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THE SPECIAL FORCES (GREEN BERETS)


THERE ARE FIVE active duty Special Forces Groups in the US Army. Historically, each has a primary geographic area of responsibility:


1st Special Forces Group: Asia Pacific


3rd Special Forces Group: Sub-Saharan Africa


5th Special Forces Group: Middle East and Central Asia


7th Special Forces Group: Latin America


10th Special Forces Group: Europe, North Africa


The National Guard has two Special Forces Groups:


19th Special Forces Group


20th Special Forces Group


Each active duty Special Forces Group is made up of four battalions.


Operational Detachment Alpha or A-Team


An Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA) is the twelve-man team that makes up each building block of the Special Forces. There are usually six ODAs in a Special Forces company. Each team member has a specialized role, denoted by a number and letter, often described as below:


Team leader (18A): captain, or detachment commander


Team sergeant (180A): senior enlisted member of the detachment, oversees operations and personnel


Warrant officer (18Z, or “Zulu”): executive officer implementing plans, advises captain on operations and intelligence


Intelligence sergeant (18F, or “Fox”): intelligence collection and analysis


Two weapons sergeants (18B, or “Bravo”): specialized in a range of weapon systems


Two engineer sergeants (18C, or “Charlie”): combat and construction engineering


Two medical sergeants (18D, or “Delta”): trauma and routine medical care


Two communications sergeants (18E, or “Echo”): radio and other communication


Operational Detachment Bravo or B-Team


The Special Forces team that commands and supports the ODAs or A-Teams in the company.


Operational Detachment Charlie or C-Team


The Special Forces battalion headquarters that commands and supports the companies in the battalion.














MILITARY ACRONYMS


Useful acronyms to know in Afghanistan:


ANA-TF: Afghan National Army Territorial Force


AOB: advanced operations base, the headquarters for an area


CONOP: concept of operations, the plan for the mission


GFC: ground force commander, the commander of all forces involved in an operation


IED: improvised explosive device


NDS: National Directorate of Security, the Afghan intelligence agency


ODA: Operational Detachment Alpha, the twelve-man team that makes up the fighting blocks of US Special Forces


OFS: Operation Freedom’s Sentinel, the unilateral US counterterrorism mission in Afghanistan


RPG: rocket-propelled grenade launcher


RS: Resolute Support, the US and NATO mission in Afghanistan


SOF: US Special Operations Forces, includes US Air Force, US Army, US Marine Corps, and US Navy Special Operations Forces


SOJTF: Special Operations Joint Task Force, leads US and NATO Special Operations forces in Afghanistan


SOTF: Special Operations Task Force, leads US Army Special Forces in Afghanistan


VSO: Village Stability Operations, a US military program that ran from 2010 to 2014 that tasked Green Berets with raising village-level militias to fight the Taliban
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PREFACE




Thanks to the extraordinary sacrifices of our men and women in uniform, our combat mission in Afghanistan is ending, and the longest war in American history is coming to a responsible conclusion.


—President Barack Obama1





THIS BOOK follows several teams of Green Berets from their arrival in Afghanistan in 2015, the first year after most US troops had left, through the many changes in policy that occurred over the next five years of war. It ends with the US signing of a deal with the Taliban in February 2020, which once again set the United States on a path for the complete withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan.


I lived in Kabul during the first years covered in the book, working as The Wall Street Journal’s Afghanistan bureau chief. I later moved to Washington, DC, to cover foreign policy for the paper. During both the Obama and Trump presidencies, Afghanistan policy seemed to be in constant flux. Both presidents sought to exit the long-running war, and both faced resistance by the national security establishment.


On December 28, 2014, President Barack Obama announced that the Afghan war was over and promised to deliver on a campaign pledge to end the costly engagement in Afghanistan, with all remaining troops scheduled to return home within two years. Less than a year later, the Taliban swept into the northern city of Kunduz and captured their first province. It was a stunning defeat for the US-backed government and a sign of the decline in security to come. The collapse exposed the flawed plan to turn over the war to the Afghan government and extract the United States from the long conflict. The reconstruction effort had empowered local warlords and made an industry out of corruption. The government was weak, and injustice fueled the Taliban insurgency. US Special Forces and Afghan commandos were dispatched to save the province. Ripple effects were felt across the country, and Helmand nearly fell next.


The situation left President Obama with a difficult choice. There were still ninety-eight hundred US troops in Afghanistan. He could pull them out as planned by 2017 or stay in and hand the war over to his successor. The original mission that had launched the war, to hunt down Osama bin Laden, the leader of al Qaeda, along with many of his supporters, was complete. But an abrupt US exit raised the specter of the civil war of the 1990s, which took place after the Soviet withdrawal and had led to the rise of the Taliban in the first place.


