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Green Berets don’t generally chronicle their adventures, as that goes against our “quiet professional” ethos. For more than a decade, despite urging by journalists, friends, and veterans, I refused to put the story of the Camp Blessing experiment to paper, as the events we lived through seemed too personal. Eventually, though, out of a responsibility to share the valuable lessons we learned with the next generation of unconventional warriors, and also in deference to that part of my soul that has never left an obscure village in the Pech Valley, I decided to write this memoir about what our time in Afghanistan had taught me.


Some of the chapters were written with ease, recounting memories of a modern-day warrior-king and commander in a foreign land. Several chapters were written painfully, reluctantly, and with trembling hands. For the reader who has never been to the Pech Valley, it may be hard to believe that such a place, with such people, really exists. The veteran reader who has had the privilege of placing his boots on that bloody soil will know that it can sometimes feel all too real.


In a country whose past has earned it the sobriquet “Graveyard of Empires,” the Pech Valley, in Afghanistan’s northeastern Kunar Province, stands out as a particularly brutal killing ground. Here, huddled in the shadow of the Hindu Kush mountains, fiercely independent Pashtun tribesmen have for centuries resisted intrusion in their turbulent affairs. Twice in the nineteenth century they humbled British troops attempting to introduce them to the blessings of Empire. In the 1980s, as the freedom-loving mujahideen, they did the same to an invading Red Army. The Taliban itself was unable to conquer this region. The valley’s tribes and clans, engaged endlessly in internecine fighting, unite only to expel foreign invaders. Once that is accomplished, they quickly return to their ancient internal struggles.


The American experience with the Pashtuns of the Pech has not been much different. In 2001, a U.S.-led coalition invaded Afghanistan in the campaign known as Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF). Even though it drove the Taliban government from power, it left the Pech Valley a sanctuary for Taliban, Al Qaeda, and other fighters who united to resist the American invaders and the new Afghan government. For the following decade it remained a hotbed of tribal animosities and insurgent brutality, as well as a death trap for U.S. troops. If you drew a circle on a map around the places in northeastern Afghanistan that have been particularly deadly for Americans—places like Wanat, Korengal, Ganjgal, and Kamdesh—the Pech River would run through the center of that circle. Ten of the twelve Congressional Medals of Honor that have been earned in Afghanistan were awarded for actions conducted on this violent terrain.


A rare exception to this pattern of bloodshed occurred as OEF was entering its third year. In the fall of 2003, a team of U.S. Special Forces (Green Berets) entered the Pech Valley, established the first “A” Camp to be set up since Vietnam, and undertook a struggle against Al Qaeda and Taliban forces for the hearts and minds of the people. These soldiers brought firepower into play when necessary. But as specialists in unconventional warfare (UW), they also repaired schools and clinics, cooperated with village councils in settling disputes, trained local security forces, and created an atmosphere of trust that made them more successful in bringing security to the valley than any outside force had been before. Before this team left the Pech in 2004, hundreds of locals who had fled to Pakistan during the previous decades of conflict were coming home, having heard that the valley was at peace—and that the Americans who had made this possible should be viewed as friends.


This was a dramatic break in a pattern that had lasted for centuries, and at the time this was duly noted by the press and military leaders. Time, U.S. News and World Report, and 60 Minutes II all profiled the Green Berets’ success, and senior officers visited their camp hoping to take home replicable lessons from their achievement.


Sadly, once this team of Green Berets left the valley and were replaced, the lessons their unit had learned about cultural sensitivity and mutual respect were forgotten; a more conventional search-and-destroy strategy took over; and very shortly, things reverted to form.


By 2005, the same region that had welcomed the Special Forces troops as peacemakers was the site of the Lone Survivor disaster; two years after that, the Korengal Valley, which runs into the Pech, became known as the deadliest place in Afghanistan. Eventually, more than one hundred Americans lost their lives in the greater Pech Valley. In 2011, after years of effort, it was abandoned by U.S. forces to an uncertain future. As pundits draw lessons from all that went wrong in the Pech and Afghanistan, it may be helpful to remember what, briefly, went right.


The official name of the uniquely successful Special Forces unit was Operational Detachment Alpha 936 (ODA 936). Its code name was Hammerhead Six. It was my privilege to have been their field commander. This is our story, and the story of the Afghan people whom we did our best to serve.


In this account of our time in the Pech Valley, I have tried to be as honest as security concerns would allow, highlighting our mistakes as well as our successes, as mistakes were often the most instructive events. This is not a hero story but a human story of camaraderie, loyalty, sacrifice, risk, and hope. I hope that it will aid both the military student and the civilian interested in understanding the nuances of UW to appreciate the depth and difficulty of this type of warfare.


A U.S. Army field manual defines unconventional warfare as “operations conducted by, with, or through irregular forces in support of a resistance movement, an insurgency, or conventional military operations.” In order to be successful at UW, Green Berets work shoulder to shoulder with local soldiers, mercenaries, militiamen, and other indigenous forces. We serve our own country’s interests, but to do so effectively our focus, as suggested by our motto De Oppresso Liber (“To Free the Oppressed”), is to improve the lives of locals by freeing them from tyranny. We build tight bonds with our indigenous (“indig”) allies—bonds that cannot be feigned or developed with an intent to manipulate. This makes UW an emotional as well as a military investment. In this book, I try to convey what that investment meant to one team operating in the gray zone of northeastern Afghanistan.


The book does not have a political agenda. I do not claim to be an expert in international affairs, U.S. foreign policy, or Afghan demographics. I confine myself to what I witnessed, over several months, in one troubled corner of the War on Terror. I do not describe every operation that ODA 936 conducted in the Pech Valley but rather some key events and topics that I feel best illustrate the story I want to tell.


Because of the sensitive nature of some of our operations, the manuscript was reviewed and edited where appropriate to protect operational security. Narrative details and conversations have been reconstructed from my own memories, those of my team members, and a journal that I kept while in-country. The names of local Afghans have been changed to protect our allies and friends who are still living there.


I dedicate this book to the many patriots—Americans, coalition allies, and Afghans—who have given their lives to end oppression in Afghanistan. We owe it to them to pursue knowledge and improvement so that we can focus on winning the unconventional wars that we fight. I hope this work will honor the sacrifices both of the fallen and of those who struggled against terror in that fabled land and came home carrying the ghosts of Afghanistan with them.

















I destroy my enemy by making him my friend.


—Afghan proverb







When ye are in the service of your fellow beings ye are only in the service of your God.


—Mosiah 2:17







No matter how powerful one’s armies, in order to enter a country one needs the goodwill of the inhabitants.


—Niccolo Machiavelli
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Kunar Province, November 2003


Along the ridge the column of men moved eastward. Walking single file, they dodged branches and skipped from boulder to boulder with the hardy grace of people at home in the mountains. From a distance, they might have been mistaken for carefree hikers, braving the half-light chill of the Afghan morning. Up close it was clear that their mission was not recreational.


The leader, tall and nimble, wore the black turban that signified his loyalty to the Taliban, the brutal fundamentalist government that a Western coalition had recently driven from power. A few others were similarly dressed, although most wore floppy pakols—the traditional woolen caps of Afghan males. All sported trim beards, and all but one carried firearms.


