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Praise


‘A riveting journalistic account of Bowe Bergdahl’s disastrous – and weirdly poignant – choice to walk off his military base in Afghanistan . . . A spectacularly good book about an incredibly painful and important topic’


Sebastian Junger, author of Tribe and War


‘Matt Farwell and Michael Ames have written a vitally important book. As an account of Bowe Bergdahl’s captivity and eventual release, American Cipher is compelling. Yet it’s the backstory that really matters: The crippling dysfunction that permeates the U.S. war effort in Afghanistan, beginning in the combat zone and extending all the way back to Washington’


Andrew Bacevich, author of Twilight of the American Century


‘This excellent book is a cautionary tale about what happens when a confused and misguided young soldier is sent off to fight for an equally confused and misguided foreign policy’


Karl Marlantes, author of Matterhorn


‘Bowe Bergdahl’s story should be required reading for all Americans, illuminating as it does so many aspects of an ill-conceived conflict. American Cipher shines a cold, clear light not just on an unending war, but also on the society that pays for it in countless ways. A fascinating book’


Andrew Cockburn, author of Kill Chain


‘Matt Farwell and Michael Ames brilliantly reconstruct Bowe Bergdahl’s journey and provide a damning portrait of America’s role in Afghanistan, revealing the larger truth of why the U.S. has failed and why the war means unending tragedy for the Afghan people. American Cipher is haunting and moving, a deeply human study of an inhuman conflict. It is one of the most important books I’ve read about the Afghan war’


Anand Gopal, author of No Good Men Among the Living


‘After his capture by Islamic terrorists, during five years of imprisonment at undisclosed locations across the border of Pakistan, every moment in Bowe Bergdahl’s existence became fodder for controversy at an international level. The authors present compelling, convincing evidence that addresses each specific controversial element . . . An unsettling and riveting book filled with the mysteries of human nature’


Kirkus




To Dr. Hannah Tyson and Michael Hastings


—Matt Farwell


For my mom, my friend:


Elyse Ames (1941–2017)


—Michael Ames
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PROLOGUE


Five years and five weeks after he walked alone and unarmed into the Afghanistan night, Sergeant Bowe Bergdahl was scheduled for an interview with the U.S. Army general investigating his crime. They met at eight in the morning in Building 268 on Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio, Texas. Bergdahl’s civilian attorney, Eugene Fidell, a Yale Law School professor and military justice historian, accompanied him. Major General Kenneth Dahl sat across from them. In an adjoining room, the Army stenographer began the recording.


“Sergeant Bergdahl, obviously I’m reading you your rights warning certificate because I am the investigating officer conducting an Army Regulation 15-6 investigation. You are the subject of that investigation. Your suspected offenses are absent without leave and desertion.”


Bergdahl listened, motionless.


“Before I ask you any questions, you must understand your rights. Number one, you do not have to answer my questions or say anything. Do you understand that?”


“Yes,” Bergdahl said.


“If you would just initial number one,” said Dahl, pointing to the form. Bowe Robert Bergdahl wrote his initials—BRB.


“Number two, anything you say or do can be used as evidence against you in a criminal trial. Now do you understand that?”


“Yes.”


“I don’t mean to insult your intelligence, but it’s better to be thorough up front,” the general explained.


“Understood, sir.”


With the paperwork complete, Dahl continued, “It’s great that you’re home, welcome home. Everybody is glad you’re home. And now there is an opportunity to hear your story.”


Bergdahl sat up straight. His square frame filled the shoulders of his drab green civilian shirt. Even in street clothes, he looked every bit the soldier. “Let me just start by leaving it open-ended and ask you to relax, get comfortable,” Dahl tried. “You have to be eager and anxious to tell your story. . . . So here’s an opportunity for you, and I will turn it over to you.”


The twenty-eight-year-old sergeant did not move.


“Relax,” said Fidell.


“Yes, absolutely,” Dahl said.


“You look tense,” Fidell said.


“Take as much time as you want,” Dahl offered. “You can lean back and relax.”


“If I lean back, it hurts my back,” Bergdahl said, but did not explain why.


The country seemed to have already made up its mind. Bergdahl was a national disgrace, the loudest voices said—a coward and a deserter at the very least, a traitor to many, and probably a de facto member of the Taliban. (“Tali-Bowe” was a popular moniker on social media.) The prisoner swap that freed Bergdahl in exchange for five high-value Taliban detainees at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, was a rotten deal; according to one poll, 43 percent of Americans felt it was “the wrong thing to do.” The night of Bergdahl’s release, Donald Trump, whose political aspirations were only hypothetical at the time, tweeted: “At some point Sgt. Bergdahl will have to explain his capture. In 2009 he simply wandered off his base without a weapon. Many questions!” Bergdahl’s hometown of Hailey, Idaho (population: 8,000), announced a celebration party. When the city hall and several businesses were deluged by hundreds of threats by phone and email, and after the local police chief was warned of an imminent invasion from two thousand protesting patriotic bikers, the party was canceled. Bowe wasn’t the only target—his family was placed under FBI protection as rumors swirled that his father, Bob Bergdahl, was a closet Muslim. Time magazine asked, “Was He Worth It?”


To the Pentagon, Sergeant Bergdahl was a public relations disaster. After fourteen years of war, the last thing the Army needed was for all the soldiers who thought the war was dumb to walk off. Dahl was a fifty-two-year-old career officer and a two-star major general expecting a third star. The Army was his life—his West Point sweetheart and wife of thirty-one years, Lieutenant Colonel Celia FlorCruz, was a decorated helicopter pilot—and this investigation, a once-in-a-generation event for the Army, had the potential to ruin his career. His report would be scrutinized at the highest levels of the Pentagon and amplified by the loudest megaphones in the media. But “the 15-16” was also a formal, legal process codified by Army regulations. In short, it was his job, and Dahl intended to do it right.


For the prior fifty-two days, since the chief of staff of the Army had assigned him this task, Dahl had been trying to get inside the head of the enigmatic twenty-three-year-old Army private who was now a traumatized twenty-eight-year-old former prisoner. Dahl talked to dozens of government and military officials who had worked the case; he conferred with teams at the Pentagon and at Central Command (CENTCOM) in Tampa and with Army personnel in Germany, Afghanistan, and San Antonio. He read Bergdahl’s psychological evaluations and met with his doctors and the experts who debriefed him. He studied classified FBI analyses. He watched the proof-of-life videos filmed by the Haqqani Network in Pakistani safe houses and videos recorded by U.S. intelligence officers in Afghanistan and Germany after Bergdahl’s recovery. He spoke with officers at the United States Coast Guard, with whom Bergdahl had briefly attended basic training in 2006. He met with Bergdahl’s older sister, Sky, and her husband, Lieutenant Commander Michael Albrecht, an Annapolis graduate and naval aviator. He spoke by phone with Bergdahl’s parents in Idaho and also met Kim Dellacorva, the soldier’s surrogate godmother. He chatted for hours with Bergdahl’s friends, twentysomethings working at coffee shops in Oregon and Idaho. He questioned the soldiers who went to Army basic training with him at Fort Benning, and he spoke with his company and battalion commanders from Afghanistan.