Iraq was another lesson that loomed large. President Obama ordered a unilateral withdrawal of US troops in 2011, which accelerated the country’s descent into chaos and gave rise to Islamic State. The extremist group inspired one of the greatest movements of jihadists the world had seen in years and soon pulled US troops back to Iraq and into neighboring Syria. In Afghanistan, an Islamic State affiliate had quickly taken root as this was playing out in the Middle East.


Ultimately, President Obama abandoned the plan to withdraw from Afghanistan and turned the war over to secretive US Special Operations Forces (SOF) while denying that this amounted to a break in his campaign pledge. US SOF, which operate in the shadows with little accountability to the public, have kept the Kabul administration on life support ever since. The US mission in Afghanistan is no longer framed as a war. It is now called a training and assistance mission, and its purported goal is to help the government achieve self-reliance. As a foreign correspondent in Afghanistan, I found reporting on the role of US SOF in the conflict at this new stage in the war to be my greatest challenge.


At the WSJ bureau in Kabul, I was lucky to work with a great team of two reporters: Habib Khan Totakhil and Ehsanullah Amiri. They were both in their twenties, were passionate about journalism, and remembered watching the US invasion as children, when they were living as refugees across the border in Pakistan. Our bureau was located in a house that must have once belonged to a wealthy Afghan family; we shared it with the Washington Post’s Kabul bureau to save costs. Our offices were in rooms at the back of the garden, and I converted the garage into a gym, where we had an old Chinese treadmill that would stop dead during power outages.


The US military rarely granted embeds with US Army Special Forces, known as the Green Berets. The few reporters that were granted access were based in Washington, DC, and even then, embeds were limited. Foreign correspondents never got to embed, probably because we were too critical of the mission. But as I discovered, there was another way to get in: through the Afghan forces that operated as the Green Berets’ partners, fixers, and translators.


US Special Forces worked with a range of Afghan partners, depending on the circumstances and the location, from ragtag village groups to elite Afghan army commandos.


If we wanted to find out what was going on in the east against the new Islamic State affiliate, we traveled with village militias in Achin or Kot district. When Kunduz fell a second time, we embedded with the Afghan commandos that partnered with Green Berets to recapture the city in 2016. It was a riskier way to work. The US military used helicopters to shuttle personnel among their many bases, including those located barely a mile apart in different locations in Kabul. Afghan forces generally moved by road and expected us to drive to them, no matter how remote the location. Hitching a ride on an Afghan army helicopter was possible, but rare. Our Afghan hosts often displayed extraordinary bravery and hospitality, but they necessarily had a cavalier approach to safety, adding to the dangers we faced during embeds.


We prepared for trips as best we could. Information was critical. The same highway might be under police control between ten a.m. and four p.m., and then under Taliban control at night. Luck played a part as well. I was once caught in a Taliban ambush in the Surobi valley in broad daylight, an area known to be a death trap for Afghan forces traveling east out of Kabul.


I would sit in my blue burqa in the backseat of the vehicle, typing away under the folds of the flowing fabric. My Afghan colleague, Habib, was more likely to be stopped by the police than by the Taliban. He had long, jet-black hair and a beard, and he towered over six feet. He looked like a Taliban in the pale blue salwar kameez that he wore for such expeditions, with large, dirty, white sneakers. The advantage of traveling like this, of course, was that we had much greater freedom and flexibility than a closely controlled embed with the US military would get.


As the war worsened, so did the anger and frustration of the Afghan soldiers and villagers who spent time with us. Insider attacks, in which Afghans turned on their US or coalition partners, were common and never far from our minds. In 2014, an Afghan policeman had fired at two Associated Press colleagues in Khost province just before the presidential elections, killing photographer Anja Niedringhaus and severely wounding reporter Kathy Gannon.


The second time the city of Kunduz fell seemed to be a turning point. The US military once again dispatched teams of Green Berets to help the Afghan commandos rescue the province, while outwardly denying a role in the battle. At The Wall Street Journal Kabul bureau, we knew that US Special Forces had a critical role in the operation to recapture the city. But how had the battle played out? Would it show the scope of the US military’s operations in Afghanistan and reveal the truth behind the White House’s claim that the United States was no longer in combat? We felt confident that we could answer these questions if we could get into Kunduz, and we believed that the story was worth the risk. It became the story that motivated me to write this book.


Habib, who had a great relationship with the ministry of defense, obtained papers granting us an embed with the Afghan army’s 10th Special Operations Kandak; they were delivered in a sealed envelope with an inky blue stamp. I looked at commercial flight options. The closest we could get to Kunduz was Badakhshan. We planned to stop overnight to see the governor in Takhar province, a contact of mine, and drive to Kunduz the following day.


We set off with a photographer, Andrew Quilty. The drive to Kunduz on the second day was perhaps the riskiest part of the journey. The Taliban controlled the countryside, and our best bet was to drive in the middle of the day. We attached ourselves to an Afghan civilian convoy providing aid to the city and drove through villages where white Taliban flags flapped in the wind and the insurgents set up roadblocks at night. In the afternoon, we reached the Afghan army’s headquarters in Kunduz, where we knew that there were two teams of Green Berets based in the province.