Someone with an eye for weapons would have seen in these arms the traces of Afghanistan’s troubled history. Most of the band carried the Kalashnikov rifles—the jihadi-favored AK-47s—that the Soviets had used in vain against Afghanistan’s celebrated “fighters for God,” the mujahideen. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of these rifles had been taken from slain Russian soldiers in the 1980s, and several of the young men walking along the ridge this morning had inherited their arms from their mujahideen fathers or uncles.


One of the band carried a British-made Lee-Enfield, a bolt-action relic that the CIA had provided the mujahideen for their fight against the Russians. On another’s shoulder, resting as casually as a fishing pole, was the thick, deadly tube of a rocket launcher. Two men carried between them a DShK machine gun, while their comrades shared the burden of its ammunition, wearing belts of linked 12.7mm rounds across their chests like lost Mexican revolutionaries.


The one unarmed figure was a youngster—his faint beard betraying his youth—who was last in the line. The knife at his belt suggested that his elders would not outdo him in fierceness, but that was his only weapon. His right hand held a video camera. Every few minutes he would flick it on to film his comrades and then, panning to the right, the scrubby incline that led to the valley below.


Two or three hundred yards down the slope a dirt road ran alongside the Pech River, linking the village of Shamir Kowt, where the men’s day had begun, to the American military base at Asadabad, seven miles away. It was on that road, the boy knew, that if Allah willed they would soon shed infidel blood. He was proud of his nation’s fighting heritage and he was eager—they were all eager—to be counted among the faithful in this latest war against the West.


That war had been going on for two years, and for these guerrillas it had just taken an ominous turn. Ever since the Americans had driven the Taliban underground, the people of the Pech had resisted the new invaders and sided with the insurgency, just as a generation earlier they had resisted the Russians and sided with the mujahideen. The lifeblood of the insurgency was popular support. But now new players on the scene were disrupting that support.


They were Americans, these new players, but they did not behave like the typical “helmeted ones.” They wore full beards, even as the Prophet had demanded, and their dress was like that of any Afghan villager. They were well-trained fighters, but it was not only their fighting skills that made them dangerous. It was that, in their daily patrols up and down the mountain valleys, they were spreading lies among the villagers and the shuras, claiming that they were friends of the Afghan people and only wished to help them build a “new Afghanistan.”


Many of the valley’s people believed these lies. From the Waygal district in the north to the Korengal in the west, people were welcoming and befriending the bearded infidels. Young villagers were even working with the American soldiers and turning against the insurgency. To the young men on that ridge this morning, this could not be allowed to stand. The bearded Americans must be driven out. A statement must be made: a statement in fire.


The band’s leader had cause to be pleased with how the morning had gone so far. His guerrillas, combat ready before dawn, had started the day with prayer, then converged on the Shamir Kowt district house at first light. Peppering it with rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs) and AK-47s, they had dragged the district governor and his staff out of bed, chastised them for befriending the bearded ones, and reminded them of the perils that awaited those who insulted the Prophet or his teachings. Taliban founder Mullah Omar would be pleased, the leader thought, at how fervently he had defended the faith.


But there was more on his agenda than berating weak believers. He knew that the Asadabad base would have learned of the attack within minutes after they had left Shamir Kowt. The Americans would even now be donning their battle armor and rushing recklessly to the aid of their lackeys. They would be driving their vehicles breakneck along the valley road, anticipating a firefight seven miles to the west.


Insh’Allah, they would never get there. Here, two miles east of Shamir Kowt, he would spring his trap, and his men would mete out the Prophet’s justice.


Coming to a level patch of ground, the leader stopped. He looked down the rocky slope to the road and smiled. His view of the route the Americans would take began at a bend in the road to the east, toward Asadabad. It ended at a mud hut to the west, toward Shamir Kowt. Between the bend and the hut lay half a mile of open ground. Improvised explosive devices (IEDs) had already been placed in the road to immobilize the American vehicles directly in front of their fighting positions. When they arrived, not a tree, not a house, nothing would block his marksmen’s view of the would-be rescuers. They would be like rabbits before the pitiless eye of a falcon.


This is the place, he said. Move quickly now.


At his command rifles were unslung, grenade launchers loaded, and the DShK settled in a cleft between two boulders. The ammo belts came off and hundreds of rounds of 12.7mm shells—shells that could pierce all but the heaviest armor—were laid out in readiness for the gunner and his assistant. As the men checked their weapons and loaded fresh magazines, the youngster with the videocam recorded their activity, as if framing instructional shots for a training film.


For a long time since the arrival of the Americans, this band had been hunted. Now, flush from the morning’s success, they were feeling lighthearted, hopeful. For the first time in months, they were the hunters. And their quarry, this latest incarnation of unbeliever interference, was about to come into view.


With the trap set, the men waited. Five minutes, ten, fifteen. After twenty minutes, the Taliban leader had a flash of uncertainty: Had he miscalculated the driving time from the base? Or the eagerness of the Americans to demonstrate their prowess? No matter, he told himself. He remembered the saying.


You have the clocks. We have the time.


And then it was time. Dust rising just beyond the bend in the road told him that the rescue party was coming to his guns. He raised his arm, cocking the signal to fire.


Five seconds, six, seven. The front grille of a U.S. Army Humvee rounded the bend, then another, and a third. They were moving fast. In seconds they covered a third of the distance to the hut. They were rattling blindly to the heart of the baited kill zone.


Two dozen Kalashnikovs, a DshK, RPGs, one old Enfield, and a videocam pointed in deadly silence at the open stretch of road. A man with an RPG launcher adjusted his aim. The machine gunner tightened his trigger finger. No one looked at the leader.


They sensed rather than saw it when he dropped his arm.
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Into the Gray




To know that we know what we know, and that we do not know what we do not know, that is true knowledge.


—Attributed to Confucius




September 2003


In the half-light of the C-17 cargo plane’s cavernous hold, I could make out the nodding figures of my recently assigned Special Forces A-Team. Dressed in fatigues but unencumbered by battle gear, they were trying to catch some Ambien-induced shut-eye while strapped into the cotton webbing harnesses that served paratroops as bunks. They were tough, well-disciplined soldiers, used to privation. After the tortures that Special Forces training and numerous overseas deployments had put them (and me) through, a twelve-hour plane ride was no big deal. I didn’t expect complaints, and I didn’t hear any.


We had taken off from North Carolina’s Pope Air Force Base adjacent to Fort Bragg at 1700 and been in the air for six or seven hours. Where did that put us? Over the Azores, maybe. Or approaching the African coast. At that moment it didn’t matter. Soon there would be ample opportunity—maybe ample need—for dead-on calculations of our position. For now I was willing to leave that up to the flight deck.


But if that particular item of uncertainty wasn’t on my mind, others were. In warfare, as Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld had famously observed the previous year, you had known knowns, known unknowns, and unknown unknowns. He had gotten flak for that comment. Some thought he was dodging responsibility for sending us to war in Iraq based on flawed intelligence about weapons of mass destruction (WMDs). Maybe. But whatever his motivation, the observation was accurate, and that September night I was giving it some thought.


When it came to known knowns, I could start with myself: Whatever this deployment brought us, I was up for the challenge. In a sense I had been preparing for it most of my life.


