out of.


– Robert Gates, former US Secretary of Defense


 


Very few wars end in the total annihilation of one side or the other. Most come to a close with negotiations, one side or both recognising that further fighting is futile. There is, more often than not, a plan for peace.


What makes Afghanistan different is that the plan for peace was spoken about years before the end of the war, and not in the way that the West was accustomed to. In the Second World War, nothing short of ‘unconditional surrender’ would suffice for the Allies. But, in 2010, President Barack Obama announced a planned withdrawal of American troops from Afghanistan. This was at a time when battle was still raging across the country. Obama hadn’t quite thrown the towel into the ring, but he had told the enemy that America would do so within the next couple of rounds. All the Taliban had to do was hold out.


And they did. First up to the Doha Agreement in 2020, and then until NATO had withdrawn military assistance to the Afghan security forces. America and NATO had a plan, of course. But so did the Taliban, and theirs was better.


Few members of the Western public had even heard of the Taliban until that fateful September in 2001. After the fall of the Twin Towers, however, these bearded militants became a household name for their part in harbouring Osama bin Laden. For a time, as they dissolved into the mountains and caves of the Afghan–Pakistan border, they were assumed to have been defeated. Then in 2006, when the British Paras were sent into Helmand, they resurfaced like a phoenix from the ashes. Over the next few bloody years, the Taliban and their fierce resistance dominated news cycles in London and Washington.


The superficial image of a Taliban fighter is well ingrained into our national psyche. A dark and swarthy warrior in a brown or black shirt wearing a military waistcoat and a dusty turban. In his hand a Soviet-era AK-47 or rocket-propelled grenade. His face half hidden by a black beard and with kohl round his eyes, he cuts a sinister figure. The beaten sandals on his feet and long curly hair are testament to a hard life of religious fundamentalism lived on the fringes of society. To the Western eye he is a brutal, misogynistic barbarian, more suited to the middle ages than the twenty-first century.


And that is where the knowledge about the Talibs often ends: even among the people who were sent to fight them.


‘I didn’t really know anything about the Taliban except that we were there to kill them,’ said Joe, a soldier in 3 Para. It’s a common answer from veterans of the conflict.


A research paper, written at the University of California in 1997, defined the Taliban as: a movement of Islamic students, mullahs, Pushtun tribesmen, and ex-mujahideen with the backing of Pakistan.1


It is beyond the scope of this book to offer a comprehensive look into the Taliban’s history, hierarchy, and strategies, but we must have some idea, in order to understand their goals, and how it was they came back to power after twenty years of fighting the world’s most powerful military.


The Soviet invasion and aftermath


To know the Taliban, one must know about the state of Afghanistan in the years that preceded its creation. In the spring of 1978, the country’s moderate government was overthrown in a Soviet-backed coup by officers with communist leanings.


The new Marxist government was quick to try to remove any opposition from its largely uneducated populace and it dealt with its detractors in the most brutal manner, including the executions of 27,000 political prisoners in under two years. This was a major factor for the beginnings of the insurgency. Another was religion.


Afghanistan has long been proud of its Islamic heritage, which was often at odds with the new Communist regime. Marxism raises ‘the state’ above God. It raises communist theory above the Quran. This was, of course, blasphemy to the devout. Afghanistan is also a deeply tribal country, where military forces could be raised in the same way that kings in England would call upon the fyrd – the freemen of the land – to come and stand against an invading army. In countries like Afghanistan, when your tribal leader calls, you must answer. A people with such a long history of invasion and conflict relies upon such an honour system. Without it, they would have been swept away with the sands of time.


These separate groups of Mujahideen – ‘those who engage in jihad’, which means a struggle or fight against enemies of Islam – began insurgencies across the country. This, combined with the internal disputes of the ineffective government, was the trigger for the Soviet Union to invade at the end of the year. The ‘proletariat’ of Afghanistan had rejected communism, and that was not something that could be tolerated.


The following extracts by the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Andrei Gromyko, are taken from a Top Secret meeting of the Soviet Politburo in March 1979:
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