Why had he just walked off? Who was he? There were no clear answers. Bergdahl was a code no one had cracked. When Dahl interviewed each of the twenty-three soldiers in 2nd Platoon, Blackfoot Company, who were on OP Mest when Bergdahl vanished, he heard twenty-three theories:


He was going to walk to China, or to India, where he would be “a shadow in the mountains and kill bad people and help children.” Or he wanted to walk to Russia, so he could join the mob. One soldier couldn’t recall the details, but knew that Bergdahl “was going on an incredible adventure.”


As General Dahl neared the deadline to submit his report to his superiors at the Pentagon, he confronted the same impasse as the officers assigned to the case five years earlier: Motive was the mystery.


“If you want to stand, you can stand. If you want to get up and stretch, you can stretch,” the general said to Bergdahl. “This is not intended to be a miserable experience. It’s not an interrogation. . . . This is an informal investigation; it’s a fact-finding mission.”


Bergdahl had cooperated up to this point. At Bagram Airfield north of Kabul, at Landstuhl Regional Medical Center in Germany, and at the Brooke Army Medical Center in South Texas, he gave answers that satisfied, and in most cases impressed, the survival experts, intelligence analysts, and FBI agents who questioned him.


“Don’t feel like this is about catching you,” Dahl said. “I don’t expect you to have a perfect memory.”


“I understand,” Bergdahl finally replied. “Just a question: Is there a specific point where you want to start, because if you want the story, it doesn’t just start that day.”


“Sure,” Dahl said. “Does it start before you joined the Army, or does it start when you joined the Army?”


“I’d say it probably started before I joined the Army.”




ACT I.


A FANTASTIC PLAN




ONE


LITTLE AMERICA


After a couple of semesters at the University of California, Santa Barbara, Bob Bergdahl knew that college wasn’t for him. His parents had taught him to read widely and stay informed, and though he had plans to major in anthropology, he was also a nationally ranked cyclist with his eyes on the Olympics and didn’t see much sense in spending more time in classrooms listening to professors explain what he could learn on his own. The Bergdahls of 1960s Santa Monica were a family of brainy athletes—all-American California Republicans. Bob’s mother volunteered for presidential candidate Barry Goldwater, and in their liberal, Jewish Santa Monica neighborhood, Bob’s father was the only guy on the block wearing a Nixon button. Robert Bergdahl Sr. had been an all-star blocking back for the UCLA Bruins, played in two Rose Bowls, and returned to coach eight seasons after he graduated. Bob’s sister was a nationally ranked swimmer and an alternate for the 1972 Summer Olympics in Munich when she was just sixteen years old.


Bob was on a similar path. By his senior year in high school his family had moved to Santa Barbara, and he had become one of the fastest road and track cyclists in the country. After qualifying for the U.S. Junior World team in 1978, he trained alongside future three-time Tour de France champion Greg LeMond and Chris Carmichael, who would go on to a career as Lance Armstrong’s personal coach.


As much as he liked road racing, Bob was better on the track, where the velodrome and the track bike’s fixed gears demanded intense focus. At seventy miles per hour, one uneven pedal stroke could send him careening into the walls; just slowing down required a coordinated resistance against the inertia of the machine. After winning several Olympic development races in California, the U.S. Cycling Federation invited him to Colorado Springs, Colorado, to train with the development team ahead of the 1980 Summer Olympics in Moscow. He was more focused than at any time in his life, and it looked as if he might qualify, until Friday night, January 4, 1980, when current events collided with his Olympic dream.


Networks cut away from prime-time programming for President Jimmy Carter’s live national address from the Oval Office. On Christmas Day, fifty thousand troops of the Soviet 40th Army had invaded “the small, nonaligned, sovereign nation of Afghanistan.” Moscow, Carter said, was “attempting to conquer the fiercely independent Muslim people of that country.”


Protests, many organized and encouraged by American and Western intelligence agencies, erupted in capitals across Europe and the Muslim world. In Bangladesh, a mob stormed the gated campus of the Soviet Cultural Center. Muslim demonstrators marched with dirty sandals tied to placards threatening Soviet Prime Minister Leonid Brezhnev’s life. In London, the crowds carried signs that read:




RUSSIANS ARE INVADERS


LET AFGHANS CHOOSE THEIR OWN GOVERNMENT


NO EAST NO WEST—ISLAM IS THE BEST





Publicly, the White House shared in the outrage. From the Oval Office, Carter warned the Soviets about the dangers of empire building: “History teaches, perhaps, very few clear lessons. But surely one such lesson learned by the world at great cost is that aggression, unopposed, becomes a contagious disease.” Claiming that Soviet militarism endangered the lives of athletes and spectators in Moscow, Carter threatened an Olympic boycott. The White House was already preoccupied with Afghanistan’s neighbor to the west; at Christmastime, more than fifty Americans remained hostage inside the U.S. Embassy in Tehran, and Carter didn’t have many good options in either country.


Four years after the fall of Saigon, another American war in Asia was unthinkable. Looking for any political leverage they could find, the White House and CIA saw potential in Islamic fundamentalism, and framed the anti-Soviet sentiments spreading across the Muslim world as inherently pro-democracy. By summertime, Carter’s Olympic boycott had swelled to sixty countries.


But privately, in the corridors of the Pentagon, the CIA, and Capitol Hill, the Soviet invasion was a welcome development, and had come as no surprise. Six months earlier, on July 3, 1979, Carter’s national security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, had encouraged the president to begin arming a network of loosely affiliated Pashtun tribal militias already fighting the Soviets from their homeland along the Afghan-Pakistani border. In notes Brzezinski handed Carter that day, he predicted that the Muslim rebels could lure the Soviets into an “Afghan trap.”


Brzezinski saw cycles of history at work. Afghanistan was a storied battleground, the “graveyard of empires” where the great powers of nineteenth-century Europe played their Great Game. If the Russians were foolish enough to drift into an Afghan quagmire, Washington was happy to pull them in deeper. Weeks after the Christmas invasion, Brzezinski flew to Pakistan to recruit and coordinate a wider international effort. Afghanistan’s eastern neighbor had a vital self-interest in the American plan, and its spy agency, the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), was the only government entity in the world with influence over the Pashtun tribes in its western provinces. The U.S.-and Pakistani-led coalition recruited support from Egypt, the U.K., China, and Saudi Arabia. The Saudis agreed to match American investment dollar for dollar.


The CIA had its assignment. Working with Britain’s MI6, Pakistan’s ISI, and the Saudi General Intelligence Directorate (GID), Langley initiated what would become an unprecedented covert war. Operation Cyclone, as the agency named it, was a hit with the incoming Reagan administration, which began funding the secret program at $700 million per year, or roughly 80 percent of the entire annual budget for the agency’s paramilitary operations. The money was spent on everything from arms and training to propaganda and bundles of cash for the tribal warlords the CIA and ISI identified as their most effective proxies. The CIA sourced weapons for the mujahideen—Arabic for “holy warrior”—from a variety of black markets, eventually including the Soviet Army itself, which, as Brzezinski later noted, became so corrupt that Moscow could not keep track of its own profligate war machine.