The son of a Vietnam vet and the grandson of a World War II vet, I had grown up in California in a patriotic family, with my older brother Rich named for President Richard Nixon and me named for Governor Ronald Reagan. Scouting taught me an appreciation both for Teddy Roosevelt’s “strenuous life” and for our country’s flag, and I earned the Eagle Scout badge at the age of fifteen. About that same time our family took an educational vacation to the East Coast, touring historical sites in Philadelphia, Boston, New York, and DC. One of my most vivid memories of that trip was walking with my father along the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, watching him pause and touch reverently the names of his friends, and then breaking down in sobs before the name of a buddy who was killed next to him in a Vietnam rice paddy. I felt at that moment not just pride but almost a kind of jealousy—a desire to experience that deep sense of connection, of military brotherhood, that meant so much to him.


At eighteen, I entered Brigham Young University on an ROTC scholarship and a year later, like many other Latter-Day Saints nineteen-year olds, took two years off to do missionary service—an experience that opened my eyes both to cultural differences and to our common humanity. At the end of my mission, I toured France and Switzerland with my parents and sister, and was lucky enough to find myself in Normandy during the fiftieth anniversary of the D-Day landings. Visiting Sainte-Mère-Église, a French town liberated by the 82nd Airborne Division; seeing the cliffs that Army Rangers scaled at Pointe du Hoc; touring the American cemetery and the Omaha Beach memorial—these were emotional experiences that reinforced my commitment to serve in uniform.


At BYU I became my ROTC class’s battalion commander, and when I completed my business degree in 1996, I was commissioned into the Army as an infantry lieutenant. After nine months of intensive training, including Ranger School, I reported to the 82nd Airborne Division as a platoon leader and later as a company executive officer to a peace-keeping deployment in war-torn Kosovo. Kosovo was my first taste of the gray zone of war.


In 2001 I began Special Forces training. It was in a windowless room at the John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center and School—the place we call “the schoolhouse”—that I learned of the 9/11 attacks: We thought it was an instructor’s trick to have us take the day’s lesson about terrorist cells seriously—until we saw the Twin Towers burning on TV. That had been two years ago. I hadn’t yet been tested as a combat commander. But there was a job to be done, and I knew I was ready.


My other known knowns were also easy to identify. I knew that, in the wake of the attacks, my country was at war with a formidable adversary—a jihadi network that had mounted a devastating attack on the American homeland. As I watched the towers fall from that Fort Bragg classroom, I knew that the world had changed forever. President George W. Bush soon committed the nation to a Global War on Terror. I knew that one theater of this new war was the ungoverned terrain of Afghanistan’s northeast, which had become a haven for Al Qaeda operatives and where the mastermind of the 9/11 attacks, Osama bin Laden, was believed to be hiding.


I knew that, in boarding that C-17, I was leaving behind my wife, Becky, our two young sons, Tanner and Owen, our new daughter, Bailey (born just two days before my deployment), and the small, everyday joys of a husband and father. There was a sad irony in this. Shortly after my Kosovo tour, Becky and I had decided that I would transition from the regular Army to the National Guard, because we wanted to have more children and I wanted to be around for them. As I sat on the plane, realizing that the transfer had had exactly the opposite effect, I thought maybe it was my destiny to fight in this war, no matter what uniform I might be wearing.


Becky took the about-face with good grace. She felt cheated at first, as I left her in Washington State with three young children. But she understood and accepted the call of duty, including her own. In the English poet John Milton’s words, “They also serve who only stand and wait.” In some ways spouses like Becky, who sacrifice so much, deserve the title of “patriot” just as much as the loved ones they see off to war. I began missing her even before the C-17 was airborne. But I knew what I had to do, and so did she.


What else did I know?


I knew I was flying into a hot zone with seven good men who, like me, had survived a rigorous selection to become Green Berets. We were the nucleus of a Special Forces unit with the official title Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA) 936. The code name for our deployment was Hammerhead Six; as team leader, I was Hammerhead Six Alpha. Our assignment, in rough terms, was to enter wild Kunar Province, on the Pakistan border, and attempt to “eliminate, neutralize, and reduce” terrorist forces.


I knew that the legendary Pech Valley was in Kunar and was not under government control; much of it was in the hands of Taliban insurgents—the zealots who had ruled Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001, who had offered Al Qaeda safe haven after 9/11, who had been driven from power by U.S. forces, and who were fiercely committed to overthrowing Afghanistan’s new American-backed government. Although on the plane that night I had not yet received our specific area of operation, something told me that the Pech Valley would be in our future.


As far as known knowns went, that was it. When it came to particulars, things got fuzzy. And the fuzziness began with the men themselves. As members of the 19th Special Forces Group, a National Guard unit out of Utah, they were more mature and varied in their skill sets than most regular Army troops. Like me, most were married with children. Most had been previously deployed on SF missions. Beyond that, though, how much did I really know about them? About their personalities, quirks, special skills, weaknesses? Not a lot.


With one exception, I had known these guys for only about six weeks. We had met in July at Utah’s Camp Williams, where they had reported for combat training and where, for a year, they had been waiting for their newly appointed commander. The team leader slot had been open for a while, awaiting a candidate who, like the rest of the ODA, had passed the Army’s Combat Diver course. Only the Army knew why our dive team had been assigned to arid Afghanistan. While the men waited, I had been finishing up at the Army’s language school in Monterey, California, studying Mandarin. (My team was focused on the Asian theater but, like many others, was deployed to the Middle East after 9/11.) When I finally arrived I was met with good-natured expressions of amazement and jokes about being a real person, not just a figment of the Army’s imagination.


At Camp Williams, we trained together for another month, focusing on marksmanship and room clearing in a Close Quarters Battle (CQB) training course. We had another few weeks at Bragg for briefings and additional mission prep. When we learned that we would be deploying to Afghanistan, every one of these guys had reacted professionally: they were serious, committed, and ready for the mission. Still, six weeks isn’t much time. As I scanned their faces that night in the cargo hold, I realized that they formed part of my known unknowns.


The one guy I knew reasonably well was Jason Mackay, an engineer whom everyone called Junior and whom I had met in Key West, at the Combat Diver course. He was a funny, knowledgeable guy, easy to like. Jason did demolition work for construction companies, and he tended to assess all large, immovable objects as potential explodables. If you wanted something blown up, Junior was your man.


Our second engineer was Jimi Rymut. I knew he was twenty years my senior, that he had been fighting insurgents when I was in middle school, and that by reputation he was a walking encyclopedia of Special Forces lore. But in the C-17 that night I hadn’t yet heard that lore, or any of his personal stories. I didn’t yet know, for example, that in the 1980s, he had trained and been given the on-call order to carry a backpack nuke into Siberia, to destroy the Siberian Railroad tunnel should the Cold War turn hot. That night, what Jimi was capable of doing was still an unknown.


The same was true of Dave Moon, our senior weapons sergeant. Ranger and Special Forces qualified, he would prove to be a great asset. A miner from Montana, he loved big-game hunting and on first impression seemed hard of hearing. We had been in training some weeks before I caught him laughing at a joke that should have been out of his earshot and discovered that he was only deaf when it served his purpose. This was an interrogator-busting trick he had picked up in the Special Forces SERE course, which teaches Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape while in hostile territory.