We were led straight into the commander’s office, interrupting a meeting with a bearded American Special Forces captain, who was chewing tobacco and spitting into a bottle. Everyone seemed startled to see us. A large map was spread over the coffee table, and the captain cut a muscular figure next to the Afghan soldier sitting beside him. They all stared at us.


“How did you get here?” the captain asked when we were outside.


“We drove from Badakhshan,” I told him, “through Khanabad.”


He couldn’t believe we had made it.


“Well, do you want to stay with us? I mean, I figure, culturally, it would be better for you to stay on our side,” he offered.


We gratefully accepted rooms in the tiny Special Forces camp, which was located inside the larger Afghan commando base. It had clean showers and food. There was no question of a shower on the Afghan base, where the stench in the bathrooms was enough to make your stomach turn. It was too good to be true, and it wasn’t to last. As soon as US headquarters in Kabul found out we were there, the Green Berets were ordered to kick us out.


“You’re putting our lives in danger,” I complained to Brigadier General Charlie Cleveland, the head of public affairs, on the phone.


I dramatically listed the risks of staying in the Afghan commando barracks, including the possibility of an insider attack, but he wouldn’t hear of our remaining in the Special Forces camp. We returned to the commander of the Afghan army’s 10th Special Operations Kandak to ask for lodging. He tried to refuse to take us in, but our embed papers were good, and Habib made some calls to Kabul that cemented our position. The commander was stuck with us. We moved into the commando barracks and went with them on day and night patrols. Habib had a touch when it came to collecting stories about their hopes, regrets, and dreams. He heard how one commando had fallen in love with a village girl while posted out in a district. Others talked about corruption and, occasionally, guilt. In the evenings, we sat outside under the stars trying to get reception while Habib played American pop music like Eminem and Rihanna’s “Love the Way You Lie.”


Over the course of a week, we got to know some of the Afghan commandos, and a few US soldiers too, and managed to patch together the story of how they had recaptured Kunduz. Two teams of Green Berets had fought alongside the Afghan commandos in the city for days, backed by US airstrikes. Kunduz was under government control again, but everyone cautioned that it wouldn’t be for long. The Afghan government was corrupt, and the Afghan army’s leadership stole money that was meant for supplies like food and fuel. Afghan commandos were abandoned on frontline posts for weeks without resupply.


The US and Afghan soldiers were preparing for a night raid to kill or capture a local Taliban commander when we left. A few days later, when we were back in Kabul, news broke that the raid had gone horribly wrong. The soldiers had gotten trapped in the village of Boz Kandahari and fought all night to get out alive. An AC-130 gunship attacked the village to help them escape, killing thirty-three civilians, including many children. In the morning, angry villagers paraded their tiny, bloodied, dusty bodies in the streets. Two American soldiers and three Afghan commandos were dead, and many others wounded.


The Pentagon still refused to discuss the role that SOF were playing in keeping Kunduz under government control and provided no explanation for the village raid, which the soldiers had told us aimed to capture or kill a local Taliban commander. The whole thing was framed as a training mission. “The service members came under fire during a train, advise and assist mission with our Afghan partners to clear a Taliban position and disrupt the group’s operations in Kunduz district,” a statement said.


I looked at the footage of the grieving families carrying their dead children and found it hard to square with the kindness we had seen from the US soldiers in Kunduz.


The Wall Street Journal published the Kunduz story soon after, describing the role played by Special Forces in the recapture of the city and in the broader fight to save several other provinces also on the brink, such as Helmand, Uruzgan, Farah, and Baghlan. The newly elected president, Donald Trump, we predicted, would be faced with a tough choice: escalate the secret war, or allow Afghanistan to slip out of grasp.


A few days later, I received a letter from the grieving mother-in-law of one of the US soldiers killed in that raid, Captain Andrew D. Byers. Her daughter had opened the paper and read our article, which was dated November 18, 2016. The two had been married for seven years. The mother-in-law wrote:


Andy is a casualty of a policy without clear purpose, in a seemingly endless war. It is easy to want to make heroes out of people in this circumstance. The term hero is too strong. What is worth noting is that there are men and women who choose to serve, and in many ways, give up their freedom by serving.


Andy was a soldier, doing his job with honor. He embodied respect, responsibility, and hard work. These qualities are becoming more difficult to identify in a world where being a victim is esteemed.


Thank you for the commentary that highlights the need for those who govern to consider the impact of the war. What a sad way for our country to lose good people.


—Laura Crites


Back in Afghanistan, we felt the losses at home as well. Toryalai, one of our drivers, lost his twenty-one-year-old brother, who had worked with the National Directorate of Security, the Afghan intelligence agency, in Kunduz. The kid was ordered out on a mission and shot dead by a sniper. I visited their family home with the Journal bureau staff and went to the women’s side with our cleaning ladies, known as khalas or aunties, to meet the grieving mother and sister. Everywhere, women were wailing. The khalas immediately started crying as well. The war had taken a toll on everyone. The cries coming from the women weren’t about a single loss. They contained all their losses, the decades of war, and the losses to come—the helplessness of it all.