Decades earlier, Afghanistan had also been a laboratory for gentler experiments of American Cold War influence. The primary example could be found in Lashkar Gah, the capital of Helmand Province and, from the mid-1940s to the late 1970s, the site of an economic, agricultural, and social engineering project known as “Little America.” On the bleak southern desert flatlands, a Levittown-esque housing development blossomed by the confluence of the Helmand and Arghandab Rivers. A vast irrigation plan, built around two earthen dams, would bring water to farms and villages across more than five hundred square miles of desert. The American initiative with the New Deal–inspired name—the Helmand and Arghandab Valley Authority—included more than a thousand miles of new roads, three hundred miles of canals, and a town that featured a Bollywood movie theater and the country’s only coed high school. For the heavy construction and dam building, USAID contracted with the Boise, Idaho–based engineering firm Morrison-Knudsen. Southern Idaho, like Afghanistan, is a land of high-mountain rivers flowing into desert plains, and before the state was settled, it, too, had required hundreds of square miles of irrigation—the federal government had hired Morrison-Knudsen for those as well.


If Lashkar Gah and the flowing waters of Helmand’s irrigation canals stood as goodwill monuments of American influence, Operation Cyclone brought more complex dividends. Before the Soviet withdrawal in 1989, Washington would funnel somewhere between $4 billion and $5 billion into the effort. The majority poured into the tribal territories along the Afghan-Pakistani border, where, along with rifles and bullets, it also funded religious propaganda and the construction of Islamic schools (or madrassas) to help spread the strains of a violent, and at the time, fringe Islamic ideology.


Before its end, the Russian occupation would trigger one of the largest refugee crises in recorded history. About six million Afghans (roughly one-third of the country’s total population) fled in the exodus, most of them to refugee camps in Iran and Pakistan. In southeastern Paktika Province, at least 77,000 refugees crossed the border to camps in Miran Shah and Peshawar. The Soviets attempted to win over those who remained by building roads and funding development projects, including a dam in Mota Khan, just north of a Soviet Army garrison outside of Sharana, the provincial capital. But their efforts were doomed from the start: Paktika was crisscrossed by mujahideen “ratlines,” the supply routes that sustained the insurgency. Moscow learned the hard way that no overarching authority, and certainly not one imposed by a foreign empire, could secure those smuggling routes or win over the allegiances of villagers living alongside them.


The Soviet war’s most enduring legacies, however, could be found in western Pakistan. With money and assistance from wealthy Saudi families (including the bin Laden construction dynasty) and the GID, the Pakistanis turned the Afghan refugee crisis into a strategic opportunity. Young Afghan men were recruited from the overfilled settlements along the border in Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). Properly indoctrinated in mujahideen camps and madrassas, they were sent back to infiltrate the Afghan battlefields. No matter how many insurgent fighters the Soviets killed, the Pakistani operation supplied more. It was a simulacra of the Soviet and Chinese efforts in the Vietnam War’s safe havens of Laos and Cambodia, an irony not lost on the Pentagon. A 1989 Army report made the point clear: The Soviets’ failure to learn from the U.S. example “caused them to make many of the same errors.”


The seed Brzezinski planted with Carter grew into the largest and longest covert operation in U.S. history. Who Washington recruited to the Afghan insurgency, or by what methods, was secondary to what Brzezinski identified as the greater purpose: “to make the Soviets bleed for as much and as long as possible.”


Half a world away, his ambitions stymied by geopolitical events beyond his control, Bob Bergdahl decided it was time to move on from his Olympic dreams. He was back in Santa Barbara and working in construction when he and his high school girlfriend, Jani Larson, heard from a friend who had moved to Ketchum, Idaho. There was a crew from Santa Barbara there, outdoor junkies like them, intoxicated by the open spaces and abundant cheap land. With a job building a log cabin waiting for him, Bob and Jani packed his pickup truck and a horse trailer and drove north for a new life.


WHEN THEY ARRIVED in the fall of 1980, Idaho’s Blaine County was home to just ten thousand people scattered across an area larger than Delaware—a rugged and picturesque stretch of valleys and canyons carved by the clear rivers that flow from the peaks of the Pioneer and Boulder Mountains in the north to the irrigation canals on the Snake River Plain in the south. They settled in the Wood River Valley, a thirty-mile artery of former mining camps and sheep-ranching towns: Gannett, Bellevue, Broadford, China Gardens, Hailey, Bullion, Greenhorn, Triumph, Ketchum, and Galena. After weathering the early 1980s recession, the valley started growing fast, splitting into two identities defined by the land as much as its people. In the south, where the valley walls taper down to an open prairie and the car radios could pick up the AM stations from Boise and Idaho Falls, it was alfalfa and barley, horse and cattle ranches, churches and churchgoers. After payday at local ranches, cowboys in chaps and spurs stood in line at the liquor store.


At the valley’s north end, the resort towns of Ketchum and Sun Valley were something else: seasonal playgrounds for people from the coasts who played golf and bought private, daylong ski lessons for their kids, for families who would come and go on private jets and schedules determined by things other than work. The towns had been dependent on outside money since they were settled in the 1880s, when the gold bugs and bankers from California and London turned them into the biggest boomtowns in Idaho Territory. The second boom came in 1936, when Union Pacific chairman W. Averell Harriman built his vision for an Austrian-style ski berg deep in the Rockies, and Sun Valley became a magnet for generations of self-styled American aristocracy. But as much as their cash supported the economy and their sensibilities rubbed off on the locals, the wealthy had always been a minority, interlopers in a community that both needed and distrusted them.


“The youngsters get a big kick out of seeing the movie stars and rich people,” Ketchum’s Jack Lane, who owned the biggest ranch supply store in town, told a reporter in 1938. “But many of the older folks don’t exactly approve of those who spend their time playing, drinking, and dancing.” Tourists were a good thing, Lane said, “but our main interest is still sheep. That’s where we make our money.”


By the late 1980s, sheep had given way to real estate brokers, and Lane’s grandkids had turned the family business from saddles and wagons to ski boots and goggles. After a trip home to get married, Bob and Jani decided to stay in Idaho for the same reasons as the ten thousand or so other Californians moving there each year: elbow room, postcard views, and a simpler, more affordable life. Bob took a job at the Elephant’s Perch, a mountaineering and bike shop where his coworkers knew him as an easygoing natural athlete with a serious work ethic and a spark in his blue eyes. He tuned skis and bikes, worked construction, and provided the steady voice at the other end of 911 calls as a dispatcher with the Ketchum Fire Department.