Mike Montoya, who had degrees in pharmacy and economics, was our senior medic. Mike had spent the last two years instructing other would-be Special Forces medics at Fort Bragg. He had a big smile and a bigger noggin, topped by a thatch of dark, restless hair. I didn’t know yet what a gifted medic he would prove to be, but the team had already recognized his quiet intelligence: “You need that head,” Junior would joke, “to hold your eighty-pound brain.”


Sitting next to Mike was Ben Guile, another medic, who as far as I could tell from our few weeks’ acquaintance, had little guile to match his name: I wondered if his hot temper would get us into trouble. He was obviously smart. Smart enough, I later learned, to earn an Ivy League degree and to make a living for a while selling precious stones in Southeast Asia. I didn’t know that yet, and I didn’t know either that Ben was as good at improvisation as anyone alive.


Roger Wilcox was our one communications expert—the commo guy. A-Teams typically have two of these, and an additional unknown was whether we’d get a second one after arrival. Roger was young and relatively new to Special Forces, but he seemed to know everything there was to know about his specialty, from the charmingly anachronistic Morse Code to the programming of military-specific applications. His surname had given him the easy nickname “Roger Wilco.”


The team sergeant, soon to be a member of my leadership circle, or “head shed,” was Randy Derr, our third medic. I felt surer of Randy than I did of anyone else. As an ICU nurse in civilian life, he obviously had the right stuff to handle critical care situations. At Camp Williams we had taken to each other immediately, and by the time we boarded that C-17, we had begun to see each other as friends. Randy would become the guy that everybody else went to for advice. He was as close to being a known known as anyone on the team.


An eighth member of the team, our intel sergeant Scott Jennings, was not with us on the C-17. Happily delayed in North Carolina for the birth of his daughter, he would rejoin the team in-country a few days later. Scott was a serious guy who didn’t waste words, and in those few weeks at Camp Williams I had come to understand that when he did utter a sentence it was usually one you needed to listen to. He thrived in the water environment, and as an extra duty ran our battalion’s dive locker. Smart and steady, Scott would be the third member of ODA 936’s head shed.


Also absent from the transatlantic flight were some additional team members I hadn’t even met yet. A Special Forces ODA consists of twelve men, each of whom has a special skill or team function. Typically, you have a team captain or detachment commander (18A), a chief warrant officer (18OA), a team sergeant (18Z), an intel sergeant (18F), two weapons sergeants (18B), two engineer sergeants (18C), two medics (18D), and two communications sergeants (18E). We still needed a chief warrant officer, a second weapons sergeant, and a second commo noncom. These slots were supposed to be filled in-country. That was another known unknown that was on my mind.


But it wasn’t my team members that most concerned me. A greater point of concern was the mission itself. In fact, I was asking myself, what is our mission?


Our orders were to land in Kunar Province and ferret out bad guys. Kunar was a common entry point into Afghanistan for jihadi fighters from Pakistan, and the CIA had intelligence that several high-value targets (HVTs) were active there. But we hadn’t been given pictures, or even names, of these targets. Senior-level briefings at Fort Bragg had provided only minimal information on their identities, the groups and villages loyal to them, and the tribal cultures where we would be serving. Tracking these men down would be a needle-in-a-haystack affair in some of the most forbidding terrain on the planet.


On a well-defined mission, you’ve got a reasonably solid handle on five bits of knowledge. You know (1) where you’re going, (2) what you’re expected to accomplish, (3) how you’re supposed to accomplish it, (4) what success will look like, and (5) how to get out of there once the job is done. As I drifted in and out of slumber on that cross-Atlantic flight, it became clear that on this mission, the only thing I had down (in very general terms) was where we were going. No one above my pay grade had yet laid out—or, I imagined, figured out—what specifically we were being asked to do in this troubled part of Afghanistan.


“Getting the bad guys” (or, in Pentagonese, “neutralizing enemy personnel”) was hardly a specific objective. You could say that about anything from a house search to a bombing run. Besides, as we already knew from countless news reports back home, the bad guys in this arena were as definable as smoke. “Terrorist insurgents” and Anti-Coalition Militia (ACM) were really just code names for a motley crew of Taliban, Al Qaeda operatives, mercenaries, local strongmen fighting for power or respect, and Islamic sympathizers united by nothing more substantial than a hatred of the West. And even if we were successful in killing these adversaries—in “stepping on cockroaches,” as the jargon had it—it wasn’t at all clear how that would fit into the bigger, strategic picture of winning a war.


Add the fact that the line between combatants and civilians—including kids—was notoriously indistinct and the fact that the deadliest threats to our troops were improvised explosive devices (IEDs), and you get the picture. We were about to enter a zone where the enemy wore no uniforms, held no fixed position, and had only contempt for the Geneva Conventions. They also had relatives, friends, and neighbors among the local villagers. They shared religion, culture, and language with the people we were going to need to assist our efforts. Go get the bad guys? Sure. Which ones? Where? How?


To make matters worse, the new Afghan government—our alleged allies—seemed almost as hazy as the insurgents they were fighting. The country’s titular leader, Hamid Karzai, shared his authority with warlords whose loyalty was questionable. Cronyism and corruption were rife. The Northern Alliance, the main coalition of anti-Taliban Afghans, had been in disarray since September 2001, when Al Qaeda assassinated its charismatic chief, Ahmad Massoud; in the region where we were going, they had never had enduring success or influence. In fact, nobody had. No foreign army from Alexander the Great to the Russians had been able to decisively conquer the Kunar and Nuristan regions of Afghanistan. We weren’t likely to be met with welcome wagons.


In short, we weren’t any surer of our friends than we were of our enemies. Not a situation designed to inspire confidence.


But hey, I thought to myself, we’re Special Forces. Since their inception in the 1950s, the American military’s Special Forces—popularly known as the Green Berets—had been trained to enter zones of uncertainty, to assess complex situations on the fly, and—first, last, and always—to improvise. If we encountered an obstacle that wasn’t covered in the field manual or previous training, we’d find a way around it and then rewrite the manual. For Special Forces soldiers, being able to operate in the gray zone was a job requirement.


Special Forces training is notorious for its difficulty and depth, with only a small percentage of candidates making it through the training pipeline. After becoming an expert in his primary Military Occupational Specialty, an SF candidate goes through a selection process. If selected, he is off to qualification training (the arduous Q-Course), where he masters small unit tactics and refines his individual and specialty skills. The Q-Course culminates in the “Robin Sage” exercise, an elaborate month-long simulation of guerrilla warfare designed to teach thinking outside the box. After further training that includes survival school, airborne school, language training, and training in specialties such as underwater operations, the Special Forces soldier emerges with skills both physical and mental that make him second to none as an unconventional warrior.1


That being said, however, the “Special” in Special Forces refers less to the complex and trying nature of our training than to the missions we are tasked to conduct. We are expected to negotiate better than the State Department, gather intel as well as the CIA, outdo the Peace Corps in building alliances and running civil affairs programs, operate as surgical commandos when appropriate, and recruit, train, and lead indigenous soldiers with the charismatic skill of a Lawrence of Arabia. By 2003, our predecessors had been doing these things for sixty years, in some of the most inhospitable places on earth. I was looking forward to doing it in Kunar too.