I thought about the number of Afghan forces killed in the war that year—was it five thousand? Or eight thousand? I tried to imagine the grief that I was witnessing in our driver’s home, multiplied a thousand times, day after day, year after year. How could one country contain so much grief? I thought about how the US military officials and diplomats informally called the casualty rates among the Afghan army and police “unsustainable.” This one death seemed unsustainable to me.


Today, casualty figures in Afghanistan are a closely guarded secret to avoid hurting morale. But in the first four years of the new mission that was launched in 2015, some forty-five thousand Afghan army troops and police officers were reportedly killed. Most Americans have forgotten the war in Afghanistan. But to the soldiers I write about in this book, who have served multiple deployments there in service of the War on Terror, Afghanistan is like a second home.


US SOF keep the country intact, providing just enough support through airstrikes and joint operations to prevent the Taliban from seizing major cities. Their sacrifices, such as they are, remain unsung. The war continues in the shadows, the violence worsening by the day. The White House calls the SOF troops “advisers” instead of soldiers and describes battles like the ones fought in Kunduz as “training missions.” A handful of American soldiers give their lives each year in the same places: Nangarhar, Kunduz, Helmand, Kabul. The low number of American body bags keeps the war out of public debate, while little thought is given to the Afghan forces and civilians bearing the brunt of the violence year after year.


President Donald Trump inherited this mode of warfare and ramped it up to address the deteriorating conditions on the ground. Like his predecessor, he has struggled to extract himself from the Afghan war. The effort to negotiate a deal with the Taliban to withdraw all US troops was publicly rebuked by retired generals and diplomats, who warned of the risk that al Qaeda might resurge if the United States leaves Afghanistan. When an agreement was signed in February 2020, critics charged that it amounted to selling out the Afghan government and endangered the US investment in Afghanistan.


US troops are currently scheduled to depart Afghanistan in early 2021, but the conditions attached to the withdrawal leave open the possibility of prolonging the war beyond that date. Provisions such as certifying that the Taliban have broken ties with al Qaeda, or that violence has decreased, seem subjective at best. In addition, little progress has been made so far in starting a genuine dialogue between Afghan groups to end the conflict, another condition for the US withdrawal.


It’s not just Afghanistan. Historically, US SOF have been deployed all over the world, from Iraq and Syria to Libya and Yemen. A little-talked-about SOF mission still operates in the African countries of Niger and Mali against extremist groups linked to Islamic State, al Qaeda, and others. In all these battlefields, the complexity of local dynamics undercuts the simple good-versus-evil narrative. The conflicts are often fueled by scarcity of resources, tribal disputes, and long-standing ethnic rivalries left over from colonial eras. We in the media never question the counterterrorism argument, and so the wars continue in shadows with no end in sight.


“A perpetual war—through drones or Special Forces or troop deployments—will prove self-defeating, and alter our country in troubling ways,” President Obama said in a 2013 address promising to end the war in Afghanistan the following year.


But that’s exactly what he started.


US Special Forces led the invasion in 2001 to oust the Taliban and chase down the leader of al Qaeda, Osama bin Laden. Green Berets were the first to arrive in Afghanistan with the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) that year, riding over the mountains on horseback alongside Afghan warlords. Now, twenty years later, they are the ones still left on the front lines of the war.


Footnote


1 Statement by the president on the end of the combat mission in Afghanistan, December 28, 2014.
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WITHDRAWAL














CHAPTER 1


Back to War


HUTCH


MAJOR MICHAEL HUTCHINSON was at 3rd Special Forces Group (Airborne), Fort Bragg, North Carolina, preparing to deploy to Afghanistan in the summer of 2015. He was thirty-five and, with fair hair and blue eyes, still fresh-faced. The other soldiers called him Hutch. This would be his fifth combat deployment, counting three tours in Afghanistan and one in Iraq. He’d spent the last year in California, completing a degree in unconventional warfare at the Naval Postgraduate School in Monterey, where he wrote academic papers converting his experiences in Afghanistan into theory and passed easily. He had felt renewed after his time on the sunny California coast with his family. Now, however, he felt apprehensive about the upcoming deployment.


He had been promoted to commander of Charlie Company, 1st Battalion, 3rd Group. He was in charge of seven Special Forces teams. He thought of all the men that would depend on him on the battlefield and felt unsettled. Did he still have it in him to fight after having left the war behind? In California, he had focused on his family for the first time in years, bonding with his two daughters, who barely recognized him at first. He took them on trips to Hawaii and the Grand Canyon. They had a family membership at the Monterey Bay Aquarium and went shopping at farmers’ markets on the weekends.