In 1983, the year they had their first child, a daughter they named Sky, the family’s combined income was seven thousand dollars. They were paying the hospital bills with twenty-dollar deposits and living in a rent-stabilized, plywood-sided starter home in a former immigrant enclave known as China Gardens, when Bob decided it was time for a salaried job. He got lucky and was hired as a delivery driver for UPS, which offered a decent wage and benefits in return for long shifts and military-style diligence. Drivers were expected to follow strict codes of conduct and efficiency that dictated how to pack the truck (front to back), how to lift heavy packages (bend the knees), and when to put the truck in reverse or make a left-hand turn (never). In twenty-eight years, Bob missed two days of work.


His ski and bike buddies saw a more serious side of Bob as he settled into life as a homesteader in an isolated canyon west of Hailey. His father had helped him buy forty acres of rangeland for $50,000, and Bob started building fences and horse corrals and improving irrigation ditches in the sagebrush and high grass. He and Jani had both grown up around horses and had visions of a working ranch. But no bank would give them a construction loan for a house on such an isolated property, so paycheck by paycheck they built a 1,600-square-foot, metal-roofed barn outfitted with electricity and a wood stove to accommodate the horses and their growing family. Their son Robert Bowdrie Bergdahl was six months old when they moved into the converted barn full time in the fall of 1986. Ten feet of snow fell that winter; just getting into town could be a day’s work.


They had named their son Robert after his father and grandfather but called him Bowdrie, a tribute to Chick Bowdrie, the Texas Ranger hero of Louis L’Amour’s pulp westerns. In Croy Creek Canyon, Bob started Bowe with guns early, first with BBs and pellets when he was still a shy, towheaded toddler, and then with a .22, which he could handle and sight in by age five. They chopped and stacked wood for winter and shot target practice when they felt like it. They had a chicken coop, six or seven horses, a sheepdog named Freckles, and half a dozen cats. They taught their children that the goal of life wasn’t to acquire material things. Bob put two hundred thousand miles on his blue Toyota pickup truck, then drove it for another ten years.


“We don’t have safe deposit boxes; we keep ammo boxes,” Bob once said. Beyond their home, the dirt road rose west toward the open range, where a boy could walk eighty miles without seeing another person—just rocks and dirt, sage and tumbleweed, and the occasional abandoned miner’s cabin. They packed the green metal ammo boxes as backcountry kits for weekend camping trips into the Smoky Mountains with some church friends who had a son Bowe’s age. They brought picnic lunches, fishing poles, and extra meals for the shepherds who spent the summers in the high country, Peruvian Quechuas who followed the same grazing routes as their Basque predecessors had a century before—north to the alpine meadows in the summer, south to the Snake River Plain in the fall. Neighbors were few, and the shepherds became their close friends. Bob and Jani invited them in to shower, do their wash, and call their families in Peru. Bowe and Sky grew up listening to their broken English and sending them off with secondhand clothes when they returned to the range where they slept by their flocks in horse-drawn wagons, went weeks without seeing another soul, and didn’t seem to mind.


Like the shepherds, the Bergdahls spent more time outdoors than in. On camping trips, they hiked for days through meadows of wild-flowers that bloomed in Technicolor each June. They caught the dry, sweet smell of sage rising from the sunbaked hillsides and listened to the sounds of the high desert soundlessness—a lone bee buzzing in a patch of lupine, the Mormon crickets clicking from rock to rock, and the lodgepole pines groaning in the wind. At six thousand feet above sea level, they looked up to a night sky that filled in with a dense screen of stars and the slow, steady crawl of satellites. Sometimes, on a cold, clear winter night, they could see the green and yellow ribbons of the Northern Lights spilling across the black horizon. It wasn’t the frontier, but it was close. In the silence and the space, Bob focused his energy and his children’s attention on what he saw as life’s essentials: work, God, ethical living, and self-reliance.


They decided to homeschool the kids. Jani led them through six hours of daily lessons, and while Bowe had trouble spelling, Jani encouraged his tendency to get lost in wry comic-strip books like Calvin and Hobbes, Heathcliff, and Garfield. One of his favorites was Beetle Bailey, the 1950s strip that follows the travails of an Army private bumbling through life in the service. Bob supplemented the comics and homeschool curriculum with readings from his favorite Christian philosophers, Thomas Aquinas and St. Augustine. They taught their children that their conscience was their most precious and sacred possession.


On Sundays, they drove to Bellevue Community Church, a small congregation south of Hailey. Families who recognized Bob learned that their UPS driver was also a religious man, an active church volunteer, and a Sunday school teacher who led Bible study groups from well-thumbed volumes of writings by Christian thinkers. Jeff Gunter, a Hailey police officer who also attended Bellevue services, saw Bob as a devoted father of well-mannered children held to higher standards than most kids. Gunter watched Bowe and Sky at church potlucks, compared them to his own nieces and nephews of similar age, and wondered how Jani and Bob raised such polite children.


Bob shielded his children from the world but also insisted that they learn how it functioned. As had his own parents, he encouraged his kids to keep up with current events and analyze history with a critical eye. On a road trip to Big Hole National Battlefield, fourteen miles west of Wisdom, Montana, Bob explained that in 1877 the U.S. Army had attacked an encampment of Nez Perce at dawn. After a pitched battle, upward of ninety Nez Perce lay dead—men, women, and children. The tribe had been headed toward the national border, which they called “the Medicine Line,” after being chased for months by battle-hardened veterans of the American Civil War and earlier Army campaigns against the Apaches, Kiowas, and Comanches in the Southwest. “They were just trying to get to Canada,” Bob told his children.


Bowe came to understand that his history textbooks presented just one version of the story. When his parents taught him about colonialism, Bowe joked that the United Kingdom should have been called “Not So Great Britain.” At home and at church, he was told to place the word of God above the claims of powerful men. Bowe had worn out his first Bible by the time he was a teenager. In his second, he drew a box around Ephesians 2:10: “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.”


Bowe worked as a teenager, earning his own money doing maintenance at the private jet hangar in Hailey and at a motorcycle shop in Ketchum. The job he took to best was at the Blaine County Gun Club, a public shooting range tucked halfway up a cul-de-sac canyon next to the county dump. He didn’t talk much at work, but he liked working. He knew more than the other teenagers on staff about how things operated—how to load the clay pigeon traps, how to set and clear the rifle range, and how to keep everyone safe. The younger kids looked to him for guidance, and after a couple of summers he was the one showing them how to do things.


Aside from when he biked to work, his parents didn’t like his going into town on his own. The valley had a seedy side that they had known about since they’d moved there in the early eighties. About fifteen miles north of Hailey, professional (and successful) drug dealers lived in Ketchum’s Warm Springs neighborhood. Some got away with it and bought homes in Fiji and Kauai; others got caught. The valley’s moneyed north end was snow-dusted in ways that didn’t make the travel brochures. There was always a party to go to, the bars were crowded six nights a week, and the town was protective of its rougher edges. When cowboy pranksters Sheldon Yonke and Pat Ryan rode their horses through the swinging doors of the Pioneer Saloon during dinner hour, the well-groomed young ladies from Connecticut gasped, the bartenders told the cowboys to ride out the way they’d come in, and the next year they did it all over again.


