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    An Inside the Pentagon recommended book of 2004
  


  
    

  


  
    Main Selection of the Military Book Club
  


  
    
      

    
“[The Special Forces are] the jazzmen of the military world, working without a score, improvising their way out of trouble. Robinson’s book gives us an intimate, valuable history of the Special Forces’ last two decades, and follows them through Afghanistan and Operation Iraqi Freedom.”
  


  
    —New York Times
  


  
    
      

    
“Masters of Chaos is an insightful and fascinating account of the training, skill, courage and sacrifices of United States Special Forces and their extraordinary contribution to our defense in Iraq and in the war on terror. I strongly recommend it to anyone interested in understanding the stamina and guts it takes to fight bravely and well in the most dangerous situations.”
  


  
    —Senator John McCain, Author of Faith of My Fathers and Why Courage Matters
  


  
    
      

    
“An exclusive look inside the world of U.S. special forces, the book is being cited by Sen. John McCain and the Washington Post’s Book World as a signal contribution to the literature on the American military.”
  


  
    —Brian Duffy, US News& World Report
  


  
    
      

    
“Avoiding the breathless prose too often used to portray those who wear the green beret as Rambo-like super-commandos, [Robinson] depicts her subjects as flesh and blood humans.”
  


  
    —Military Review
  


  
    
      

    
“For Special Forces soldiers, reading Masters of Chaos provides useful lessons learned from Special Forces operations over the last 20 years. For readers not intimately familiar with Special Forces, Masters of Chaos is recommended as a well-researched look into the missions and day-to-day lives of the men of the Army’s Special Forces.”
  


  
    —Special Warfare Magazine
  


  
    
      

    
“A well-rounded glimpse into this elite but covert group... a combination of battlefield action and personal insight rarely seen in accounts of America’s elite warriors.”
  


  
    —National Guard
  


  
    
      

    
[A] detailed, compelling, and sympathetic account of these uncommon soldiers,. . . .Robinson. . . puts a human face on the nuts and bolts of Special Forces training and real-world missions by weaving her analysis around the experiences of individual soldiers.
  


  
    —Military.com
  



  
    
      

    
“Masters of Chaos is a truly exceptional depiction of how these amazing warriors operate effectively and calmly in what are quite literally chaotic situations. The title of the book says it all—US special forces are in fact masters of chaos. Linda Robinson’s account is not only accurate, but is also spellbinding. No student of modern warfare should miss this important and timely work.”
  


  
    —Congressman Jim Saxton, Chairman, Subcommittee on Terrorism, Unconventional Threats and Capabilities, House Armed Services Committee
  


  
    
      

    
“Robinson’s book is a first-rate account... ranks among the best military histories I’ve encountered.”
  


  
    —Huntington WV News
  


  
    
      

    
“Impressively readable. . . the book is a compelling group portrait of some of America’s most dedicated warriors.”
  


  
    —Publisher’s Weekly
  


  
    
      

    

“[Y]ou may never look at... war news the same way. . . a rare look at missions carried out... in secret”
  


  
    —Sherry Sontag, Co-Author of Blind Man’s Bluff, the Untold Story of American Submarine Espionage
  


  
    
      

    
“Linda Robinson has gone beyond the headlines and the hype to bring us into [the Special Forces’] brotherhood.”
  


  
    —James Bradley, author of Flags of Our Fathers and Flyboys
  


  
    
      

    
“This fascinating, dramatic account of the Special Forces... shows us the face of war in the 21st century.”
  


  
    —Robert Baer, author of See No Evil and Sleeping with the Devil
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    PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION
  


  
    The U.S. military, and American society as a whole, is once again being transformed by the experience of war. As an institution, the military is grappling with a phenomenon it has labelled “irregular warfare” to distinguish the insurgent and terrorist tactics of a nonuniformed adversary that fights hidden in populations from those of standing armored formations led by officers under a state authority. Signs abound that the challenges of this type of warfare are being taken seriously: a new manual has been issued on counterinsurgent operations, role-playing civilians figure prominently in training exercises, and irregular warfare has been given a central place in the Pentagon’s current strategic examination called the Quadrennial Defense Review.
  


  
    The implications for remaking much of the military’s organization, training, and doctrine are huge. Foreign language training is just one example of a critically needed basic skill for fighting human networks. The officer and NCO corps contain many well educated and motivated 
     Americans, and the institution has enshrined a process of learning lessons, but the thorny problem and the magnitude of retooling cannot be overstated. It requires a sea change from warfare based on mass, hardware, and even technology. Some of the most valuable lessons are ones from Vietnam that were forgotten or never learned, and which need to be relearned, ironically just as the memory of that war is fading from the nation’s consciousness.
  


  
    Special operations forces and in particular the oldest component unit, the U.S. Army Special Forces, have pioneered skills and developed the mindset needed to contest what is essentially a war for the human mind, in which influence is a more potent force than bullets. The Special Forces have been focused on this type of warfare since their founding in 1952. Some of their equipment, training and techniques can be readily imparted to the larger military community—and indeed such adoption is proceeding apace in both Iraq and Afghanistan. I rode with a conventional unit from Alaska whose task it was to probe village loyalties and coax information from recalcitrant Pashtun elders in the barren mountains of the Khost province along the Pakistan-Afghan border. I saw similar attempts to penetrate the semi-rural badlands west of Baghdad, where a young medic stitched up an Iraqi whose arm had been severely hacked after he dared to report to soldiers the burning to death of a teacher working to get out the vote.
  


  
    Some roles cannot be replicated for the simple reason that even the brightest and best 19-year-old soldier cannot exercise the same judgment, influence and versatility as a seasoned Special Forces sergeant in his thirties or forties. These carefully selected and time-tested men prove most effective when they are given the latitude required to tailor a solution to the problem of the moment. While there are no panaceas, the 12-man Special Forces team provides the most adaptive tool the military has invented for irregular warfare. Thus, it is no surprise that the Special Forces are in great demand: many of them have been sent four, five and six times to Iraq and/or Afghanistan. A more rapid expansion of their ranks is possible and desirable, with sufficient resources and at a measured pace. But it is just as important to uphold the quality of individuals 
     selected and their extensive training, and not to break this tool through overuse.
  


  
    As the rest of the military develops its areas of expertise within the realm of irregular warfare, the Special Forces will likely be called to take up missions they are uniquely able to perform and which they have historically performed—behind hostile lines, under cover, in countries where trouble is brewing but still under the radar. When Charlie Cleveland, one of the soldiers in this book, was promoted to general in May 2005, he told his guests at the Fort Bragg ceremony that the Special Forces “are one of the most potent and relevant forces on the battlefield today.” This was not chest-thumping; Cleveland was merely making an observation that has become widely accepted in the wake of their performance in Afghanistan and Iraq. He then issued two important calls to overcome parochialism. He called for the special operations community to move beyond the internal rivalry that has divided its so-called “white” or unclassified Special Forces Groups and its “black” classified units such as Delta Force. (The fact is that the former have also conducted secret missions throughout their history, and there is quite enough work to occupy them all.) Cleveland’s second call was to, in effect, bid farewell to the tight-knit Special Forces community as he emphasized that the duty of a general officer is to look out for the interests of the entire military and the country. That is exactly the spirit required to navigate the daunting challenges of this era.
  


  
  
  


  
    INTRODUCTION
  


  
    THIS IS THE STORY of Special Forces soldiers and the missions they have carried out over the last fifteen years. Through them the larger story is told of the renaissance of a unique military unit that was nearly disbanded after the Vietnam War but which now is in high demand. The war in Afghanistan brought the deeds of the Special Forces onto the front pages of the newspapers, which captured in vivid photographs and stories the men on horseback who used lasers to direct precision bombs at Taliban targets. Far less has been written about their subsequent roles in Operation Iraqi Freedom, where even more Special Forces soldiers were deployed than in Vietnam. Although the image of the Special Forces soldier now may be more familiar to the average American, the reality of who he is and what he does remains largely shrouded in mystery and misconceptions.
  


  
    This book seeks to convey the reality of the Army Special Forces by recounting missions carried out during six conflicts and other previously 
     unrevealed assignments, such as their roles in uncovering the first Al Qaeda operation on U.S. soil and the millennium plot to bomb the Los Angeles airport. The stories are told through the senior noncommissioned officers and field grade officers who led their units. By the onset of Operation Iraqi Freedom, these soldiers each had spent some two decades in the field, sharpening their instincts and amassing the experience that is an integral part of what makes them “special.” The type of individuals selected, the varied skills they are taught, and their largely self-sufficient twelve-man teams constitute a tool designed to deal with variations of insurgents, terrorists, guerrillas, and small-scale wars—the murky unconventional threats that are prevalent in today’s world.
  