He was glad the girls would have lasting memories of him, in case anything happened. But did he really still have the ability to act decisively in the fog of war? He always prepared for the possibility that he might not return and had made all the usual preparations. He had updated his will and had written letters to his wife and daughters in the event of his death. As he sat at the table at Green Ramp, Pope Army Airfield, playing cards with the family, he tried to push his thoughts away and concentrate on their last moments together. But the disquiet persisted.


He had promised his wife, Tina, that this deployment to Afghanistan would be different from the years of hardship he’d spent at remote outposts. US Special Forces were deploying as part of the new Resolute Support training mission, and they were expected to have very limited exposure now that the combat role was officially over. The soldiers were there to support the handover to Afghan forces before all remaining US troops withdrew the following year. Still, a familiar scene was playing out in the waiting area, where families and friends spent their last moments together until the loudspeaker called their flight. Infants cried, and mothers bounced them on a hip. Some wives and girlfriends looked tearful. It was a matter of odds; there was always someone that didn’t make it back.


He was known in the battalion for leading a Special Forces team, a unit known as an Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA),1 during the Village Stability Operations (VSO) at the war’s peak in 2010–2012. He was the captain of ODA 3325, which operated out of Firebase Shkin in a remote part of Paktika province near the border with Pakistan. It was located at seventy-seven hundred feet over an infiltration route for the Taliban, accessible only by dirt track. Soldiers compared it to a Wild West fort. His team identified itself with a patch bearing a Viking braid and the Greek letter lambda, the symbol worn by the Spartans, which reflected both ferocity and endurance. And just about everyone had it tattooed on themselves somewhere.


The team’s job was to recruit friendly militias to fight the Taliban in Paktika and to secure an economic corridor to offer an alternative to violence. Hutch had to immerse himself in local tribal dynamics. The US military’s chosen partner was a local warlord known as Commander Azizullah, who had been named chief of police. Their first major battlefield success came by mistake, after they got lost in the mountains in April 2010, only a few weeks after arriving.


Hutch stopped the convoy, which was led by one of Azizullah’s men, and examined his GPS-enabled Blue Force Tracker map that was supposed to identify friendly and hostile forces. He mapped a route through the thick forest back to their camp. The trucks resumed moving single file, and drove directly into a clearing where men were setting up a camp. Some were in Adidas track pants; others wore the traditional Afghan tunic known as a salwar kameez. There was a group lighting a fire and another setting up a tripod for mortars. Taliban.


Before he could give orders, his men opened fire in all directions, chasing down fleeing Taliban with their trucks. It was chaos. Hutch was almost shot by one of his own soldiers. The group’s favored weapon was a dual-mounted M240 machine gun, fed by two belts and affectionately called “the Twins.” He counted eleven dead Taliban when the battle was over, including some carrying foreign passports: Uzbeks and Tajiks, who had likely reinforced the locals for the summer. The rest were Afghans.


News of their success ran up the chain. Generals cited it as an example of how the VSO was supposed to work. The program aimed to secure rural areas by winning the support of villages in remote areas, where conventional forces did not go. Working with native forces was exactly what Special Forces were designed to do.2


To Hutch, serving during the VSO was more than just a job. Over three years of back-to-back tours in Paktika, he began copying the gestures of elders in village shuras (meetings or consultations). When they prayed, he bowed down too. He wasn’t a Muslim, but he felt part of the community. When it was time to leave, like many other soldiers, his sense of self was skewed. He felt foreign at home and as though he was simply going through the motions of family life. It took him a long time to leave the mud-brick Afghan villages behind, but he’d done it.


Awaiting departure at Fort Bragg in 2015, Hutch roused himself from his memories. After the long break in California, he didn’t know if he could do it all over again. But, he thought, conditions in Afghanistan were different now. He’d spend most of his time at a desk or in meetings in Kabul, far from the battlefield, ensuring that the teams ran smoothly and major infrastructure remained under government control. Combat operations were banned. The war was over.


HUTCH’S WIFE, TINA, who sat across from him with her long, dark hair sweeping over her shoulders, looked down at the cards in her lap, and tried not to think too hard. They had started playing Texas Hold ’Em as a family during power outages in California, and it had become a ritual. Other families sat around them, wives and children waiting for soldiers to deploy. She was eager to get out of there.


She hated lengthy goodbyes. It was like she and the other moms were playing a game of chicken to see whose child would cry first. The soldiers took off for remote corners of the world, and the women were left with a chorus of wailing toddlers, not knowing if or when their husbands and boyfriends would come back. Their daughters were six and eight now, old enough to understand how long an eight-month deployment really lasted.


Tina had refined the process of waiting into a fine art, and the girls would have to learn too. She planned to fill the time with activities, trips, and school events, breaking down the June-to-February deployment into increments, like a relay race. She felt extremely sad and tired but chalked it up to moving home and their time in California coming to an end. It was the longest she and Hutch had spent together since college.