Valley kids grew up around partying as a way of life, and in turn many started early. Booze, sex, and weed for twelve-year-olds wasn’t uncommon. On the front porches of his delivery route, Bob heard casual talk about drugs and infidelity, and he didn’t like it. He and Jani hadn’t moved to Sun Valley to do cocaine with supposedly glamorous people, and Bob hadn’t built his own home miles down a mountain canyon to watch his only son be corrupted.


When Bob read his Aquinas—“Better to illuminate than merely to shine, to deliver to others contemplated truths than merely to contemplate”—he acted on it too. He shared a disturbing story at church one Sunday: The convenience store on the north end of Hailey, a popular teen hangout that sold candy, slushees, and cigarettes, was openly displaying raunchy pornography. Wasn’t this the creeping moral sickness they had all sought refuge from? Were they as Christians supposed to roll over and accept it? Bob started a petition, recruited church friends to help gather signatures, and persuaded the storeowner to get rid of the smut. Most of the congregation applauded Bob’s selfless efforts. But one congregant grew tired of the pious displays and vented to his own family: “Bob thinks he’s the only one going to heaven.”


Bowe was impressionable. And while Bob saw in his son a soulful seeker who reminded him of his younger self, he also saw a child whose imagination and impulses sometimes ran wild. At thirteen, when Bowe started hanging with a crowd of bad-seed local kids—as different from his church friends as he could find—Bob came down on him hard. Bowe needed clearer boundaries. The family turned to religion for answers and began driving to an Orthodox Presbyterian Church in Boise—five hours round-trip—every Sunday whenever they could make it. A Calvinist sect with an austere reading of scripture, the OPC holds every believer and nonbeliever to the same unforgiving standard: Mankind arrived on Earth depraved and riddled with sin, and there are few paths to grace and God’s mercy. Bob translated the message for his son: Hard work and humility are mandatory and nonnegotiable.


At the end of Croy Canyon, there was the right way to live, there was the wrong way, and then there was what Sky called “the Bergdahl way”—the hard path of taking on the most work and the biggest challenges and never complaining. In a valley full of clashing values and temptations, Bob would keep his son on the narrow path of what was right, good, and in God’s plan.




TWO


BLOWBACK


The United States is now at war. But not a war that can be fought or won by conventional military retaliation or diplomatic negotiation,” Ketchum’s Idaho Mountain Express declared in an editorial on September 12, 2001. One week later, President George W. Bush addressed a joint session of Congress and the nation. He condemned the Taliban’s Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan for harboring bin Laden and al-Qaeda and issued a set of nonnegotiable demands: The Taliban would hand over the terrorist leaders, release imprisoned foreign nationals, protect foreign journalists, diplomats, and aid workers, immediately close every terrorist training camp, and give the U.S. the right to send inspectors to freely and safely travel the country and verify that these demands were met. For the first time since its founding in 1949, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization invoked Article 5 of the NATO Charter—an attack on one is an attack on all—and approved a campaign against the Taliban for all nineteen member nations.


Two days after Bush’s speech, the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia withdrew the Taliban’s diplomatic credentials, leaving the Islamic Emirate with only one diplomatic home, in Pakistan. The Taliban offered to turn bin Laden over to Pakistan, but leaders in Islamabad said they could not guarantee bin Laden’s safety. The Taliban made a final offer: They would detain bin Laden themselves and put him on trial according to the legal codes of Islam, but only if the United States provided evidence that bin Laden had in fact been responsible. The Bush administration rejected the overture on October 7, 2001. American bombing began that night.


“When I said no negotiations, I meant no negotiations,” Bush told reporters on the South Lawn of the White House after a weekend with his war cabinet at Camp David. The next phase of the war was a ground invasion with a twist: Rather than send in huge columns of tanks and armored vehicles as the Soviets had, the U.S. would rely on small teams of Special Forces soldiers—Green Berets—entering Afghanistan from Pakistan to the east and Uzbekistan from the north alongside CIA paramilitary units.


Even at the height of its power in the 1990s, the Taliban never controlled all of Afghanistan. In the opening days of the new war, with the American public desperate for an ally in its quest for vengeance, the Northern Alliance became Washington’s first partner. Five hundred miles south, in the Pashtun tribal belt, tribal strongmen had been communicating with American teams throughout the fall; they were ready to cut ties with the Taliban as well. CIA officers worked with the most persuadable warlords who could provide manpower and political support. The quid pro quo was access to U.S. air power, equipment, and so much cash it was shipped over on cargo pallets—American greenbacks shrink-wrapped in neat stacks.


Once the CIA secured their cooperation, Special Forces would train the warlords’ gunmen and lead them in combat. Multiple Green Beret teams, paired with CIA officers, were assigned to these “Jawbreaker” operations. Some were sent to the north to coordinate with warlords from the Northern Alliance, including the Uzbek General Abdul Rashid Dostum and Tajiks avenging the death of their longtime leader Ahmed Shah Massoud, who had been assassinated by al-Qaeda operatives on orders from bin Laden on September 10. Additional teams were sent into the south and east.


On November 14, 2001, an Operational Detachment Alpha team of Green Berets (ODA-574) boarded a helicopter in Pakistan with two CIA officers and an exiled Pashtun leader who lived in Pakistan but had traveled extensively in the West to gather support for a post-Taliban government. Hamid Karzai’s relatives lived and worked in the U.S., and his American handlers thought he would be an ideal partner to unite Afghanistan under a new government in a way the Tajiks and Uzbeks had failed to do during the decade of post-Soviet civil war. Karzai could rally the southern Pashtuns against the Taliban, whose spiritual home and traditional power base was anchored in Kandahar, the ancient city named after an earlier foreign conqueror, Alexander the Great. Take away that safe space and the Taliban would have no sanctuary.


Karzai had spent October lining up support from Pashtun leaders in the south. At the time of Karzai’s insertion in mid-November 2001, the Taliban founder and leader Mullah Omar was bunkered inside his Kandahar compound. It took little more than a week of attacks by local warlords paid off by the CIA and U.S. Special Forces directing bombs from American aircraft to send Omar fleeing. But as the American bombs fell in what Washington believed were Taliban strongholds throughout the south and east, many local tribes didn’t understand why they were under assault. Four days after ODA-574 brought Karzai into Afghanistan, a tribal elder in Loya Paktia—comprising the eastern border provinces of Khost, Paktika, and Paktia—spoke to a BBC reporter. “Don’t the Americans realise even though we wear turbans and grow our beards long, we’re not Taliban?” the elder said.


Though the Taliban’s movement had begun in Kandahar in the mid-nineties, and though Loya Paktia was deeply conservative and resistant to outside pressure, not all of Afghanistan’s Pashtun leaders were ready to die defending Omar’s government. Several saw an opportunity to take control of their own affairs, and if that meant working with the Americans and the incoming NATO-backed government, so be it. The pragmatism even extended to the Taliban itself; several former ministers and mullahs began cooperating. In the south, Omar’s exodus had left a power vacuum, which was quickly filled by Mullah Naqibullah and Haji Bashir Noorzai, a former mujahideen and a third-generation opium dealer and heroin trafficker who seized the opportunity by working for American military units throughout the opening months of the war.