  
    What sets the Special Forces apart is that these soldiers are trained to live and work with the fighters of other countries, as their forebears did with the partisans in occupied Europe, as the Vietnam generation did with the hill tribes in their A-camps, and as has been done by them more recently in Asia, Latin America, the Middle East, and Africa. They have also lived and worked among civilian populations in places like Haiti and the Balkans, using cultural knowledge and linguistic skills to help build a lasting peace. Special Forces soldiers may fight alongside their allies, as they did with the Afghans and the Kurds, but very often the preferred means of assistance is advising, training, and assisting a country in solving its own problems. Because the Special Forces are the only unit in the military required to learn foreign languages and gain regional expertise, members also have an unmatched ability to discover and understand what is happening in remote and obscure hotspots.
  


  
    There remains widespread confusion about the basic terminology. The U.S. Army Special Forces (Airborne) (known by their distinctive headgear, the green beret) are the subject of this book. The Special Forces are the largest component of the elite units known as special operations forces (SOF), which also include Navy SEALs, Army Rangers, the secret Delta Force (formally called Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta), Air Force Special Operations pilots and combat controllers, the Army’s 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, and Civil Affairs and Psychological Operations units. Popular usage frequently 
     refers to all of these units as special forces, but the proper term is special operations forces. In this book Special Forces is synonymous with U.S. Army Special Forces.
  


  
    The Special Forces number fewer than 9,500 men and are organized into five active-duty groups that are each assigned to a given region: 1st Group (Asia), 3rd Group (Africa), 5th Group (Southwest and Central Asia), 7th Group (Latin America), and 10th Group (Europe); and two National Guard groups, the 19th and 20th. These groups learn the languages and cultures of their respective regions but also may be sent to other regions as needed. The groups report to the U.S. Army Special Forces Command, which reports to the U.S. Army Special Operations Command for all army SOF which, in turn, reports to the U.S. Special Operations Command for all the services’ SOF. This latter command may either assign units to the geographic combatant command of a particular theater or direct their activities itself.
  


  
    The U.S. Army Special Forces were founded in 1952. It was envisioned that they would carry on the role played in World War II by the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), whose paramilitary units parachuted behind enemy lines to organize and fight with local resistance groups in occupied Europe and Asia. The OSS was dismantled soon after the war and one of its veterans, Colonel Aaron Bank, was concerned that this left the United States without any capacity for waging this kind of “unconventional war.” Bank considered such ability as integral a component of modern warfare as infantry, armor, and artillery. Because Bank successfully lobbied for the formation of the Special Forces and headed its first group, he therefore is considered the “father” of the Special Forces. Colonel Bank passed away in the spring of 2004 at the age of 101.
  


  
    Bank considered it essential to have a standing force prepared to conduct unconventional war primarily because the various skills, especially knowledge of the language and the country where the units would be deployed, took time to acquire, and the special forces must be deployed early in a conflict for maximum effectiveness. From the early days until the present, the idea of unconventional warfare nonetheless is a concept that has made many Americans and the U.S. military uncomfortable. For 
     soldiers such as Bank, however, it was a simple necessity to have this capacity to fight as so many adversaries fought. In his memoir, From OSS to Green Berets, he observed other countries using guerrilla-style warfare in the postwar years.
  


  
    
      Unconventional warfare [UW] was definitely a weapon that continued to be employed. It was a tool of dissidents regardless of their cause. Its profound influence would continue unabated through the years to alter the military, political, and ideological posture of numerous small nations and create friction between the major powers. This friction in many instances is due to Soviets using this medium to spread their doctrines and gain control. But beyond that, on reflection, UW had proved itself during WWII as a companion of conventional warfare—a necessary supplement whenever the employment of conventional forces would not be feasible or would be embarrassing. I wondered when it would obtain full recognition by the military leaders of the great powers.1
    

  


  
    Even after the founding of the Special Forces, the conventional military leadership would remain ambivalent about their use, but John F. Kennedy believed that a special warfare capability was essential for the United States. He saw the challenge posed by wars of subversion and covert aggression and realized that it called for

    
      
        an improvement and enlargement of our own development of techniques and tactics, communications and logistics to meet this threat. The mission of our Armed Forces—and especially the Army today—is to master these skills and techniques and to be able to help those who have the will to help themselves.
      

    

  


  
    Kennedy realized, furthermore, that the required tactics were not purely military but “a full spectrum of military, paramilitary and civil 
     action” to counter the adversaries’ own broad arsenal of “economic and political warfare, propaganda and naked military aggression.”2
  


  
    President Kennedy wrote those words on April 11, 1962, but they accurately describe the warfare not only of the Communist era but also of the present time, when other groups use the same full spectrum of measures. Special Forces were employed in the Vietnam War in the classic unconventional warfare mold. They set up A-camps in the Vietnamese highlands and recruited and led hill tribes in local defense, and also conducted covert raids into North Vietnam and the sanctuaries of Laos and Cambodia. After Vietnam about two-thirds of the Special Forces, which had been rapidly expanded and, in some instances, poorly trained and led, were deactivated. The low point of its existence mirrored the general crisis of confidence within the army after the worst defeat in its history. Some concluded that the United States was incapable of counterinsurgency, while others argued that the unconventional operations were hamstrung by a military that did not embrace or understand their methods. Still others believed that covert and clandestine warfare was simply un-American. How to best confront those who use unconventional methods was a debate destined to continue.
  


  
    In the 1980s, after Soviet-backed communist movements gained ground in the Third World, the Special Forces experienced another period of expansion and revival. The strategies of containment and detente left Eastern Europe as Soviet satellites, so U.S. President Ronald Reagan sought to roll back communist gains by waging unconventional warfare in Southwest Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Special Forces played a role in those conflicts as well as in hostage-rescue efforts in the Middle East. The Special Forces’ signal achievement of this period was in El Salvador, where over the course of a decade Special Forces advisers professionalized the Salvadoran armed forces and helped them conclude 
     a long insurgency at the cost of only nineteen American lives. Success did not come until 1992, but it proved to be a lasting peace.
  


  
    The 1990s brought a new host of challenges. With the breakup of the Soviet Union and the eruption of conflicts all over the globe, the newly resurgent Special Forces had no shortage of work. They participated in Operation Just Cause in Panama from 1989 to 1990, in their first combat missions since Vietnam, and fought in Desert Storm in Kuwait in 1991. The post-Vietnam generation of Special Forces soldiers represented in this book began their careers in the late 1980s or early 1990s and have been deployed frequently ever since.
  


  
    The premise of this book is that these soldiers’ extensive and diverse experiences can inform the larger debate over the need for and proper use of the country’s special operations forces. The most common type of threat today comes not from standing armies of enemy states but from groups that wage war from the shadows, wearing no uniforms and claiming no state but able to wreak havoc by using the basic precepts of guerrilla warfare. These actors understand that the only way to confront a larger, stronger enemy is to use unconventional tactics that turn their weaknesses into strengths. They understand that the battlefield is a human one and that creating psychological impact is the key to victory. The sheer number of deaths on September 11, 2001, did not materially weaken the United States, but the perception was that America’s security, and its sense of invulnerability, had been shattered.
  


  
    Terrorism may be best understood as a subset of the broader category of unconventional warfare. It is a particular type of unconventional tactic characterized by attacks on civilians. The official U.S. definition of terrorism is “premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents.”3 The motivation of the group is not the defining characteristic; terrorism has been used throughout history by smaller groups seeking 
     to defeat more powerful ones. Their cause may be sectarian, nationalist, or ideological, but they hold in common the use of this form of irregular warfare.
  


  
    The first World Trade Center attack, the 1998 bombings of U.S. embassies in Africa, the October 2000 attack on the USS Cole, the Madrid train bombing of 2004: the continuing trail indicates that the tactics will be studied, copied, and used in the future. The American public can rightly ask what kind of unconventional capability of its own the United States requires to counter such attacks. Are there ways of addressing these threats before they result in attacks? Can the measures be discriminate to avoid causing the same sort of civilian casualties that are the objective of the attackers?
  