She had met Hutch in his second year at West Point, at a formal ball, before the concept of war had seemed real to either of them. The cadets attended in uniform, and their dates wore fancy dresses. She had gone with a friend as someone else’s blind date, but Hutch immediately fell for her. She was dressed in black and looked incredibly exotic to him. Friends had warned her that he was an excessive partier, so she resisted his advances as advised and refused to surrender her phone number.


Hutch was enamored with the idea of warrior culture at West Point, which involved drinking, partying hard, and fighting to the death, though at that point neither he nor his classmates had ever seen a war. After much persuasion, he finally managed to extract Tina’s AOL messenger handle and spent six months wooing her before he managed to get her phone number. She made him laugh. He was hooked. The next time they met, with a group of friends at a dive bar in Manhattan, they spent the night deep in conversation, oblivious to everyone else.


Hutch watched the September 11 attacks happen on live TV while he was in class at West Point. He had just attended the Affirmation Ceremony, a rite of passage for cadets that committed them to at least five years of military service. He later watched the invasion of Iraq while sitting on Tina’s couch; she was in college, and they weren’t yet married. It hadn’t meant much then. It still wasn’t real. He hadn’t even decided to try out for the Green Berets at that point.


He graduated from West Point with a degree in Middle Eastern Studies and Arabic, and deployed to Ramadi, Iraq, soon afterward. It didn’t take long for him to abandon his romantic notions about war—that happened during his first deployment in 2004, when it seemed that their only strategy was to drive around and wait for something to hit them so they could fight back. When he tried out his Arabic on the locals, they would look perplexed or run off to find the guy that had lived in Germany and spoke some English so they could communicate.


He learned that shrapnel and bullet trajectories didn’t follow the rules he’d studied in class. One soldier survived a bullet that shot clean through his helmet but barely grazed his head, while another was decapitated by shrapnel—from a bomb blast that didn’t even hit his vehicle. The soldiers were afraid. Deaths and injuries whittled down their numbers, and fighting alienated the people they were supposed to be securing.


After the bitter experience in Iraq, Hutch decided to give military life another chance and try out for the Green Berets, which he hoped would allow him to train in a foreign language and use his understanding of local culture and history to be more effective. He hadn’t even known that Special Forces really existed until meeting some of their members at West Point. They were a legendary division that inserted behind enemy lines and worked alongside native forces in small, independent teams. Tina encouraged him to apply. He wanted the freedom to make decisions and interact with local populations.


He went through Special Forces Assessment and Selection, one of the most grueling selection processes in the army, alongside one of his classmates from West Point. They competed against each other at every step. Hutch admired him for his sharp mind and athleticism. Hutch was sure that his classmate would make the cut. He wasn’t so sure about his own chances. But the soldiers were separated into two groups at the end—pass and fail—and Hutch saw his classmate standing next to him.


“Thank god,” he thought. “If he’s standing here, I must be through.”


The Special Forces Qualification Course, known as Q-Course, included foreign-language training and took up to two years to complete. It was a multistage program for entry to the US Army Special Forces. Hutch graduated from the captain’s career course and was assigned to 3rd Group. It was historically oriented toward Africa but had turned to the Middle East and Central Asia to cope with the demands of fighting the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.


Hutch had found his place in the Green Berets. He’d been interested in the military since childhood. He had read about every war in his father’s Encyclopaedia Britannica and had joined the military book club at thirteen, absorbing everything from military manuals to war-related literary classics. The scale and drama of war seemed so powerful, beyond any other human experience. The people and battles that shaped the fate of nations seemed much more exciting than anything on offer in his hometown of Peoria, Illinois.


His father, an accountant, was strict with money. The family’s only extravagances were sending Hutch and his brother to a private Catholic school and indulging in some travel between school terms. The family’s history of military service was limited to Hutch’s grandfather, who had been drafted against his will during World War II and sent to fight the Nazis in Europe. When Hutch announced plans to go to West Point, the prestigious military academy, both his parents protested against him joining the army.


His father relented eventually and took him to spend the night at West Point to try out life as a cadet. Hutch was thrilled. He submitted his application to the local congressman, and recruiters asked him just one question during the physical test: How many pull-ups did you do? Pull-ups happened to be his greatest strength. He had done twenty-three. The aides put him at the top of the list.


He called it one of many times that luck had prevailed in his life.


At Pope Army Airfield that summer afternoon in 2015, as the plane waited on the tarmac, Tina said goodbye. She and Hutch were among the few couples that had survived the steady pace of deployments through the years. She was used to him leaving but realized that she felt sadder than usual this time. When he was finally called to board, she hugged him, kissed him, and took the two girls back to the car. Kate, the youngest, started crying and didn’t stop for the entire twenty-minute journey home.


Hutch was off, heading first to Jordan and then assigned to another military flight bound for Bagram Airfield in Afghanistan.