The UN-sponsored Afghan leadership council in Bonn, Germany, named Karzai interim president of Afghanistan. Al-Qaeda was not the Taliban and they could, and would, do what they wanted. For al-Qaeda, that simply meant escaping and regrouping, but the Taliban delegation wanted to bargain. They told Karzai that if he allowed Mullah Omar and the rest of the senior Taliban officials to retire to their home villages and quietly live out the rest of their lives “in dignity,” then the Taliban would lay down their arms and accept his new government. They gave Karzai and the Americans forty-eight hours to decide.


The decision didn’t take long. On December 7, 2001, the Bush administration rejected the conditional offer. The Taliban could run, or they could fight, but they would never live in peace again. The Northern Alliance, after years of bitter civil war against the Taliban, finally had the upper hand. Under pressure from the Americans, Karzai walked back his earlier offer of a general amnesty for the Taliban. The remaining CIA officers and Green Berets took over Omar’s compound in Kandahar, which the CIA renamed Camp Gecko and quickly turned it into a black site—an officially unacknowledged facility. The head of the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center, Cofer Black, had told Bush before the bombing kicked off that “When we’re through with them they will have flies walking across their eyeballs,” and so far, they had kept their promise, dropping bombs and killing every mass formation of Taliban that resisted the invasion. Why would they need to negotiate a separate peace with Mullah Omar and senior Taliban officials when they could just kill them instead? This approach didn’t bode well for long-term reconciliation.


The 2002 State of the Union Address was President Bush’s second major speech in the Capitol since the 9/11 attacks; the first had resulted in a war. In four short months, Bush said, the United States and their allies in Afghanistan had made incredible progress. They had “captured, arrested, and rid the world of thousands of terrorists, destroyed Afghanistan’s training camps, saved a people from starvation, and freed a country from brutal oppression.” But had they? To some Afghan eyes, they had merely exchanged one oppressive government for another. In November 2001, two Taliban leaders in the north, Mohammad Fazl and Norullah Noori, surrendered themselves and their men to Dostum and cooperated with CIA officers to pacify pockets of Taliban support. Dostum was brutal to his prisoners. Some were left in oven-hot shipping containers until nature took its course and they baked to death, while others were consolidated into the former Taliban prison at Qali-i-Jangi. But after a decade of bloody civil war, Dostum was ready for peace, and he accepted Fazl and Noori’s surrender. “We should not wash blood with blood,” he said.


In exchange for their surrender, Noori and Fazl expected amnesty and safe passage to their homes in the south; they had been told that they could work with the new government. Fazl even vowed to help track down bin Laden for the Americans.


But in the north, as in the south, the Taliban didn’t get what they wanted. Word came back from Washington: It is useless to work with these men. Bring them in and sweat them. Fazl and Noori were bound for Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. On December 20, they were transferred to U.S. custody. By January 11, 2002, Fazl and Noori were in orange jumpsuits at Guantanamo’s Camp X-Ray. It would be more than twelve years before the prisoner exchange that freed them in 2014.


IN 2002, the first full year of Operation Enduring Freedom, the United States spent $36 billion on Afghanistan and forty-nine service members died. Following the 2003 invasion of Iraq, resources and personnel were diverted to the new war, and Afghanistan was quickly forgotten, its budget slashed to a scant $17 billion the next fiscal year. Afghanistan was left with a skeleton force of U.S. troops—around twenty thousand to secure a country of nearly thirty million. The official mission statement remained “to deny sanctuary to the enemy, disrupt the ability of al-Qaeda and the Taliban to plan and execute operations, and destroy enemy forces when in contact.” The longer-term American strategy remained nebulous.


The rush to judgment on victory was premature. The Taliban hadn’t been eliminated nor had their sanctuary been denied. After the United States and Karzai refused to negotiate, Omar and his inner circle had merely retreated over the border into Pakistan, where they licked their wounds and, with guarantees of support from the ISI, prepared to fight back using the strategies and tactics perfected by the mujahideen against the Soviets. Now in its fourth decade of war, Afghanistan was devastated, the population torn apart, families spread asunder, infrastructure so destroyed that U.S. pilots joked they were just making rocks bounce when they bombed the country.


There was little to work with to rebuild. Rural Afghanistan’s demographics were an inverted bell curve; there were little children and there were old men—spinghira, Pashto for graybeards, elders. A glimpse of a young, partially veiled woman was rare. So, too, was a glimpse of a young man. Once old enough to fight, they were recruited (often by force and threats of violence) to join the fighting ranks in Pakistan, just as their mujahideen elders had been before them. Starkly beautiful the land may be, but little grew in Paktika but timber in the hills and violence in the valleys.


The timber market in Paktika wasn’t a viable job market, given that it was strictly controlled by the Haqqani Network, an armed mafia-militia syndicate that did off-the-books work—assassinations, terror attacks, bombings—for Pakistani intelligence. Jalaluddin Haqqani had been the heavyweight in Loya Paktia and North Waziristan since the mid-seventies, when he first set up training camps to wage jihad against the secularist Afghan president Mohammad Daud Khan. But it wasn’t until Operation Cyclone—which courted, armed, and funded Haqqani as Washington’s favorite mujahideen commander—when his legend was made and his power solidified. When Osama bin Laden settled in Peshawar in the mid-eighties, it was Haqqani who permitted him to build al-Qaeda’s first training camps in the Pakistani mountains. And in the chaos that followed the Soviet withdrawal, both the Taliban and bin Laden sought his allegiance.


In the mid-nineties, Haqqani joined Mullah Omar’s government as the Taliban’s minister for tribal affairs and minister of borders. Given the porousness of the border he controlled, it was a logical appointment. Known as the Durand Line, Afghanistan’s eastern border was named after Sir Henry Mortimer Durand, the British foreign secretary who had drawn it up in a one-page treaty with the Afghan king whose tribal territories had dealt Queen Victoria’s armies their worst colonial catastrophes. To the people who had lived there for centuries, the 1893 border was little more than an abstraction. By design, the Durand Line had disempowered the Pashtuns. By accident, it had given generations of militants a conveniently ill-defined, mountainous redoubt.


Following al-Qaeda’s 1998 bombings of two U.S. embassies in East Africa, Haqqani agreed to a meeting at the U.S. embassy in Islamabad, where the Americans pressed him on extraditing bin Laden. Haqqani replied that the Taliban had thought about it, but asked the Americans where they would like to see him go. “Iran? Iraq? Sudan? Would that help you?” he asked. Maybe the best solution, Haqqani said, was for bin Laden to remain in Afghanistan, where the Taliban could keep an eye on him.