  
    The elusive nature of the latter-day adversaries and the difficulty of detecting attacks in the offing have led some to conclude, since September 11, that even greater use must be made of special operations forces to disrupt and prevent such attacks. The special operations forces, with their unique capabilities, “are the primary Department of Defense tool for fighting the war on terror,” according to Thomas O’Connell, the department’s senior civilian official responsible for overseeing SOF. “While special operations forces were originally conceived to be used as forces for supporting or leveraging larger conventional forces or for undertaking discrete and limited strategic missions,” he said, “the new reality has confirmed them as a prominent, frontline, essential element in the defense of our nation.”4 Congress not only agreed with the assessment but authorized funding increases in successive years that were even larger than the administration requested.
  


  
    There is continuing discussion about how best to use these forces. Some uses of Special Forces—fighting in overt wars, assisting standing governments, and gathering information for military operations—are relatively uncontroversial. Raising guerrilla forces to combat a threat or 
     staging a covert operation to capture or even kill terrorist leaders are far more sensitive propositions, but are not necessarily contrary to U.S. law or interests. The U.S. laws known as Title 10 and Title 50 provide the legal framework for the United States to undertake overt, clandestine, or covert operations of all these types. There is a standing presidential executive order against assassination, although lethal force has been authorized against Osama bin Laden and the senior Al Qaeda leadership. Some suspected terrorists and accused war criminals have also been seized by stealth. While the American tradition is to frown on secrecy and favor accountability, the nation’s legislature nevertheless has seen the need for forces that can conduct operations in the interest of national security in a low-visibility, clandestine, or covert manner.
  


  
    As with so many moral questions, the answers often are found not in absolutes but in a balancing of good and evil. The current debate about how much secrecy and how much latitude are required echoes the earlier debates of the 1960s and 1980s. That is not surprising, as there is an inherent tension between the secrecy required for special operations to be effective and the openness and accountability of a democratic society. Only through debate, moreover, can the competing demands be reconciled. Some argue that the current rules are insufficient, while others argue that they are too restrictive or require adjusting to the needs of the era. It is important to note, however, that established procedures and strictures do exist. According to one camp, they are so zealously interpreted as to result in a relative few tepid, last-ditch operations that, under such conditions, are almost certain to come up short.5
  


  
    Special Forces operations are carried out under the provisions of Title 10, which requires that they be authorized by a “national command authority,” which is the U.S. president, or the secretary of defense with the approval of the president. Operations may be overt or clandestine. Clandestine means that the planning and execution of the operation remains secret but its U.S. authorship is not denied if discovered or upon 
     execution. Title 50 governs covert operations, in which the U.S. authorship is denied or designed to be denied. These are generally carried out by the Central Intelligence Agency and the law requires oversight by congress. Under both laws there is extensive legal review and discussion in the interagency National Security Council.
  


  
    There is also an inherent tension between the special operations community and the Central Intelligence Agency due to their partially overlapping jurisdictions. The CIA has generally conducted covert action, intelligence gathering, and assistance to resistance or guerrilla groups during peacetime, while the military conducts its operations during or just before war. Some of the distinctions are less clear-cut in practice than in theory, however, for example: Is the United States currently at peace or at war? Due to the small size of the CIA’s paramilitary unit, Special Forces soldiers may be assigned to work under its direction just as they may be assigned to Special Mission Units to carry out classified missions under the direction of the Joint Special Operations Command. Each Special Forces Group also designates one unit that can be deployed in emergencies by the regional combatant commander.
  


  
    The basic question is whether the United States has a vision of warfare that encompasses the full spectrum of socio-economic, political, and military activities. That does not mean that the country should or will resort to indiscriminate mass attacks, widespread assassination, or any other rogue state policies that would undercut the basic values and ultimate aims that the country seeks to promote. Lethal force against certain targets, however, and more aggressive policies toward terrorist safe havens such as that of Taliban Afghanistan may be warranted. But, as many of the missions recounted in the chapters that follow suggest, many of the best solutions are those which employ minimum force.
  


  
    A full-spectrum policy relies even more upon understanding and effectively countering the antagonists’ methods through creative means. It requires recognizing that war occurs on every plane of a society. Communist insurgencies learned long ago, for example, to co-opt teachers’ unions and health workers because they reach so much of the population and provide ideal recruiting tools for fighters and underground auxiliaries. 
     The co-opting of students in Islamic religious schools (known as madrassas) simply is the same method used by another group seeking to impose its vision of political-religious rule. The specific methods, entities, and guidelines adopted require careful deliberation and a response—likely by a combination of spies, warriors, and diplomats—that is tailored to each particular circumstance.
  


  
    Rather than propose a formula or blanket prescription for the use of force in this era, this book presents the actual experiences of the Special Forces in the field as a means for exploring what methods work best in various circumstances. Development of the individual soldier’s capabilities and his accumulation of experience are what make him able to assess and react effectively to the situation with little, if any, guidance from a distant superior officer. For that reason, individual Special Forces soldiers’ careers are examined to reveal how those experiences are processed into lessons and applied in other venues. The pyrotechnics of the profession are impressive, increasingly so as more sophisticated weaponry and surveillance and informational tools are placed in the hands of the operator. It is readily apparent, however, when one observes the day-to-day activities of the Special Forces soldier and his twelve-man team that human perception, judgment, and finesse comprise the sensitively calibrated instrument that navigates the knife-edge of success and defeat. Rarely is a piece of hardware the determining factor.
  


  
    Like all people, Special Forces soldiers are certainly fallible. The accumulated experience, training, and discipline generally serve as checks on individual failings. The twelve-man team is largely self-policing because the senior members usually detect and address breakdowns in a soldier’s performance. There is a high level of intolerance among the twelve for performance that falls short of the standards, and there are also the checks of peer competition with other teams and oversight by the hierarchy above.
  


  
    I was granted access to the U.S. Special Forces by the Department of the Army and the U.S. Army Special Operations Command to conduct extensive interviews with the soldiers. During Operation Iraqi Freedom 
     I was one of a few journalists granted permission to cover special operations forces as an “embedded” reporter. During the war, I traveled with them from Umm Qasr to Basra, from there to Nasiriya, Kut, and the Iranian border. I subsequently returned to Iraq, visited Afghanistan, and made multiple trips to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, MacDill Air Base, Florida, and Fort Campbell, Kentucky, to conduct interviews. My research on the Special Forces began during a Nieman fellowship at Harvard in 2001, when a Special Forces officer provided extensive reading suggestions and Widener Library provided the books. This Special Forces officer persuaded his commander that the Special Forces should begin to tell their story. With the requisite command approval, I then visited Fort Bragg for briefings, more reading assignments, and field exercises in September 2001 and 2002. In addition to the Middle East trips, I spent time in Colombia and saw the Special Forces at work there. A cover story on that experience helped pave the way for the embedding assignment and the subsequent book project.
  


  
    The primary source material for the book was extensive and repeat interviews with the soldiers, supplemented by the author’s reporting, official documents, and archival material. The extant literature in books, magazines, and newspapers was also consulted for background information. Some restrictions were placed on the interviews and the scope of the book. The command requested that some tactics, techniques, and procedures not be described in detail to avoid rendering them useless for future operations. The command also requested that three dates and the names of three countries not be used. A few soldiers who participated in classified operations during their careers were not permitted to discuss them. These compromises were made in the interest of telling a much fuller story about Special Forces missions than has yet been told for this period between the Vietnam era and the present. The intent of the book is not to provide an exhaustive account of every mission in every conflict but rather the fullest account possible of the careers of Special Forces soldiers as they deployed on successive assignments. The goal is to give the reader a realistic appreciation of the career of a Special Forces soldier during the past twenty years.
  



  
    The soldiers who are profiled are introduced in Chapter One. The experience of the Q course, in which soldiers attempt to earn the green beret, is recounted in Chapter Two along with the historical background of the Special Forces. Chapters three, four, and five recount the soldiers’ missions in El Salvador, Panama, Kuwait, and Somalia from 1989 to 1992. Chapters six and seven recount their exploits in the mid-1990s, including counter-terror and counter-drug operations and the Balkans experience, as well as the all-important continual cycle of training that every soldier undergoes.
  