Footnotes


1 In movies and popular culture, a Special Forces team may be better known as an “A-Team.”


2 But in Afghanistan, military alliances are fickle. The VSO program was effective in some places but fueled long-standing grievances in others. A short timeline further undercut the mission. The UN and other rights groups recorded a catalog of abuses linked to US-backed militias, including the militia led by Azizullah and trained by Hutch’s team.














CHAPTER 2


The Helmand Job


CALEB


CALEB BREWER was excited about the upcoming trip to Afghanistan. It would be his first combat tour as a Green Beret, and he had just qualified as an intelligence sergeant. Although he was new, it was a senior position on the team. He was almost thirty, with light brown hair and blue eyes, and he looked more like a surfer than a soldier. He knew his work wouldn’t change the course of the war, but he was eager to make a difference and help the Afghan commandos.


Caleb’s team was part of the National Guard’s 19th Group. They trained in Utah’s Rocky Mountains, and, like him, many of its members were experienced climbers. The high altitude and cold weather created conditions similar to those found in Afghanistan’s vast Hindu Kush mountain range. When they found out they had been assigned to Helmand as part of a last-minute reshuffle, the group of climbers laughed. They were going to a part of Afghanistan with no mountains.


Helmand was a vast, mostly desert province fed by a large river that irrigated farmland used to grow poppies, and it held a deep emotional significance for the US military, particularly the US Marine Corps. It was the focus of the eighteen-month surge authorized by President Obama, which had brought the US presence in Afghanistan to a peak of one hundred thousand troops in 2011. The surge aimed to turn the tide against the Taliban after the insurgency had made gains while the US was focused on Iraq. But the Taliban fought hard to control the narcotics-smuggling routes that sustained the insurgency. By the time the last US troops left the province in 2014, more than 450 US Marines and soldiers had died in battles for the villages running along the Helmand River.


Despite US efforts to curb poppy farming, output in Helmand province alone exceeded that of the entire country of Myanmar, the next major producer after Afghanistan. By mid-2015, Helmand was mostly under Taliban control once again. The local government had a presence in the provincial capital and district centers but exerted little control over the population and was widely believed to profit from the booming narcotics trade in the province.


After four months of preparation for the mission, including three at Camp Williams in Utah and a final month of collective training at Fort Bragg in North Carolina, a serious rift had emerged between team members and leadership. Some of the more experienced team members complained that the team’s leaders were ignoring their input, and that the training scenarios were poorly designed and would put them in danger. They also warned the lack of cultural training could put them at risk of an insider attack, when Afghans turned on their American partners, sometimes for as little as a perceived slight against their honor.


Caleb was concerned, but he said nothing and focused on his role of gathering intelligence to prepare his team for the deployment. He was an optimist by nature and tried to focus on the positive. He had become a Green Beret to make a difference, to operate at the tip of the spear, and this was his chance. In Afghanistan, each team was tasked to work with a partner force of elite Afghan commandos, or with one of the specialized police units, and was expected to function with minimal supervision to achieve its goals for the campaign.


Caleb’s team, ODA 9123, belonged to Bravo Company, based in Utah, but they were deploying as an attachment to Alpha Company, based in Washington State. Alpha Company was short of complete teams. The National Guard companies of the US Army Special Forces were always short-staffed because the soldiers led civilian lives and sometimes fell behind on their certifications or had other commitments.


Alpha Company commander Major Ronnie Gabriel was their new boss. Caleb happened to know Maj. Gabriel from the Special Forces Qualification Course. He didn’t discuss his concerns about unity on the team out of loyalty to his teammates. The team was handpicked for the deployment, and dynamics were best handled internally. ODAs, or A-Teams, were the building blocks of the Special Forces, and there were usually six to a company. Each one was coded with a four-digit number, and every job on the twelve-man team was coded with a number and letter. The intelligence sergeant was the 18F or “Fox.”


Caleb felt like everything in his life was falling into place after a succession of experiments, including a trip to Iraq with the US Army, a stint in the police, and two unfinished college degrees.


When he departed his home in Tucson, Arizona, Caleb found it hard to say goodbye to Ashley, his wife, and their daughters. The youngest was barely six months old. He tried not to think about all the milestones he’d miss. Ashley was a force of nature. She had resolved to be independent at an early age. She studied engineering, got a job straight out of college, and had bought a house by age twenty-one. Even with Caleb gone for most of the year, she felt confident about juggling two small children and a job. There wasn’t a problem she couldn’t solve. It was just how she operated.


Caleb said that he knew from day one, the moment he saw Ashley in the hallway during their senior year in high school, “Yep, she’s the one.” Their first date was dinner at Red Lobster, after which they went back to her house to watch Super Troopers. Caleb got a job at the same pizza place where she worked, just to have the opportunity to flirt with her and show off. It worked. Ashley joked that he didn’t know how good-looking he was when they started dating. Caleb teased that she only liked him for his car: a ’67 baby-blue Mustang. They married in Hawaii several years later.