I was looking forward especially to the “going native” aspect of Special Forces operations: the formation, training, and leading of “indig” troops. More than anything, that is what distinguishes Green Berets from other elite fighters like Rangers and SEALs. Even at his lethal best, a Ranger or SEAL is still an individual soldier with an individual rifle. A Green Beret is trained to turn one man, himself, into one hundred rifles—and to turn those rifles efficiently against the wiliest of foes. I like to think of us as “exponential commandos” or “force multipliers” for oppressed populations.


By 2003, the effectiveness of the Green Beret model for Afghanistan had already been demonstrated. When the Twin Towers fell, the Joint Chiefs had originally predicted that sixty thousand conventional troops would be required to defeat the Taliban. Instead of going that route, the Pentagon first tried an unconventional approach. In less than a month, 150 Green Berets, plus a handful of CIA paramilitary officers, were in-country, coordinating U.S. air power and working by, with, and through the Northern Alliance. This handful of soldiers, some on horseback, ousted the Taliban in less than three months—150 men, working with local fighters, defeating an army that controlled a country nearly the size of Texas. It was an awesome accomplishment, and I was confident that my team would follow honorably in their footsteps.


That was what I told myself, anyway, in the dim metallic cave of the C-17. I looked at the faces of the men that I was leading into a place where people wanted us dead, and I told myself we would do fine. I had good reason to believe it. I was leading the best of the best, and they deserved that confidence. The thought was temporarily comforting, and it made me relax.


But one thing continued to bug me as I closed my eyes. I had labeled some demons, the known unknowns that might give us trouble. The very act of naming them had deprived them of power. But what of the ones I couldn’t name? What of the unknown unknowns? I was certain they were out there, too. What I didn’t know was where they would come from, and when, as we went into the gray.
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The Fort




An Outpost of Progress


—Joseph Conrad




October 2003


After a brief layover in Uzbekistan—a common insertion point for Afghanistan-bound troops—the C-17 set us down at Bagram Air Base, the large military installation in Parwan Province that housed the Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force (CJSOTF) for Operation Enduring Freedom. There, at the base’s operational headquarters, Camp Vance, we were put through the expected routine of reporting, briefing, processing, and prepping for our upcoming infil.


I disliked the paperwork, but the briefings did give me a clearer sense of where we were headed. The capital of Kunar Province is the small city of Asadabad, which sits at the junction of the Kunar and Pech Rivers, about six miles from the Pakistan border. On its outskirts lay a military base known variously as the Puchi Ghar Army Fire Support Base, Forward Operating Base (FOB) Asadabad, and simply “Abad.” It was at this FOB that we were to be stationed.


By all accounts, Abad was a well-run military establishment, and well defended by a combination of regular infantry, Special Forces teams, CIA guys, and Afghan irregulars whom the CIA had trained. Nobody suggested, however, that it was an unthreatened site.


A Russian post during the Soviet occupation, it had been overrun in the 1980s by a mujahideen force that had slaughtered the entire garrison rather than taking prisoners.1 In its new incarnation, the post had been coming under attack from insurgents—in some cases, no doubt, the mujahideens’ children. In mid-July, three coalition soldiers were wounded by an IED just south of the base. Later that month a B-52 had to respond to rocket attacks on the compound itself, and additional rocket attacks had occurred in August. As we boarded a Chinook for transport to Asadabad, we were well aware that we were entering a war zone.


The helo flight took about an hour. There were nine of us on this hop: the eight who had come from Bragg plus an Air Force air support specialist, Courtney Hinson, who had joined us at Camp Vance in Bagram. Courtney was a young stud who was likable the minute you met him. He liked us, too. Coming from a large Texas family, he had asked to be assigned to us because of our positive work ethic, which recalled one of his father’s favorite sayings: “Many hands make light work.” Still in his twenties, Courtney was already a seasoned combat veteran, having seen action in both Iraq and Afghanistan. As our unit’s dedicated TAC-P, Tactical Air Control Party specialist, he would prove to be an invaluable asset.


Randy Derr, our team sergeant, had gone a few days ahead of us to prepare the transition with ODA 361, the Special Forces team we were replacing. He was responsible for recording the lessons they had learned and passing them on to me and the rest of the team. I knew Randy would do a solid job, but I was disappointed that I couldn’t get a few days myself with the outgoing captain. Hammerhead Six was taking over a strategically important area in the War on Terror, and the handoff of the baton seemed limp at best.


As we headed east toward the Hindu Kush, the terrain seemed like a drier version of our own rugged West—the deep clefts and soaring ridges of classic ski country. I smiled to myself, thinking that we were probably better prepped than most teams on their initial deployment to Afghanistan. As part of the 19th Special Forces Group, we had prepared not at North Carolina’s Fort Bragg or Kentucky’s Fort Campbell but at Utah’s Camp Williams, where the land more resembles the terrain where we would be fighting.


We were a mile or two away when I first saw the fort. And fort was the word. I had imagined the chain-link fences, sandbagged walls, and concertina wire that are typical of Army bases in this region. From a distance, the FOB didn’t look like that. Its high walls were dun and gray, a mixture of adobe and stone, and they looked like they had been built a thousand years ago. I found out later that they preceded the Russian period by many, many years. Aside from some metal guard towers that the Soviets had added, the enclosure looked like it belonged in an old Hollywood movie: a remote British outpost as imagined by Warner Bros. As the Chinook approached a landing zone just outside the walls, I allowed myself a quick mental picture of regimental banners and pith helmets. But then the LZ came into view and I got serious.


The CH-47D is a two-rotor, twin-engine cargo helicopter that can carry more than thirty pax (passengers) or twenty-six thousand pounds of cargo. Two door gunners sit just behind the pilots, and there is sometimes an extra gunner on the rear ramp. Passengers exit the aircraft from the ramp, and this rear-door exit is a little slower and more cumbersome than just hopping out of the open sides of a Blackhawk. If you’re dropping into a hot landing zone, you have to do it seamlessly to clear the bird and quickly set up a defensive perimeter.


Every member of the team understood how to execute that move, so I knew that once the helo touched down, everybody would be doing exactly what he was supposed to be doing. I wasn’t mistaken. At touchdown, as the propwash flew away from the bird, the eight of us were down the ramp at a snap. In seconds we dumped our bags and cargo clear and formed a 360-degree security position around the aircraft. Our objective was to secure the LZ and the aircraft and to be in a defendable position once it lifted off and the operation began. Textbook stuff, really.


On this particular LZ, though, once the Chinook lifted off and the dust settled, we saw that the landing area had already been secured. It was being overwatched by the post’s guard towers and by a couple of gun trucks just off the LZ. Before I could stand up I heard a familiar voice laughing at us for having successfully secured an already secure landing zone. “Looks super, guys. If you’re done practicing infil techniques we can unload the gear.”


Wearing a T-shirt, jeans, and the first hints of the beard that SF guys are obliged to grow in-country, there was our team sergeant, Randy Derr, raising a hand in greeting. “Good to see you,” he said. “Welcome to Abad.”


Up close, the exterior of the FOB continued to resemble the mud fortresses that the British had occupied in India. Inside, though, it looked much like any other Army base. Covering an area equivalent to three or four football fields, it contained enough low buildings—some wooden, some adobe—to house, feed, provision, and train a garrison of two hundred men. About 120 of these, we learned, were regular Army, plus another twenty-five Afghan irregulars; aside from a few CIA guys, the rest were Special Forces ODAs like ours. A few ODAs had been in Afghanistan since 2001.2 We were replacing one of these early arrivals, ODA 361. When they left, we would be one of three Green Beret units based at the post.