  
    Chapters eight through fourteen recount missions in Afghanistan and Iraq. Because Afghanistan has been written about elsewhere, this account is more episodic than comprehensive and focuses primarily on one team’s key missions involving “high-value targets,” Tora Bora and Operation Anaconda. The opposite approach was taken for Operation Iraqi Freedom, where the extensive role of Special Forces has received very little attention. Large numbers of Special Forces played pivotal roles in the cities of the south, in the western desert, and in the north. Special Forces were the only U.S. ground force in the west and the north for most of the major combat phase of the war. This represented an enormous economy of force for the conventional forces, which were able to concentrate their efforts on the march north into Baghdad.
  


  
    Chapter Fifteen profiles the individual soldiers upon their return from war, some of them for the last time, and Chapter Sixteen examines the future of the Special Forces. Their experiences over the previous fifteen years suggest some lessons about how they should be employed and what they require to do those jobs. The way in which the United States views the threats it faces today and the degree to which it comes up with thoughtful, sophisticated, and effective responses will determine the future of the Special Forces—and of everyone else.
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    CHAPTER 1
  


  
    LEAVING HOME
  


  
    Humans are more important than hardware.
  


  
    —FIRST SOF TRUTH
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    THE WIND HOWLED up through the limestone caves of western Tennessee to meet the icy blasts coursing through the Cumberland Valley and the Land between the Lakes. Fort Campbell was not a pleasant place in the wintertime. At least Fort Carson in Colorado had mountains right out the back door. Chief Warrant Officer 3 Randall Wurst clapped his hands to warm them, which was impossible because the doors of the vehicle bay stood wide open to the frigid gusts. Raised in the west, Randy would never get used to the dampness of the eastern United States. The rest of the company and battalion officers were in their offices packing up maps and personal equipment. Randy should have been inside with them, but he wanted to see how the rear gun mounts had turned out. He and the sergeants had spent hours tinkering to come up with the best way to rig an M240 machine gun on the back of a Humvee. In Afghanistan they had built a prototype, and an outfit down the road in Nashville was now turning out custom mounts to rig 
     guns on every position of their trucks. The Taliban had called them “the boxes with thorns.” The Afghans had learned to fear the “bearded ones” who drove the boxes and fought with such tenacity and ferocity.
  


  
    One of the privileges of the Special Forces was the freedom to modify the army’s standard-issue equipment or buy off-the-shelf products that would help get the job done. They were always seeking to improve their basic kit, whether gloves or guns or sights or vehicles. Randy gave thanks every time he saw a pair of German-made Hanwag boots. Perhaps their best find ever, those boots had carried him through long days of trekking in Afghanistan. Their rough-cut leather uppers had molded instantly to his feet with no painful breaking-in period and, best of all, their rubber soles had stuck like glue to the sheer mountains and screestrewn crevasses of Tora Bora where the Special Forces had searched for the caves of Al Qaeda and its leader, Osama bin Laden.
  


  
    Randy climbed into the rear bed of the nearest Humvee and sat down on the bench by the M240 to check out the handiwork. The official army mount had been by the passenger side door, which limited the field of fire. So the team had welded a new mount onto the Humvee’s rear corner. They had stripped the Humvees’ rear gates and mounted racks for additional fuel and water cans. The M240 was the critical backup weapon for disengaging from a larger force or a tank. When the big .50-caliber gun in the turret (the one Randy manned) stopped to change ammunition cans, this one kept firing. Randy swung the gun toward him, crouching over it to aim in the same movement, swiveled with it in an arc, then snaked it back. It was much better, but it wasn’t perfect—the mount could still stick in the stowed position. On the battlefield, that could make one a dead man. The square can that fed the belt of 7.62-mm rounds into the gun had to be placed at just the right angle or it would not feed properly. They would keep tinkering over in the desert. Humans are more important than hardware, as the special operations saying goes, but the humans need their hardware to fight.
  


  
    Special Forces teams were heavily armed for their small size: they had either a .50-caliber gun or an Mk 19 grenade launcher in the Humvee turret and an M240 machine gun on the back. They had AT-4 anti-tank 
     weapons strapped to the roof edges, and each man had his M4 rifle, 9-mm pistol, and grenades. At least one team member also had an M203 grenade launcher attached under the barrel of his M4. This was a formidable amount of weaponry for twelve men.
  


  
    The ritual of preparing for war was a familiar one for Randy, but this time it had a special poignance. This was likely to be the last war he would fight, at least on the frontlines, and he was having a hard time assimilating that fact.
  


  
    Being a Special Forces soldier was the pinnacle of his life, and it seemed that everything had led him inexorably down this path. The blood of warriors ran in his veins. His grandfather was a Blackfoot, born on a reservation, who had founded an outfitting business in 1921. Randy grew up on a ranch, learning to ride his buckskin pony, Sugarfoot, at the age of three. He became a cowboy, adept at riding and breaking horses, and learned the arts of survival from his family of ranchers, trappers, hunters, and outfitters. His nickname, “Rawhide,” would later become his call sign. When he left home, his beloved grandfather gave him his medicine bag containing the talismans of long-ago battles and places sacred to his people.
  


  
    After some detours Randy joined the military, following his father and brother who had served in wartime. For him it became a career when he earned a coveted place in the Special Forces. Twenty years and five wars later, he knew that he would have to hang up his soldier’s spurs soon.
  


  
    Many of the senior Special Forces soldiers who would play a pivotal role in the war in Iraq had begun their SF careers in Desert Storm or a couple of years earlier in Just Cause in Panama—the first time Special Forces had seen combat since Vietnam, officially anyway. The soldiers now formed a seasoned group whose members had worn their green berets through numerous wars, backwater conflicts, and secret operations. They were not only the backbone and institutional memory of the Special Forces but often were the most experienced of any soldiers on the frontlines.
  


  
    Randy had lost track of how many countries he’d been deployed to 
     and how many Christmases and birthdays he’d spent away from home, but he did not lose count of the comrades he had lost over those years—their names and faces were etched in his heart. Some of them were remembered in a small grove of trees planted on the east side of their grassy parade ground at Fort Campbell. A plaque listed each man’s name and unit.
  


  
    The earth was still fresh around trees that had been planted for the men who had died in Afghanistan, the largest group of casualties since an entire team crashed in a Black Hawk helicopter during a training exercise in Yuma, Arizona, in 1989. There was a tree for J.D. Davis and those who had died with him. There was one for Nathan Chapman, who had pulled every string to get transferred from Asia to the fight in Afghanistan; Stanley Harriman, a chief warrant officer like himself, who had died trying to save his men; and, in the corner, Bobby Deeks, killed in Somalia in 1993. Randy said a quick prayer for them all as the sun lowered through the leafless branches of the slender trees, and then walked quickly from the bay toward the dun-colored three-story barracks.
  


  
    He bounded up the cement steps and yanked hard on the barracks’ door. Built in 1952, the buildings were as old as the Special Forces. The door vents were rusted through, the cinderblock was crumbling, hinges were rusted, and insulation hung out of the ceilings. The Special Forces’ low-rise complex, clustered around the parade ground just off Bastogne Avenue, was the oldest on the entire base. One ground-floor office had a finger-sized crack that went through to the outside. The Special Forces were proud of their make-do philosophy, but they carped just the same about being the unloved stepchild at Fort Campbell, which was wholly and completely dominated by the Screaming Eagles of the 101st Airborne Division. The largest tenant unit of any army base always ruled the roost, and the famous 101st did so with particular zeal. Additionally, its commanders did not like the fact that some of their best and brightest noncommissioned officers tried out for the Special Forces, attracted by the idea of roaming the world in twelve-man teams on secret missions. Special Forces had to become high-altitude parachutists, so soldiers with wings, like those in the 101st, had an advantage.
  



  
    Cruising down the hallway, Randy saw Master Sergeant Alan Johnson disappear into the company commander’s office. Alan was like a brother to him, but these days he also was a reminder of loss. Randy had left the twelve-man team that they together had led through Kosovo and Afghanistan, and Alan knew that Randy was bereft. Randy had served for fourteen years on Operational Detachments Alpha (ODAs), as the twelve-man teams are officially called. That was about as long as anyone had managed to stay in the ground-level units. He had been kicked upstairs to the company staff.
  