After 9/11, Haqqani once again stepped up as bin Laden’s protector, ensuring his safe passage out of Tora Bora and through the FATA. Karzai made repeated attempts to court Haqqani into joining his government, each time losing out to the far better arrangement the famed commander enjoyed with the Pakistani government. From his redoubt in Miran Shah, North Waziristan, Haqqani had turned his network into the Taliban’s most effective and ruthless fighting force. Thirty years after the CIA chose him as its best proxy, Haqqani would become one of Washington’s worst enemies.


To fight him, the United States used cash and contracts to rent their own proxy armies in Paktika. Paying minor warlords protection money and renting their gunmen was cheaper and easier than training indiginous forces from scratch. Over the course of the war, this led to Washington’s own Soviet-esque profligacy: American money bought security on American-funded roads by paying middlemen who in turn paid Haqqani. At Forward Operating Base Orgun-E, one of the largest U.S. bases in Paktika, the practice led to financing a warlord named Zakeem Kahn, and his militia of soldiers who did not exist.


Kahn was a truck driver, criminal, and murderer who’d recruited a small army of enforcers before the U.S. war had begun. After the fall of the Taliban, Zakeem rented his gangsters to the Americans, who paid him on a per soldier basis. Sensing a business opportunity, Zakeem padded his ranks with large numbers of “ghost soldiers,” men who never showed up to formations but were cut Department of Defense paychecks nonetheless. One month in 2003, Zakeem’s money never arrived; the CIA had cut off funding with no warning or explanation. According to one CIA officer who worked in Paktika, it was standard operating procedure. But it also put Zakeem’s actual gunmen back on the job market. Concerns that these militiamen—trained by the CIA and Green Berets—would now earn their living by freelancing for the Taliban, Haqqani Network, or al-Qaeda, went unheeded. It was a microcosm of the entire war: After training and funding Zakeem’s soldiers, the Pentagon abandoned them to become mercenaries hired by the enemy.


The term for it was “blowback”: when secret operations came back to bite the nation that initiated them. The CIA first used the term in a 1954 report on Operation Ajax, the covert operation that overthrew Iran’s Mohammed Mossadegh. Agency analysts cautioned that the operation—then viewed as a wild success—would haunt the United States. It would take twenty-five years, and the Ayatollah Khomeini’s 1979 revolution, until history proved them right.


THE UNITED STATES Central Command is headquartered in Tampa, Florida, across the bridge from the Salvador Dali Museum in St. Petersburg. Things are surreal on both ends of the bridge. CENTCOM commanders ran two desert wars from a massive headquarters visible to boats in the emerald-tinted Hillsborough Bay and briefed the commander in chief once a week via an hour-long secure video teleconference (VTC). As Iraq spiraled into chaos, Afghanistan faded almost to black. In 2006, the president’s hour-long weekly briefings were devoted almost entirely to the situation in Baghdad; just five minutes, at the end, were set aside for Afghanistan, a five-year-old conflict that was already America’s forgotten war.


It was also a time of crucial transition in the war as NATO began to play a more prominent role. By the end of 2006, most American troops in-country—except for the special operators—were serving under NATO’s International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), which American soldiers joked stood for “I Suck at Fighting.” By this point ISAF, the CIA, and the State Department had become the shadow government of Afghanistan, a troika of rivals seeking to manage a population of thirty million that had not known a stable central government in more than a quarter century, and a Western-backed regime in Kabul that the majority of Afghans did not trust or respect.


Counterinsurgency (COIN) was the new buzzword in Washington, the new path to victory. It was marketed less as a specific way of fighting a war against an unconventional foe and more as an intellectual framework for transforming a whole country. Chairman Mao described guerrillas as fish and the population that supported them as the water in which they swam. In Paktika, that water easily sustained Haqqani and Taliban guerrillas. But in the logic of American counterinsurgency, the local population could be persuaded through a variety of incentives to flip allegiances and support Karzai’s government. The Afghan counterinsurgency campaign would be won only with a hybrid warfare-meets-welfare strategy: a combination of combat, diplomacy, civil affairs, and propaganda intended to destroy opposition on an organizational, physical, and mental plane.


It was easier to talk about than it was to execute. “Counterinsurgency places great demands on the ability of bureaucracies to work together, with allies, and increasingly, with nongovernmental organizations,” stated the State Department’s Counterinsurgency Guide, published in January 2009. In order to win in Afghanistan, the U.S. needed to know what counterinsurgency mavens called the “human terrain”—the needs of their friends and the weaknesses of their enemies. Then they simply needed to wait for it all to work and “have the patience to persevere in what will necessarily prove long struggles.”


From Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, the Old West frontier base that held the military’s largest prison, two generals, David Petraeus and James Mattis, had directed the writing and publication of a joint manual, FM 3-24: Counterinsurgency, published in late 2006. It was the first military publication to focus on counterinsurgency since Vietnam. It was intended as a guidebook for soldiers in the field but was hard to read and even harder to implement. There was nothing new about what the United States was doing. The techniques were older than America and had been practiced during the French and Indian War, the American Revolution, the Apache wars in the American West, and the Spanish-American War: Bring in guns and bags of food from half a world away, carried by men without knowledge of the language or culture, who would squeeze, coerce, or cajole the local population into going along with the American-backed government. “We can do this the easy way, or we can do this the hard way” went the implied message of counterinsurgency. In Paktika, all ISAF gun trucks had to be spray-painted with the acronym on turrets and doors before rolling outside the wire. ISAF was written in Latin script rather than the Arabic-derived Pashto or Dari alphabet. Thus, only the few literate Afghans who also knew the Western alphabet could read it. As a public relations gesture, it was as puzzling as the billboard at the traffic circle by Sharana’s district center that proclaimed, in English, “Welcome to Afghanistan.”




THREE


ADJUSTMENT DISORDER


If Bowe knew his father was going to be home, he made plans to be out. Bob’s tough-love Christian doctrine felt like a prison, his high standards impossible to satisfy. Bowe didn’t like how his father treated his mother either. She should stand up to him, Bowe would tell his friends, and he was doubly angry when she stood by and defended Bob’s demands. Years later, when Bowe would cite the unhappiness of his childhood and the tyranny of the household, his family would feel hurt and confused. His sister didn’t share his feelings, and his parents did not understand.


Bob and Jani knew that most teenagers turn on their parents at some point. But with Bowe it was extreme. He was bullheaded about seemingly irrational things, like refusing to sleep on a mattress. He told his mom that he didn’t believe in such comforts. He would sleep on the floor. At home, nothing seemed to go his way. When foxes and coyotes came at night for the family’s pets, it was always Bowe’s kittens that turned up dead in the morning. They lost more cats to violent deaths than they could count.


When he could no longer stand it, he packed his wilderness kit—compass, knives, water, food, journal—and fled into the backcountry. He rode the dirt bike he bought with his own money, brought a sleeping bag, and if he wanted to spend the night under the stars with no one around for miles, that’s what he did. He escaped into his imagination too, writing stories in his journal that occupied his mind for days. Alone in the mountains, he felt calm and safe.