The garrison also included six Afghan soldiers who had once been anti-Taliban militiamen and had recently been reconstituted as procoalition mercenaries. Randy explained that we were inheriting them from the outgoing ODA, and that the inheritance was sanctioned by ties of blood. The six were the nephews of a local warlord, a former mujahid named Malik Zarin, who was devoted to the Americans for reasons that probably had as much to do with self-interest as with love of country. According to Randy, when he agreed to loan the young men to us, he had first gathered them together in their village and said, “If anything happens to the Americans, don’t come home.” Talk about incentives.


I wasn’t entirely convinced of the nephews’ devotion. I had heard enough about tribal allegiances to suspect that loyalty to Americans was a fungible commodity. But I was willing to wait and see. I put Randy in charge of their training and supervision, and hoped that, in developing a bond with him, they could become our ears and eyes as we worked with other indigenous troops in the future and interacted with local villages.


We also inherited an interpreter. Mashal was an educated man from Jalalabad, and his fiancée was a teacher there. Randy said that ODA 361 had given him a glowing report, and in our first meeting I understood why. He had a perfect beard, wore American-style battle dress, and had a chipper, contagious attitude. Working first with the CIA in 2001 and since 2002 with the ODAs, he was devoted to his country and loyal to the Afghan-American cause. After a successful operation, he would often thank us for leaving our families behind to help his country. He was a bright, hardworking ally, and immensely likable.


We were also joined at Asadabad by an additional weapons sergeant, Ian Waters. Ian was originally attached to the 20th Special Forces Group, but he was reassigned to us for the Hammerhead Six deployment. That brought the number of our Green Berets up to ten—just two men short of a traditional A-Team complement.


Once we settled in, we also met up with the members of the Special Forces B-Team that had deployed with us. This term might call for a word of explanation. In civilian usage, A is seen as “better” than B, but that’s not what it means in Special Forces. Among Green Berets, twelve-man A-Teams are the front-line ground troops, engaging the enemy head-on and executing the ground mission. They can’t do this without expert supply and logistical support, and that support is provided by a B-Team.


In a typical SF company, you have six Operational Detachment Alphas (ODAs), each commanded by a captain like me, and one Operational Detachment Bravo (the B-Team), with the B-Team and the company itself commanded by a major—in our case a Maj. Kimball Hewitt, who was also the Abad commandant and my immediate superior in the chain of command. Three companies comprise an SF battalion, commanded by a lieutenant colonel. Our battalion, headquartered at Bagram’s Camp Vance, was led by Lt. Col. Marcus Custer, Hewitt’s immediate superior. Along with the other A-Team leaders, I was going to be given a wide scope of responsibility for our team’s operations. But all of us knew that we couldn’t get anything done without B-Team’s assistance.


That broad responsibility had a big impact on how I saw our mission, and on how my perspective sometimes meshed with, and sometimes diverged from, that of the higher-up command. That complicated picture was the result of a Special Forces tradition in which A-Team leaders are far more responsible for setting their own agendas than are company commanders and even battalion commanders in the regular Army.


I had been in the regular Army in Kosovo, so I knew that, operationally speaking, it was a top-down organization. Generals set the big picture strategy; colonels, lieutenant colonels, and majors devise plans to implement pieces of that strategy; and captains and lieutenants (often leading companies and platoons) come up with tactics to move those pieces into place. These junior officers have no strategic responsibility and therefore no way to influence decisions made sometimes thousands of miles away at the top of the chain. They must carry out operation orders someone else has devised.


Special Forces do things differently. Because we operate in remote areas about which military planners know relatively little, it’s rarely feasible for a senior officer working out of Fort Bragg to devise anything but a very general strategy. When Patton was pushing across Europe in the last days of World War II, he knew the terrain, he had good communications structures in place, and he was fighting a well-trained but entirely conventional army. With those operational advantages, he could confidently make pronouncements like, “We will reach the Rhine by Friday.” Such confidence would be laughable in places with impenetrable terrain, lousy communications, and an enemy that blends in with the civilian population. In places like Vietnam and Afghanistan, a rigid top-down command structure won’t work. To help you set and execute a strategy, you need eyes and ears on the ground to understand the human terrain upon which these wars are fought. Green Beret A-Teams provide those eyes and ears.


I knew all this before we arrived in Asadabad. I knew that a plan to “neutralize” the area’s bad guys wasn’t going to be spelled out in a memo from the U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM). I embraced that knowledge. It was a matter of pride for me, and for the rest of the team, that we were going to be entrusted with making our own war plans and be held accountable for their success or failure.


What I didn’t know was the extent of the territory for which we were going to be responsible.


Once the team had moved all our gear into our “team house”—a couple of rooms of plywood and mud in the corner of the FOB—Randy gave us the lowdown on our situation. On his advance hop, he had been accompanied by the team sergeant of ODA 935, one of our sister teams also assigned to Abad. Both sergeants wanted the best housing and the best mission for their teams, and it was our good fortune that Randy opted for action rather than comfort. He conceded the comfortable housing to ODA 935 in exchange for getting what he suspected would be the more interesting area of operations (AO)—the Wild West country north of Asadabad. Thanks to his negotiation, we ended up with spartan digs but a target-rich, challenging environment.


“The horse trading wasn’t that tricky,” Randy explained with his characteristic wry humor. “There are a lot more possibilities for unconventional warfare north of the base, and it turned out that the guys in 935 really liked where they slept.”


Our new AO was confirmed in a meeting with Major Hewitt, the quiet, reserved senior SF officer at Abad and the de facto base commander. We met him in the map room, a large planning area whose walls were lined with military charts. After he welcomed the team, he called our attention to a huge map of northeastern Afghanistan. A blue pin in the middle of it indicated our position. Pins of other colors dotted the rest of the map, indicating suspected nests of Al Qaeda or Taliban activity. The operable term was suspected. The pins showed locations about which the Army had bits of intel, but they didn’t tell us anything about which bits were reliable. Lots of pins, but more questions than answers.


With a pointer, the major outlined what he identified as our AO: Kunar Province and adjoining Nuristan Province. We watched as he dragged the pointer north from the blue pin up to the Tajikistan border, then made a long semicircle east and south along the Pakistan border, and finally closed the circle west and north back to its origin. We were responsible for everything between Asadabad and the Tajikistan border. That included the huge, mountainous province of Badakshan, one finger of which (the Wakhan Corridor) touched the Chinese border. But intel hadn’t detected much activity in that inhospitable area, so it was likely we’d be focusing our operations on Nuristan and Kunar.


Looking at the map, I started doing some rough geometry in my head. Scott Jennings, sitting next to me, was scratching figures on a piece of paper. He looked up, showed me the paper, and smiled. Scott was a man of few words, but his expression said it clearly: Is this guy kidding?


“Major,” I said, “our math whiz intel sergeant here estimates that the area of operations you have outlined covers five thousand square miles. Give or take.”


Hewitt chuckled. “Pretty close,” he said to Scott. “Kunar’s just shy of 5,000 square kilometers, Nuristan just under twice that, so your new backyard is 14,167 square kilometers. Give or take. That’s 5,468 square miles. About fifteen of you, right? Counting the Afghans. That’s 364 square miles per man.”