  
    Alan was one of the most popular team sergeants around. He was a force of nature, as audacious and intelligent an operator as ever produced, with an irrepressible sense of humor. A handsome light-skinned African American, he had a thousand-megawatt smile and a deep rumbling laugh. Men loved serving with him. Randy and he had been on the same team, 563, for three years. They greeted their company commander, Jonathan Burns, a major who had just transferred that summer from Fort Bragg. He had the pale skin and red-brown hair of the Irish, a group well represented in Special Forces’ ranks, and a subversive wit. He’d stenciled his call sign, Wildman, on the back of his armored Humvee. Alan went off to discuss his mission with the battalion commander, and Randy sat down to review his duties with Burns. Randy feared that he would not even get close to the frontlines now that his job was to oversee intelligence and operations for the whole company, but he vowed not to complain. He suspected Burns was a frustrated gunslinger too—it came with the seniority.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Alan headed to the end of the second building on the southern flank of the complex to see the battalion commander. The unlucky bachelors slept on the third floor of the dilapidated barracks. He was spared that fate. He had a wife, and if all went well, they would have a baby soon. He knocked on the open door and Lt. Col. Conner’s aide waved him in. Conner was bent over a canvas duffel spread out on the floor, on top of a small Afghan carpet and a rug embroidered with the Special Forces’ 
     crossed-arrow insignia and motto “De Oppresso Liber” (to free the oppressed).
  


  
    “Have a seat, Al,” Conner said. “Let’s talk while I get this last stuff stowed.”
  


  
    Alan squeezed his frame onto the small couch. Special Forces soldiers tended to fall into one of two categories: the big and burly or the compact and wiry. The big ones had to have the stamina to make it through the Special Forces’ selection process. Willpower, not size, was the common denominator. Alan was a big man, 190 pounds of solid muscle, but his geniality tended to soften his size into a less intimidating package, until he put on his game face.
  


  
    Lieutenant Colonel Chris Conner was also a big fellow, six feet two and 220 pounds, but his temperament was so placid that his size did not dominate the conversation. Conner had assumed command of the battalion over the summer, though he was no stranger to Fort Campbell. He had spent his early Special Forces career here and had returned from serving in Washington on the Joint Staff, where one of his colleagues called him the finest action officer he’d ever seen. It was a happy homecoming for a low-key, well-liked officer. He knew many of the older sergeants from his previous posting here, and he had known Randy from his first days in the Special Forces tryout. The sergeants tend to stay put in the same battalion, or at least the same group, for the bulk of their careers, which makes them the institutional memory of the organization. This is important for any organization, but it is especially valuable given the mandate of the Special Forces.
  


  
    Each Special Forces group is organized into three battalions: 1st, 2nd, and 3rd. Each battalion has three companies, called Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie. Each company, in turn, is composed of six teams, the twelve-man Operational Detachments Alpha which are known by number. The group, battalion, and company echelons all have headquarters and support staffs. Some groups only field five teams per company because there are not enough Special Forces to fill all the authorized slots. The deep cuts in army personnel in the mid-1990s made it even more difficult to find qualified personnel.
  



  
    Alan had gone to talk to Colonel Conner because the battalion commander was intimately familiar with the area in Iraq to which his team had been assigned. To prepare for their mission, Alan and his team had read the after-action reports of the earlier war. “Hey, the old man was here!” one of them exclaimed upon seeing that the report was signed by (then Captain) Chris Conner. Conner had been on a secret reconnaissance mission in exactly the same spot twelve years before, in Operation Desert Storm, when a handful of U.S. and British special operations forces were inserted clandestinely deep within Iraqi territory.
  


  
    The team plied the “old man” with questions as they planned their operation. Not many Americans had set foot in Iraq, and nothing could prepare them better than the firsthand “ground truth” of one who had. Conner and his team had learned that lesson the hard way.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Conner and his fellow commanders had carefully chosen which teams would be assigned to which missions in Iraq. Many of his senior sergeants were veterans of Desert Storm. One of them, Master Sergeant Steve Rainey, had helped train and fight with the Saudis, working side by side with Conner’s team until Conner was tapped for the reconnaissance mission. Rainey was a perfectionist, cynical and hard-bitten. He drove his men hard but drove himself harder. Few could outshoot him, even though he had a few fingers missing on his right hand. The Saudi army had not been much of a fighting machine, but in a few short weeks Rainey’s team had managed to drill soldier skills into it.
  


  
    Rainey had since become the team sergeant of ODA 544; he and two other senior NCOs brought more than a half-century of Special Forces’ experience to their team. That experience was the real secret of the Army Special Forces. No other ground-level unit anywhere in the U.S. military could claim such a store of military knowledge and capability. The captains, who command the teams, come straight from the schoolhouse to an eighteen-month stint in charge of the twelve-man operational detachments. After that, the captains move to higher echelons while the ten sergeants and the chief warrant officers continue to serve on teams for years. 
     Colonel Conner knew what he was doing when he and the company commander, Major Andy Lohman, decided to make ODA 544 the “pilot team” that would enter the critical southern city of Najaf first.
  


  
    The Special Forces are not a rapid deployment force; the secret of their success is intensive preparation. The men studied the area they were assigned as thoroughly as any Ph.D. student. They sucked up every available open-source and classified assessment of the demographics, tribal clans, local politics, religious leaders and schisms, history, terrain, infrastructure, road maps, power grids, water supplies, crops, and local economy. They planned, debated, and rehearsed both combat and follow-on operations. As part of the Special Forces’ hallmark method, they often isolate themselves physically while preparing for missions. At Fort Campbell, the 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne) has an isolation facility built especially for this purpose. Some of the teams moved to the fenced-in building on the western edge of their complex before they left for the Middle East. They would eat, sleep, study, plan operations, exercise, and practice maneuvers there with no contact with outsiders.
  


  
    Conner chose another experienced team, Operational Detachment Alpha 554, for an important mission. He had known its team sergeant, Michael T. Swift, since Desert Storm. Master Sergeant Swift had been in the military for twenty years, fifteen of them in the Special Forces. He was short and compact, and a perfect foil for his best friend, the team’s chief warrant officer, Jimmy Newman. Conner considered them the best team sergeant–chief duo he’d ever seen. “Michael T.” played the tough taskmaster while Jimmy could charm the pants off any friend or foe. Jimmy, a garrulous Louisiana Cajun, would “talk to a stick,” they joked, if there were no live bodies around. Extroverts were essential commodities for the teams. In the foreign lands where they spent most of their time, they had to make friends quickly to uncover the information they needed, to bond with the foreign forces they were fighting alongside, and sometimes literally to save their own skins. This time they would be sent in early to accomplish a vital secret mission in southern Iraq.
  


  
    Michael T. had seen some memorable teams and some memorable places. As young sergeants, he and Alan Johnson had been among the 
     first ones into Somalia in 1992 along with their team sergeant, a bear of a man universally known as Killer thanks to his surname. James Kilcoyne was now the senior NCO in their company. His slow and deliberate way of speaking cloaked a steely will that had kept many a sergeant’s nose to the grindstone. His pink cheeks and round face gave him a look most unlike a killer’s, but he was in fact a dead shot, and after fifteen years in 5th Group he knew more about every job and mission than anyone. Killer knew the power of a few, well-timed words, and while no one wanted to be called a father figure, he just naturally filled the bill. When the other guys went to “chase bright shiny things,” as one team sergeant called their roving operations to unearth targets or intelligence, Killer made sure the jobs got done.
  


  
    While Conner’s men, including Burns, Randy “Rawhide” Wurst, and Jim “Killer” Kilcoyne, would be running around the southern battlefield, the west would be the province of 5th Group’s 1st Battalion, led by Lt. Col. Chris Haas, who had also led it into and out of Afghanistan. Haas’s men were preparing a technological extravaganza that would make the Scud hunting of Desert Storm look like a wild goose chase by comparison. They would sprint through the desert in closely orchestrated movements aboard heavily armed 2.5-ton trucks, an invention they had built and christened the “war pigs,” and would have a dedicated fleet of Air Force jets on call around the clock. The battalion’s Charlie Company had been working on this concept for large-scale mounted operations—a novelty for the Special Forces—since the 1990s.
  


  
    Haas had given Bravo Company commander Major Jim Gavrilis six weeks to duplicate what Charlie Company had spent years constructing. A meticulous man with a laser-like focus, Gavrilis bent to the task. He relied on veteran sergeants like Andy Brittenham, for whom such challenges were mother’s milk. The cocky, dark-haired Scot was the intelligence sergeant of ODA 525, a scuba team that calls itself the Sharkmen. Scuba teams, which specialize in underwater infiltration, maintain a highly demanding physical regimen and tend to attract gung-ho characters. Brittenham’s brio was grounded in twenty years of military service and extensive electronics expertise. An avid reader and passionate talker, 
     he would introduce newcomers to the literature of special warfare and regional classics like T.E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom.
  