Ashley hadn’t worried much about Caleb’s tour in Iraq because he wasn’t on the front lines. This new assignment was a different story. Even so, she had supported his decision to join the Green Berets and his recent talk of transferring to active duty. Caleb found it hard to hold down a day job and keep up with the long list of 19th Group premobilization requirements. There were medical training, language proficiency, close-air-support certification, and a zillion other things. He had to travel from their home in Arizona to Utah for each training. At least if he was an active duty soldier, his family could live near the base, and the steady paycheck would help.


IN AUGUST 2015, Caleb flew with his team to Kandahar Airfield in southern Afghanistan and spent the night there before traveling to Camp Antonik in Helmand province for the handover with 7th Group. US Special Forces maintained an on/off presence at Camp Antonik; officially, the mission didn’t exist, because the United States was supposed to have left Helmand a year earlier. The old US military headquarters, Camp Leatherneck, once home to forty thousand people, was now a ghost town. The Afghan army didn’t have the resources to maintain the base.


The 7th Group soldiers seemed dismissive. Caleb thought they respected his team less because they were part of the National Guard. The handover operation, also known as the relief in place, should have lasted several days, but it was over in hours. He got a thirty-minute briefing with their Fox, the intelligence sergeant, who answered questions and then left for Kandahar Airfield. Caleb’s takeaway from the conversation was that things were going badly and were expected to get worse.


In the spring, the Taliban had made sweeping gains in several districts. They had surrounded the provincial capital, Lashkar Gah. In Kajaki, they were encroaching on an unfinished $260 million USAID1 project to expand an existing hydroelectric dam. In Sangin, they had come close to seizing the governor’s office, and in Musa Qala, they had set the district headquarters on fire. The Taliban had captured the district center of Now Zad and raised the white Islamic Emirate flag over the administrative buildings only a month prior to the arrival of Caleb’s team.


Morale was low among Afghan security forces. The Taliban dictated when and where battles took place. The Afghan army, unable to rely on conventional forces or the police to hold ground, instead pushed the elite commando units out to the checkpoints. But without US air support, casualties among the Afghan commandos, who were partnered with US Special Forces, were surging as well, and the commandos resented being used like cannon fodder. The Fox warned Caleb to watch out for an insider attack, fueled by resentment.


Caleb thought the situation in Helmand resembled a giant game of Risk. He wasn’t surprised that the calculations for the Afghan commandos had changed. Their fate didn’t align with the Americans’ any longer; their allegiance was to their families and their tribes. He didn’t blame them for feeling abandoned. His optimism was already beginning to drain. The province had refused to be pacified by twenty thousand US Marines. What was one ODA spread across all of Helmand supposed to do?


Nor was Caleb surprised when the team’s captain announced that Camp Antonik in Helmand was to be their permanent home, and there would be no more trips back to Kandahar Airfield. The US Army Special Forces battalion wanted them to keep an eye on things. There were serious concerns that the Taliban could capture Helmand before the end of the year. Camp Antonik had been stripped of basic amenities because it was meant for expeditionary missions only, not as a permanent base. It was missing key resources like reliable generators and working vehicles, so getting it up and running was their first, and urgent, task.


Footnote


1 USAID stands for the United States Agency for International Development, an independent agency of the federal government responsible for administrating civilian and foreign aid.














CHAPTER 3


Gridlock in Washington


PETER LAVOY had worked at the White House as senior director for South Asia at the National Security Council since April 2015. He was a tall, polished man who favored tailored suits, a rarity in Washington, brightened with a red or pink tie. He came from the intelligence community and had recently worked out of CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, at the National Intelligence Council.


At the White House, he had the unenviable task of coordinating the various government agencies on US policy in South Asia, a region that included Afghanistan. He considered himself something of a veteran in policy-making circles, and yet the disunity among the departments and agencies over the White House’s plan to bring all US troops home surprised him. He made it his goal to get everyone to agree on the way forward and began to prepare a review of the policy.


President Obama had mapped out the US timeline for Afghanistan in a Rose Garden address the year prior. He said the United States would decrease its presence to ninety-eight hundred troops by 2015, reduce that number by around half during the year, and reach a normal, embassy-only presence in 2016. The Department of Defense was making a case for delaying the withdrawal, and the CIA and State Department were also pushing for some form of expanded presence. The national security adviser, Susan Rice, was strongly opposed to any idea that did not constitute withdrawing all US troops before the president left office.


Lavoy had worked on Afghanistan intermittently during his career in the intelligence community and at the Pentagon, and he took the view that the terrorist threat—the reason the United States had invaded in the first place—was still strong enough to warrant a continuation of the mission. He was especially concerned by the rise of militants linked to Islamic State, who pledged allegiance to the main group in Iraq and Syria. The United States had withdrawn all its troops from Iraq in 2011, and swaths of the country had fallen under Islamic State control.
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