I had to hand it to Hewitt. He made an obviously ridiculous proposition sound intriguing and maybe even doable.


It wasn’t as if he had much choice. In 2003, there were only ten thousand coalition troops in Afghanistan. The Pentagon was concentrating on a new war in Iraq, which had begun in March, leaving commanders in Afghanistan with limited resources. As the majority of supplies and personnel were still being airlifted into the country, the challenge of managing supply, medical personnel, and maintenance was staggering. About eight thousand of the troops in-country were support personnel based in Bagram and Kandahar. That left only about two thousand men in the field to fight a very widespread insurgency, and many of those troops were occupied more in defending FOBs than in patrolling and gathering intel. Most field missions, therefore, were far wider than an armchair strategist might desire. In 2003, Major Hewitt didn’t have twenty teams to distribute around all that sprawling real estate. He was dealing with the resources he had, and what he had was us.


Judging from the grins on my team’s faces, they were taking it all in stride. I’m sure some of them were thinking, Major, you’re nuts, but nobody said it. Somewhere in the back of my mind I was hearing the motto of the Navy Seabees: “The difficult we do at once. The impossible takes a little longer.”


So we were to be the frontier guard for an area roughly the size of Connecticut. After I got over the initial jolt, I found myself pleased at the prospect. It was a huge responsibility, and I appreciated the trust. But it did raise questions about feasibility. Surely SF command, in giving us that massive area, didn’t expect the fifteen of us to cleanse the entire area of hostile influence. Surely there had been some thought given to where we might most effectively focus our attention.


When I asked Major Hewitt this question, he just said, “It’s your show. The teams before you have been chasing Taliban and Al Qaeda around these hills for the past two years. We’ve crushed a lot of them, driven others into Pakistan, but the stragglers are a bitch. I wish we had some addresses, but we don’t. That’s for you to find out. When you do, tell us what you need. Any assets, anytime. Understood?”


I understood all right. I understood that the SF tradition of letting the ODAs define the mission had its downside. Before that meeting, I was pumped to be given the authority to develop my own strategy and write my own orders. Once I discovered that this meant driving all the snakes from Connecticut with fifteen men, I was momentarily daunted by the task before us.


The situation made me think of the old Wild West story about a town in the midst of a riot that calls the Texas Rangers for help. An hour later one Ranger saunters into town, Colts on his hips and a glint in his eye. “Where’s the trouble?” he asks.


“They only sent one Ranger?” asks a bewildered citizen.


“There’s only one riot, ain’t there?” the Ranger replies.


Like the Ranger, we’d figure it out, just as special operators from Robert Rogers on down had figured it out. But 360 square miles a man. Why not a thousand?


Implementing a strategy under the conditions described by Major Hewitt would obviously entail leaving the confines of the fort. Asadabad was a landing zone, a get-your-crap-together preparation place. If we were going to scour Connecticut for bad guys, we were going to have to get mobile, and to do it fast. This dictated much of our activity for the next couple of weeks.


For starters, we were going to have to get used to the terrain. In War, a record of his year in Afghanistan’s Korengal Valley (an offshoot of the Pech Valley), journalist Sebastian Junger observes that, given the tactical importance of holding high ground, “an enormous amount of war-fighting simply consists of carrying heavy loads uphill.”3 Nowhere is that comment more apt than in Kunar Province. Asadabad itself is only 2,700 feet above sea level, but that figure is misleading, since the city sits in a mountain valley, and the walls of that valley rise in jagged creases to several times that height; within a couple of hours’ walk from the FOB, you could be in windswept passes a mile and a half high. Since we would likely be carrying heavy loads up such inclines, we had to get our lungs and our legs in shape.


We started the conditioning immediately, by taking daily hikes from the FOB to one of the observation posts (OPs) that formed the compound’s outer perimeter. Manned by squads of infantry, the OPs were half a mile away from the base and about another half mile up. Afghans do hikes like this without breaking a sweat. For us, the first climb brought back fond memories of being pushed beyond your limits in Special Forces and Ranger training. “It’s just like Mountain Phase of Ranger School,” our senior weapons sergeant, Dave Moon, joked, “except without the blueberry pancakes.”


After a week, with our muscles adapting to the strain, we were clamoring up the slopes almost like goatherds. But that first trek? When we reached the OP, the young, already acclimated infantry on duty looked at us with eyes of self-satisfied pity. I don’t mind admitting that we were smoked.


We also had to get used to being off-road rally racers. ODAs aren’t typically armored units, but this was Afghanistan, where villages were miles apart and where IEDs were almost as plentiful as poppies. When we left the relative safety of Abad, we might have to drive at breakneck speed from one hot spot to another, and we might easily become the targets of random bomb planters, not to mention more organized groups of attackers. We would have to become adept at driving the vehicles that, like the Afghan irregulars, we were inheriting from ODA 361.


There were four of these: three armored Humvees and a Toyota pickup. The Toyota, which we were told was the Taliban’s vehicle of choice, was no problem, but the Humvees required a learning curve.


The High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle (Humvee) is a U.S. government vehicle whose armored version in 2003 cost a quarter of a million dollars. Small change by Pentagon standards, but when you put three of them together and threw in a pickup, it added up to real money. For us that represented a huge fiduciary responsibility. Not to mention the fact that when we were on the move, the trucks would serve as motorized fortresses, our only protection against rockets and IEDs. We had good reason to give special handling to Uncle Sam’s rides.


Asadabad had a motor pool that handled the Humvees’ mechanical upkeep. Driving the things was another matter—a challenge which this handful of American males took to quickly. As teenagers, we had all done our share of pretending to be Dale Earnhardt, so the prospect of taking the corners too fast in a three-ton minitank was a little bit like getting extra ice cream. We all took turns at this, on the flats beyond the fort, as I assessed which of us would probably handle the rigs best if we were dodging enemy fire. Everybody was competent at the wheel, but Jason Mackay, Roger Wilcox, and Mike Montoya seemed to have an edge on the rest of us, so I decided that unless circumstances dictated otherwise, they would be our designated drivers.


That done, we turned to figuring out our moves on a routine patrol (if there was such a thing) and how we would respond to Kunar’s surprises. For the next week, when we weren’t in the sack or at chow, we divided our time between workouts in the base gym, firing practice on its range with our Afghans, and practice drills with the vehicles. I wanted to refine a standard procedure for any and all emergencies. What would we do if we lost a tire? Hit an IED? What if someone got shot? How would we approach a suspected target? In any given scenario, who would stand where with what weapon and be responsible for what job?


Like most Green Berets, I’m a believer in the adage “The more you sweat in peace, the less you bleed in war.” Practicing with our guns and vehicles was a way of maximizing the chances that if there was going to be blood spilled, it wouldn’t be ours.


But it’s also possible to overthink. By the second week in October, with our practicing becoming almost automatic, I was starting to think we were caught in the snare of preparation. It was time to switch from drills to live ammo missions.


We were ready to check out the hunting in the wilds of Connecticut.
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A War of All Against All




During the time men live without a common power to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called war, and such a war as is of every man against every man.


—Thomas Hobbes


In Afghanistan there were more fingers than pie.