  
    Gavrilis was also counting on a chief warrant officer named John Pace. Like other Special Forces sergeants looking for a way to stay on the teams where the action is, Pace had gone to school to become a chief warrant officer. “Chiefs,” as they are called in the Special Forces, serve as second in command of ODAs, after the captain. If there is no captain, or if the team operates as two halves, the chiefs become the commanders. Pace had just become the second in command of ODA 523 and hoped he would live up to the job.
  


  
    Pace and Mike Swift, who had been his team sergeant, had once dangled off a mountain in Turkmenistan in a near-death experience. Pace, a 200-pound, six-foot man, had clipped a 120-pound Turkmen interpreter to his belt and started to rappel down the face of the mountain at the end of the day. The rest had already begun their way down. The force of their combined descent had ripped the anchoring piton out of the rock. They had narrowly avoided plunging to their deaths; Pace had made it to a ledge while Swift rigged a new line. Now Pace was about to get another baptism by fire, as his team was assigned one of the highest-stakes missions in the western desert.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    During December 2002, Fort Campbell slogged through its harshest winter in memory. The Tennessee-Kentucky state line splits the base along the Screaming Eagles Boulevard at main Gate 4. Except on Christmas day, the Kentucky side, where 5th Group was located, was abuzz with activity. The 5th Group had just returned from rehearsals in Jordan and the American west. Since August they had been preparing for 1003—the code name for the plan to invade Iraq and remove Saddam Hussein from power. Ten-oh-three had been on the shelf since Desert Storm, when the U.S. military drove Iraqi troops out of Kuwait. The old hands knew in their guts that it was just a matter of time before they were ordered to execute it. Now they were packing for the Middle East, to take up their assigned positions and await the final order to launch.
  



  
    Fort Campbell’s 5th Group was not the only hub of activity. At Fort Carson, the 10th Group commander Colonel Charlie Cleveland and two of his battalion commanders were preparing their men to perform the classic Special Forces mission of linking up with indigenous fighters, in this case the Kurds of northern Iraq. Cleveland was a no-nonsense officer with a long track record. He had been at the center of Special Forces’ operations in Operation Just Cause in Panama thirteen years earlier, and had designed and created a Bolivian anti-drug training mission before that. He had spent the mid-1990s perfecting gray-area peace operations in the thorny Balkans conflict.
  


  
    It was not unusual for the Special Forces groups to help each other out in their respective areas, if extra manpower or expertise was needed. Fifth Group had loaned its Muslim expertise in the Balkans. Just fifteen months earlier, Randy Wurst, Alan Johnson, and others had been in Kosovo. This would not be 10th Group’s first foray into northern Iraq—it had played a leading role there in Operation Provide Comfort a decade before, when Saddam Hussein crushed a Kurdish uprising and sent thousands starving and freezing into the mountains and across the border into Turkey. Cleveland’s two battalion commanders, Ken Tovo and Bob Waltemeyer, were veterans of both missions. The three men had worked hand-in-glove for years, and no Special Forces officers had more direct experience in trying to quell vicious ethnic conflicts. Still, Cleveland’s skills as field marshal and diplomat would be tested like never before.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Tenth Group had an important godfather in Major General Geoffrey Lambert, who had led it before assuming command of all U.S. Army Special Forces on the eve of September 11, 2001. Lambert would funnel all the resources he could find to Cleveland’s Kurdish mission. Cleveland had served under Lambert for years in the Balkans, and they had known each other for twenty years, since their days in 7th Group and Panama. They could not have been more opposite personality types: sandy-haired Charlie Cleveland was a quiet, buttoned-down commander, while 
     Geoffrey Lambert was a big, rangy redhead with an outgoing personality to match. But they were of one mind on what the Iraq war meant for the Special Forces. Unlike Desert Storm, where Special Forces had been handed bit parts, they were now being given major roles by Tommy Franks, the Central Command four-star general, with active support from the Pentagon. This was the Special Forces’ star turn, and they would give it all they had.
  


  
    More special operations forces would be deployed at one time than ever before, and they would be used in a dizzying variety of ways. The army Special Forces would work alongside two lesser-known members of the special operations community, the 4th Psychological Operations Group and the 96th Civil Affairs Battalion. These two units played far more important roles on the battlefield than commonly realized.
  


  
    Psyop was the fastest, most bloodless way to win a war. If the potent reality of the U.S. military’s overwhelming might were communicated in the right way at the right time to the target audience, the message alone could induce mass surrender. Similarly, the job of active-duty Civil Affairs soldiers was to influence the population as the war was unfolding, to shape that part of the human battlefield and prepare the transition to the postwar phase. The 96th Civil Affairs noncommissioned officers were former Special Forces soldiers, so they could be out in the middle of hostilities and join their Special Forces’ partners in combat as needed. Given the extraordinary importance of psyop and Civil Affairs functions, it was mind-boggling that there were only two such active-duty units.
  


  
    Randy Wurst was delighted to find that an old buddy of his, Warren Foster, would be leading a Civil Affairs team alongside them. History was repeating itself. As sergeants, Randy and Warren had fought side by side over the barricades in Kuwait in a nasty and little-known battle. The bond forged during wartime among teammates is a lifelong tie. The more ghoulish the situation, the more treasured the human beings alongside you are, because they keep you human. When everyone else thought the war in Kuwait was over, Randy and Warren had found themselves fighting a vicious guerrilla-style conflict in city streets amid 
     an inferno of smoke and burning oil. No one wants to be the last casualty in a war, and Randy and Warren had fought together to avoid that most forlorn fate.
  


  
    After Desert Storm, Warren had gone to officer candidate school and then went through the Special Forces’ grueling qualification course a second time to become a Special Forces officer. Then, to continue working in the field rather than behind a desk, he switched to Civil Affairs, which also meant he could keep his family at Fort Bragg. After eight moves in ten years, his wife hoped to have a career at last. As they got ready for Iraq in January 2003, Warren, like Randy, thought this would probably be his last combat deployment.
  


  
    As he looked ahead to the war, Randy Wurst also looked back. A nostalgic man, he was inclined to see the epic sweep of things. He knew that war was terrible in the way that only veterans can know. Yet it was no contradiction to feel pride as he and his fellow soldiers girded themselves once more for battle and kissed their wives and children goodbye. They were the latest in a long line of warriors, men who answered the call. Randall Wurst had traveled a long and circuitous route to this point. From his present vantage point, he could see the setbacks he had encountered as the equivalent of rough stones that are needed to polish a diamond. Without them a man has no chance to hone his warrior spirit. He had fallen down many times, sometimes spectacularly, but what counted most was that he had gotten up again. He learned that lesson at Fort Bragg, where his great adventure began.
  


  
  


  
    CHAPTER 2
  


  
    EARNING THE GREEN BERET
  


  
    One hundred men we’ll test today, but only three win the Green Beret.
  


  
    —THE BALLAD OF THE GREEN BERETS
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    EVERY ASPIRING Special Forces soldier has a moment of truth during the “Q” course, and he remembers it for the rest of his life. The men use a typically laconic phrase to describe the Special Forces qualification—hence Q—course: they call it a “gut check.” The experience will forever color the soldier’s memory of Fort Bragg. For some it is a second home to which they will gladly return, for others, it is a waystation to the next post. But for each one it is the place where he had to prove his mettle to gain entrée to the brotherhood.
  


  
    The would-be Special Forces soldier must spend many a damp chill night in the pine barrens wilderness, face to face with his strengths and weaknesses. The experience is designed to pose the question: How badly do you want this?
  


  
    Seventy-five miles south of Raleigh, North Carolina, Fort Bragg sprawls in a 130,000-acre oval west of the city of Fayetteville. It is home to the Special Forces headquarters and the largest collection of special 
     operations forces, including two Special Forces Groups and the Joint Special Operations Command where some men disappear to carry out the most highly classified missions. It is home also to the JFK Special Warfare Center and School, which selects and trains the men who become Special Forces soldiers. They will spend their careers roaming the globe, but Bragg is where they begin.
  