—John C. Griffiths




Afghanistan was a country seething with enemies. Not just Al Qaeda and the Taliban, but loads of ambitious warlords, commanding their own militias, who hated both the “infidel Crusaders” and each other. In 2003, with these multiple antagonisms unresolved, Afghanistan was perilously close to becoming a failed state. Given its long history of ethnic factionalism, corruption, and blood feuds, you could argue that this condition—a version of Hobbes’s famous “war of all against all”—had been chronic for centuries. The more immediate origins of the current mess, though, could be found in the Soviet intervention of the 1980s.1


In 1979, as part of the cold war’s new Great Game, the U.S.S.R. sent troops to Afghanistan at the request of its Marxist government, which was under attack from landowners and conservative Muslims. Beginning with a trickle of advisors, the Soviet support grew to more than a hundred thousand troops, of whom nearly fifteen thousand died either on the battlefield or later of their wounds. Antigovernment Afghan fighters lost several times that many, and civilian deaths may have topped a million—many of the victims killed by Russian mines.2


While resistance to the invasion came from many quarters, its public face was that of the mujahideen. These “fighters for God” were composed not just of native Afghans but also of volunteers from around the Muslim world, sworn to wage holy war (jihad) against the Soviets. Their guerrilla commanders attained legendary status, and one of them, a wealthy Saudi named Osama bin Laden, would become the world’s most famous mujahid when he founded the terrorist network Al Qaeda. In fact many of the insurgents we faced in 2003 had drawn first blood as mujahideen—a grimly ironic fact given that their campaign had been heavily supported by our own CIA.3


One heartland of the resistance had been Kunar Province—our current area of operations. Since antiquity, Kunar had been a trap for foreign armies, both because its fighting men were famously fierce and because its mountains favored guerrilla warfare. In 1978, when the Kabul government attempted to introduce modern reforms, its tribesmen attacked police and army garrisons. The government’s response was the infamous “Kerala massacre,” the execution of hundreds of resisters and the forcing of their families into exile in Pakistan.4 That started a regional rebellion which drew in the Soviet troops, created hundreds of thousands of refugees, and made Kunar a center of mujahideen activity.


When the Soviets left Afghanistan in 1989, they left behind a puppet government with limited popular support and a patchwork of competing troublemakers who wanted to remove it. The ensuing civil war raged until 1992, when a new regime came to power led by the warlord Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. He governed for only four years, when a new player came on the scene.5 This was a group of bellicose fundamentalists with the seemingly innocuous title of Taliban, meaning “the Students.” (Many were the former students of a religious hardliner named Mullah Omar.)


Under Taliban rule, which lasted until 2001, the country was wrenched rudely back into medieval “purity.” The Students drove out Hekmatyar and his fellow warlords and replaced them with a dystopian paradise in which petty thieves had their arms cut off; music, dancing, and kite flying (a traditional Afghan pastime) were abolished; soccer matches featured mass executions at halftime; and women were obliged to cover themselves, head to toe, in pale blue tentlike garments known as burkas.


All of this nourished an American distaste for the Taliban. Their apparent shielding of Osama bin Laden after the 9/11 attacks turned that distaste into military action. When the Taliban refused to surrender him to U.S. justice, the Bush administration cobbled together a coalition that invaded Afghanistan, ousted the Taliban, and set about pacifying regions, such as Kunar, that had rarely in their history known a stable government. The U.S. mission, known as Operation Enduring Freedom, was entering its third year when our A-Team arrived in the troubled province.


And troubled it was. Despite two years of coalition presence, and despite the fact that the big-time mayhem-mongers like Hekmatyar seemed to have gone to ground, Kunar (and Afghanistan) were far from pacified. There was a nominal government in Kabul, headed by Hamid Karzai, who in 2002 had been chosen by a meeting of the loya jirga (grand assembly). Karzai was favored to win a national election set for the summer of 2004, but when we arrived in Asadabad, that was nine months away. A lot could happen in nine months. Officially the insurgent leaders had been driven into Pakistan, but judging from the extent of anticoalition and anti-Karzai activity, their banishment wasn’t a done deal. In September, when we arrived, explosions and rocket attacks were a nearly daily occurrence. As part of the ongoing attempt to bring security to Afghanistan’s volatile northeast, we had our work cut out for us.


If our aim in Kunar, broadly stated, was to hunt down bad guys, we also had more focused objectives—or at least aspirations. Although our target list could conceivably include anyone with Al Qaeda or Taliban connections, our government (and Karzai’s people) would be especially pleased if we managed to bring to heel the antigovernment commanders known as high-value targets, or HVTs—our “most wanted” list. At a September briefing by CIA officials, I was given the identities of those topping the list.


Number one, obviously enough, was Osama bin Laden, who had planned and executed the attacks of September 11, 2001. That act had shocked the world and brought the might of American arms to Afghanistan, where, it was believed, bin Laden was hiding out under Taliban protection. But 9/11 was not the first of his terrorist acts, and not the first time he had come to international attention.


In the 1980s, he gained prominence as a young mujahid who helped to fund the anti-Soviet resistance. In 1988, one year before the Soviets departed, he founded the jihadist organization Al Qaeda (“the Base”), devoted to purging Islam of modern influences and driving unbelievers, such as American troops, from his native Saudi Arabia. For the next decade he used his family’s wealth to support Islamic extremism around the world. In 1998, he engineered the bombings of the American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania—acts that killed two hundred people and that made him, in the words of historian Ahmed Rashid, “a household name in the Muslim world and the West.”6


Well before 9/11, then, bin Laden had become a threat to U.S. interests everywhere. When the Twin Towers fell, he was the obvious prime suspect, and even though it took him until 2004 to admit it, both U.S. and British intelligence were convinced that he had ordered the attacks. The United States put a $25 million bounty on his head and demanded that the Taliban hand him over. When they refused, the U.S. response was Operation Enduring Freedom.


That operation drove the Taliban from power and forced them and their Al Qaeda allies underground. In some places they went literally underground, into caves along the Pakistan border. In December 2001, American forces, assisted by Afghanistan’s Northern Alliance, bombed a cave complex at Tora Bora, killing a couple of hundred fighters but failing to capture bin Laden; he was thought to have escaped into Pakistan.


The hunt for the mass murderer continued, but by the time we arrived in Kunar in 2003, reports of sightings remained spotty and inconclusive. But he had relatives in the area—so it was said, anyway—so even though we weren’t betting any money on our chances of capturing the planet’s most wanted criminal, we realized that it was at least a possibility—something we might dream about when we were feeling lucky.


After the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, the military issued a deck of fifty-two playing cards, each one identifying a member of dictator Saddam Hussein’s political entourage. The aces were assigned to Saddam, his two sons, and his personal secretary. We didn’t have such a deck, but if we had, Osama bin Laden would have been the Ace of Spades.


The person who might have been the Ace of Clubs was not nearly as well-known globally, but he was infamous within Afghanistan itself. This was Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. A native Pashtun, Hekmatyar founded the radical Islamist group Hesb-e Islami as a student in the 1970s, befriended and then fought the Soviets, and earned a reputation as a brutal, opportunistic commander. In the turmoil following the Soviets’ departure, he fought other Islamists for political position until becoming prime minister in 1992. He held that post for four years, proving to be anything but a benevolent despot.
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“A raw, hard-hitting and authentic war story.”
—SEAN PARNELL, New York Times bestselling author of Outlaw Platoon
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