  
    Bragg is full of history, some of it still living. President Kennedy blessed their Green Beret here. Their museum is here. And many old warriors are hereabouts. The Special Forces’ first mission, after their founding in 1952, was to prepare for guerrilla warfare if the Soviets overran the rest of Europe. Many of the first recruits were immigrants from countries behind the Iron Curtain. One of them, Joe Lupyak, joined in 1954 in hopes of freeing his parents’ homelands, Lithuania and Czechoslovakia. The Special Forces did not go there, but he had an eventful career that included training Cuban exiles for the Bay of Pigs invasion and participating in the Son Tay raid in Vietnam. After he retired as the command sergeant major of 5th Group in 1980, he went to work in 1983 as a civilian instructor and branch chief at the Special Warfare Center where he helped forge thousands of fighters over the past two decades.
  


  
    Scrubby pine trees dot the rolling sandy hills, which are laced with tar pits and streams that feed the propitiously named Cape Fear river. The men trying out for the Special Forces come to know Fort Bragg’s geography intimately. Chris Conner would not forget the calvary of Bones Fork Creek, where men’s uniforms are shredded by its thorninfested banks, and where packs are lost in the attempt to throw them across the creek before soldiers must plunge into its neck-high depths. Men are tested alone and in groups for endurance, stress management, and ingenuity. They go through survival, escape, and prisoner of war training. Later, many learn high-altitude parachuting. A wind tunnel was built in the late 1980s so that men could practice the rigid body posture before leaping out over the unforgiving fields of the Sicily drop zone. Although the details of this purgatory have varied over the years, the basic structure of the Special Forces tryout has remained constant. First there is selection, a month-long weeding-out process. Then follows 
     the qualification course, which trains and tests soldiers in three phases. A soldier may fail (or quit) at any time during the roughly yearlong tryout.
  


  
    In 1988, at the start of another round of Special Forces tryouts, Sergeant Randall Wurst moved into the four-man bunkrooms at Camp MacKall. They were crude wooden structures covered in tar paper. He put his duffel bag at the end of his bed and hurried down to the mess hall where the roster and schedule was posted. It offered very little information. Reveille at 5:00 a.m., physical training (PT, as soldiers call it) at 5:30, chow at 7:00, and formation at 8:00. Randy called his wife, as he would have little free time once the Q course began until it ended, for better or worse. “Good luck, honey,” she said when it was time to hang up. “I know you want this more than anything.” She knew that this had been his dream since he heard the Barry Sadler hit song, “The Ballad of the Green Berets,” as a ten-year-old boy. He’d missed the draft by one day and, unlike the attitude of many of his generation, this disappointed him. He had watched his brother go off to Vietnam, and when he tried to enlist in the Marines, his parents refused to sign the papers and made him finish college. Ever since then, he had felt guilty that he had not gone to Vietnam to fight.
  


  
    Aspiring Special Forces candidates did not move their families all the way to North Carolina for the yearlong tryout process because the washout rate was so high. Only a few hundred made the grade each year, which meant that in any given class the attrition rate was around 70 percent.
  


  
    When Warren Foster went through the Q course in 1984, only 17 of 130 made it through, including two “SF babies” of which he was one. SF babies were brand-new recruits who were permitted to enter the competition. Usually a soldier wishing to try out for the Special Forces had to have served in the army for at least two years.
  


  
    This effort to expand the force rapidly in the 1980s was one of several cycles of expansion and contraction that the Special Forces had been through since its inception. The first boom came right after its formation, but the manpower and resources dwindled by the end of the 1950s as the focus shifted to conventional forces and nuclear weapons. Then 
     President Kennedy’s enthusiasm for the force as a way to fight communism led to its rapid expansion from 1961 to 1972. Off-the-street recruiting was allowed. The attrition rate in the Q course dropped from nearly 90 percent to 70 percent as the Special Forces ranks were quadrupled. They were sent all over the world but particularly to Southeast Asia, including on missions in Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam that remained secret until the 1990s.
  


  
    The classic Special Forces mission in South Vietnam, portrayed in the 1968 John Wayne movie The Green Berets, was led by a twelve-man team in a firebase with a hundred or so Vietnamese tribesmen. They formed 249 of these bases all over Vietnam, in a program called the Civilian Irregular Defense Group. The hill tribes, or Montagnards, populated more than 70 percent of South Vietnam’s territory, and many proved valiant fighters capable of defending their villages against the local Viet Cong insurgents. But they were no match for the divisions of North Vietnamese regular army that overran their camps as the war took an increasingly conventional turn. The Night of the Silver Stars recounts one of the heroic last stands of Green Berets and tribesmen in a camp called Lang Vei. The Special Forces also conducted covert missions across the borders into North Vietnam, along the Ho Chi Minh Trail and in the sanctuaries of Laos and Cambodia. Although the United States ultimately lost the war, studies such as Charles Simpson’s Inside the Green Berets document numerous counterinsurgency successes as well as lessons learned from the failures.6
  


  
    Insurgencies continued to sprout up everywhere, but the Vietnam experience consigned the Special Forces to a period of severe contraction. The focus once again shifted to large-scale war and deterrence scenarios. Many in the conventional army had been antagonistic toward elite units generally and particularly suspicious of unorthodox approaches. In 1980 the Special Forces played a role assisting Delta Force in the failed effort to liberate the 53 American hostages in Iran; they sent 
     men under cover into Tehran to gather intelligence and planned to rescue three hostages being held in the foreign ministry. The entire mission went up in a giant fireball when helicopters and refueling planes collided in the Iranian desert en route to the rescue.
  


  
    After Vietnam, the Special Forces were reduced to three active-duty groups (5th, 7th, and 10th) with minimal budgets. It took most of the 1980s to regrow a carefully selected and trained force. Army chief of staff General Edward C. Meyer embraced the resurgence of the Special Forces, as did President Ronald Reagan. At the very same time that the Special Forces were reviving, parallel efforts to build a premier hostage-rescue strike force had begun, resulting in the creation of the Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta and then the Special Operations Command. Both were necessary and important developments but also gave rise to competition within the bureaucracy for both resources and the small pool of men who could meet the challenging requirements.
  


  
    Reagan, like Kennedy, saw the Special Forces as a valuable tool to fight communist expansion on the periphery and supported their deployment in the 1980s. First Group, assigned to Asia, expanded and began training a South Korean Special Forces unit. Although the Central Intelligence Agency had the lead, Special Forces were assigned to help raise anti-Communist forces to fight in Afghanistan, Africa, and Nicaragua. The Special Forces’ most extensive mission of this period took place in the little Central American country of El Salvador. There, they advised and trained Salvadorans in a ten-year counterinsurgency effort that defeated guerrilla offensives, reformed the military, and led to a historic peace accord in 1992.
  


  
    The Special Forces also participated in Just Cause in Panama in 1989-90, which marked the formal return of the Special Forces to a combat role. This was a watershed, a publicly visible turning point, but it could not have occurred without the institutional rebuilding that had occurred inside the force. Only after protracted lobbying had the Special Forces been designated as a “major command” in 1983, which meant that it would be led by a two-star major general. Only an officer of that 
     rank could begin to compete for resources, standing, and missions in the army and the Pentagon where key decisions were made.
  


  
    Similarly, the designation of Special Forces as a military branch in 1987 meant that officers could now devote their entire careers to the Special Forces rather than leaving for other posts to advance in rank. It was now formally coequal to infantry, armor, military intelligence, and the other branches of the army. That meant that senior officers would one day emerge who thoroughly understood the doctrine, theory, and practice of unconventional war to combat the unconventional threats of the world. Those officers would fortuitously arrive in command berths just as the new century dawned.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Randy had donned his army greens relatively late in life: he was thirty when he enlisted. After college, he had traveled around the world and then returned to his hometown of Cody, Wyoming, to work as a cowboy, sheriff, and sharpshooter on the SWAT team. When Randy told a family friend and mentor that he had decided to join the army, she said simply, “I wonder what took you so long.”
  


  
    Randy had signed up to go directly to Special Forces selection, but then the army decided to halt the “SF baby” program, and he was sent instead to the 25th Infantry Division in Hawaii. He was delighted to find that it had a Ranger Indoctrination Program, which paved his way to Ranger school and jump school. Passing those two hurdles made him an attractive candidate for the Special Forces. Earning the Ranger tab—the shoulder patch awarded upon graduation from Ranger school—meant a soldier had already weathered the most grueling treatment the U.S. infantry could devise. Jump school qualified him for static-line jumps with round parachutes; the high-altitude stuff would come later.
  


  
    Randy tended to have good luck and bad luck in equally improbable doses. He was blessed with the former in that both his battalion commander and captain at the 4th Ranger Battalion had themselves been in the Special Forces. Many Rangers tried out for the Special Forces, often 
     despite opposition from their commanders, who did not want to lose good soldiers. But Randy’s commanders saw him as prime SF material; he had the skills and the maturity. They helped him with the paperwork and bureaucratic hurdles required to secure a slot in the course. His sergeant major, however, never forgave his forsaking of the Rangers. The bad luck came just before jump school, when Randy went home to visit his family and had some plantar warts burned off his feet. It was a routine procedure, but the doctor had burned deep into his soles. For the next three weeks of jump school, Randy’s boots were full of blood at the end of each day. “I’ll kill you if you say anything,” he warned the cadets bunking next to him, who were horrified at the condition of his feet. Because injuries were common at a school where men hurtled into the ground with the force of a car crash, instructors kept an eye out for anyone who so much as limped. If they pulled him from jump school, Randy would lose the slot he’d finally won in Special Forces selection. His feet would have to suffer.
  


  
    The first days of the Special Forces tryout were filled with long runs, rucksack marches, and endless PT. The earliest bonds (and rivalries) in the Special Forces brotherhood were formed in the Q course. Soldiers had weeks and months to take the measure of each other in the brambles and tar pits and creeks. After they were pushed to their limits physically, they would be sent to the classroom to absorb massive amounts of information and be tested on it. The instructors were evaluating their ability to function under stress and fatigue. There were also team tests that required collaboration—loners would fail. Not even Samson could move a ton of equipment alone with four wheels and two poles, which was one of the challenges posed. Officers and enlisted men went through this phase together, which taught an early lesson in the Special Forces ethic: distinctions of rank mattered less than whether you could pull your weight.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Lieutenant Chris Conner was one of the officers in Randy’s group. A tall, athletic Texan who had been commissioned out of his Virginia college, 
     he seemed little fazed by the rigors of the Q course so far. Conner had already seen some of the world. His father, in the Army Corps of Engineers, had taken his family to live in Saudi Arabia.
  


  
    After young Conner received his commission, he went to Fort Carson where he led a tank platoon and then a scout platoon. Then he decided to try out for Special Forces and went off to the officers advanced course and jump school before arriving at Fort Bragg.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    The first phase of the Q course ended with the toughest test so far, land navigation. Randy brimmed with confidence: his home base in Hawaii ran one of the most challenging land navigation courses in the U.S. military, and he had breezed through the one at Ranger school. The test began at 4:00 a.m. and at several starting points men were given individual sets of coordinates, which they plotted on their maps with compasses. Each man oriented his map, shot an azimuth to the horizon with his compass to show the correct direction to head, and then took off into the darkness at a trot. There were miles to cover. An instructor waited at each station to verify that the soldiers had found the spot and to give the next set of coordinates. They would have to find a half-dozen points in as many hours. They were not allowed to walk or run on any roads they encountered, and instructors drove the roads looking for violators. At the stations, instructors also sometimes toyed with the increasingly haggard men, hinting that they were falling behind or attempting to throw them off course.
  


  
    Randy plotted his course, shot his azimuth, then put his compass into his pocket. In the darkness he could see the dog kennels nearby. The unlucky guys to his south would be running through the swamp. If they were smart, they would use the boxing method to skirt it, because the brambles in there would tear the bejeebers out of them. He ran along, ticking off the terrain features he could make out in the dim light against the map in his hand. He found the first point and shot a new azimuth with the new coordinates he plotted, then pocketed the compass and forged on, using the map to verify features as he passed them. He 
     arrived at the next point just as the sun rose. In horror he realized that he had somehow come back to the previous point. Other soldiers hustled by en route to their own stations. Randy threw his rucksack against a tree, kicked it, and cursed; then he pulled himself together, grabbed his pack, and set off running. He had been the second-fastest runner in California during high school, and his wind hadn’t left him yet. When he reached the correct point, a waiting instructor told him, “You’re not going to make it. You’re way behind.” Randy yelled back, “I’m not a quitter!” and took off running again.
  


  
    He made it to the final station before the time expired. About a dozen other soldiers were milling around and there was no sign of the instructor who marked the exact point. They were never right out in the open, but this one simply could not be found. The men searched high and low but, try as they might, they could not find him.
  


  
    Randy was glum. The candidates were allowed two tries to pass land navigation, but his ego was sorely bruised. In a bit of bravado as they lined up that night, Randy vowed: “Two things will happen tomorrow: the sun’s gonna rise and I’m gonna pass this land nav course.”
  


  
    “That’s pretty bold talk,” another soldier muttered. He, along with three-quarters of the candidates, had failed that day’s test. But Randy tried to figure out what he’d done wrong. He had been able to find the right stake among many in the Hawaiian gorges overgrown with foliage. Why had this happened to him here? Having lived all his life outdoors, Randy’s instinctive habits were deeply ingrained. He had always relied on the method of orienting the map to the terrain. He realized that this had been his mistake in his first attempt: navigating by sight rather than by compass. Navigation by sight worked just fine for the sharp features of the western United States and Hawaii, but in North Carolina a saddle, a spur, or a draw might be so subtle that orienting solely by sight from the map could lead to error. On the second attempt, after hours of trekking Randy found himself about five miles off course. He had made the same mistake. He ran back, retracing his steps, pushing himself faster.
  


  
    It began to rain. Randy ran on, his panic growing. He had too much 
     ground to make up. His tears mingled with the raindrops as he begged God for help. A truck went by, heading the other direction. It stopped and turned around.
  


  
    “Son, you look like you need a ride,” the driver said.
  


  
    “Yes, I do sir. Do you know what this is?” Randy asked him.
  


  
    “Yeah, I do,” the farmer said. “Get in back and lay down.”
  


  
    It sounded like he’d helped some hapless soldiers before. Randy looked at his watch. This was his only chance to get back on course. He had tried so hard to get this far, five years in all, he was not going to turn down this offer. He was contrite, to be sure, but he believed that this must be God’s answer to his prayer.
  


  
    The farmer dropped Randy off where the dirt road met pavement. He checked his plotting and took off running to the next point, reaching the final station with fewer than five minutes to spare. A few other soldiers were searching for the same point, where an instructor should be found. Randy ignored them—they might be off course. He retraced his steps, checked his compass, and came to the same spot as before. No instructor. Then he noticed a large brush pile, an impenetrable thicket with no trace of a path leading into it. He had to be in there. Randy barreled through the branches and found the instructor, sitting inside a tent.
  


  
    “You only have three minutes left. This isn’t the station you want,” the instructor said.
  


  
    Randy let out an agonized wail. “Just shoot me! If you have a bullet, just shoot me.”
  


  
    “Naw, just kidding,” the instructor said. “You made it.”
  


  
    When he got back to camp, Randy learned that so many others had failed that the instructors decided to run a third test, which was unheard of. Randy knew that he had only made it to that last point because a farmer had miraculously appeared to give him an illegal lift. He had broken the rules but he hadn’t been caught. He was contrite, but not so contrite that he would confess and risk a third test. It did make him think about his approach to soldiering, however. He had to learn to use his head more—barreling through worked some of the time, but not always.
  


  
    His Ranger unit in Hawaii, the Wolfhounds, had prided itself on 
     being tough. Randy tried to outdo everyone and usually succeeded. He had been one of two soldiers in the entire 25th Infantry Division to win a competition to attend Malaysian jungle school in 1985. The prize had been nine weeks of arduous survival training, with no food, no English speakers, and nothing but a machete.
  


  
    Randy was, as they said, as hard as woodpecker lips, but that reputation had also been used to beat him. During an ambush exercise in Hawaii, his opponents had anticipated that he would bring his men through a thorny guava patch. In theory it was the least-expected route because it was the path of most resistance, but his fellow soldiers knew him and predicted his tactics. “These gnarly bushes will rip you a new asshole,” the opposing leader said. “But that means Sergeant Wurst is going to come through there, sure as I am sitting here.” He laid a trap, and when Randy and all his men came through as predicted, he “killed” them all.
  


  
    Now Randy was vying to join a unit that put a premium on thinking. The solutions in this line of fighting were not the obvious ones. The weak could only outfox the strong by being clever—that was the essence of unconventional warfare.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Of the 350 men who had begun the training program, only one hundred remained at the end of the first phase, even with the third navigation test. Chris Conner had emerged from the briars of Bones Fork Creek wearing little but his shorts but as unruffled as ever. He and the other officers were told to report to survival school, just down the road, in forty-eight hours. For him, the Q course was about to escalate several notches.
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