Bowe had a driver’s license, and his parents told him he could borrow their trucks to drive to work. But he preferred riding his bike, sometimes pedaling forty or fifty miles a day. He spent hours in Ketchum’s Community Library, where the valley’s other drifters sat alongside the retired New York executives who came to read the Financial Times in front of a stone fireplace. He lost himself in historical epics about ancient civilizations and adventures on the high seas, and he checked out books and DVDs on martial arts, wilderness survival, and Bear Grylls, the former British Special Air Service soldier who turned complicated survival scenarios into slick videos.


Bowe knew his social skills were lacking, so he signed up for an afternoon fencing class at the Sacred Cow, a mixed-use yoga and dance studio in a Ketchum building owned by the actress Mariel Hemingway. (On his way to class, he pedaled past Hemingway Elementary, the school named after Mariel’s grandfather Ernest, who killed himself with a shotgun in the mudroom of his Ketchum home on July 2, 1961.) At fencing, Bowe made new friends, including Shane and Kayla Harrison, whose mother, Kim Harrison, was an old friend of Mariel’s.


Shane and Kayla weren’t like other kids Bowe knew. They were homeschooled but not religious. They lived in Idaho, but they didn’t go camping and shooting, and they never went to church. One year their mom took their homeschooling on the road, backpacking through the old cities of Europe and searching for coffee shops where they spent their days reading and talking and writing.


As exotic as the Harrisons were to him, Bowe was an equal novelty to them. He was chivalrous and polite to a fault. He didn’t drink or show any interest in drugs. Where others would swear, he said “gosh” or “good grief” and had a goofy sweet smile. Kim and Kayla doted on him.


On days when he arrived early to fencing, he watched the end of the Sun Valley Ballet School classes that shared the Sacred Cow studio. He saw the concentration on the girls’ faces as they struggled with positions requiring strength, balance, and flexibility. One day he asked the teacher, Anna Fontaine, if he could sit in on a class; he told her he might even want to give it a try. He was seventeen years old, tall, wiry, and strong—the perfect build for a lifter, she thought. First she put him with the other teenagers, but when he didn’t know the basics, Bowe volunteered to start with a beginner class. With deep focus and an uncanny devotion that made him a teacher’s favorite, he stood at the barre practicing his plie and releve in a line of nine-and ten-year-old girls in tutus.


Before earning his GED, Bowe signed up for summer-school courses at the public school in Hailey. He loved his teacher, but when he saw a bully harassing a smaller kid, he confronted him—with his fists. The bully had it coming, and the teacher turned a blind eye to Bowe’s vigilantism, but he told his mom he’d seen enough of public school.


The following summer, Kim bought an old cabin in downtown Ketchum with plans to build a sophisticated coffee and tea shop like the places she and her kids had discovered in Europe. They would teach people the differences between oolong, lapsang, and sencha; there would be a café and creative performances. Everyone was welcome. It would be “a community place,” Kim said—something different and new for teens tired of pumping quarters into the Big Buck Hunter up the road at Lefty’s Bar & Grill.


Kim was a Wiccan, so she named the place Strega, Italian for “witch.” As the scope of the cabin remodel quickly exceeded their abilities and budget, Bowe volunteered to do the work for free. After a day ripping out drywall and sawing lumber to build the ornate tea bar, Bowe would ride his bike nearly twenty miles home—past the hospital and the trailer park, the millionaire’s enclave at Gimlet, the mid-valley country club, and the convenience store that used to sell porn. He hung a right at the UPS distribution center where his dad went to work each morning, crossed the Big Wood River, and climbed for miles on gravel and dirt to the house where he no longer wanted to be. Kim made him a deal: As long as Bowe worked at Strega, he could sleep there too. Every night he unrolled his sleeping mat, and each morning he packed it back in his green ammo box, as if he were never there.


If the move bothered Bob, he didn’t show it. He shrugged it off, framing it as a natural, if somewhat sudden, step in his son’s maturing process, like going off to college. Jani took it harder. It was a rupture in the family, a rejection without explanation. But Ketchum was a revelation to Bowe. Leaving the silence of the canyon and his father’s rules, he moved into a kind witch’s tea shop tucked between modern art galleries that sold six-figure paintings to second-home owners from Brentwood and Chappaqua. Strega shared an alleyway with the Board Bin, a punk-inspired skate and snowboard shop and cradle of the local counterculture. The valley’s newspaper, the Idaho Mountain Express, was two blocks north. Two blocks south was the Davies-Reid Tribal Arts building, a South Asian imports bazaar stacked with rugs and shawls woven in small indigenous factories in Peshawar and Swat in Northwest Pakistan.


Comfortable in the woods, Bowe was a naïf in town. Ketchum had an energy that was bigger than its three thousand people, and he studied the daily habits of European ski instructors and art gallerists who spoke many languages and traveled the world. It was also a ski bum town where freak flags flew. The newspaper deliveryman was an Air Force veteran and a tinkerer named Mickey, and when Mickey ran for local office (which he did every election) he campaigned by riding around town in extravagant patriotic regalia on an electric tricycle he built for himself.


Strega was a hit with college kids home on break and cliques of twentysomethings who worked at Ketchum’s restaurants, bookstores, and galleries. Bowe joined Kim’s gaggle on an oversized, unstructured staff. He sat on a stool by the stove and studied the rich kids and self-styled artists for clues about how to act. Mariel Hemingway used the kitchen to test recipes for her gluten-free cookies. Bowe tried goth—Kayla painted his nails black, and he let his blond bangs hang over his eyes. Kim was hands-off, the cool mom of the whole gang, and the place ran like an artists’ commune with teens journaling in leather-bound notebooks and talking about their feelings. Profits were an afterthought. As the lunch orders stacked up, the cooks sent their friends running to the store for bread and tomatoes.


Compared to the binary codes of right and wrong at his parents’ house, Kim’s world held multitudes. She talked about her Hollywood days doing design work for Oscar-winning blockbusters like The Nightmare Before Christmas and Toy Story. She spoke the mystical languages of many faiths and filled the store with the spiritual accoutrement of Buddhism, Hinduism, Zen, tarot cards, and astrology. The bulletin board that hung by the door was jammed with business cards from massage therapists, reflexologists, energy readers, energy healers, Ayurvedic advisers, doulas, and yogis. Bowe still checked in with his parents, who always invited him for church on the weekends. Jani was worried. Her son’s faith, which she thought had been strong, seemed to be washing away in a muddled New Age flood.


Kim decided that it no longer made sense for Bowe to sleep at Strega, so she invited him to move in with her family. They had an extra room in their house, a funky artist space with a riotous overgrown garden in the front yard, marbles and mosaics embedded in poured concrete floors, and a bathroom covered with her own dark versions of classic Portuguese tilework. Houseguests were encouraged to express themselves on a chalkboard wall, and Bowe became a regular at boisterous family dinners with Kim’s brother, Mark Farris, and a rotating cast of friends.


Farris and Kim’s grandfather had been a union organizer in Chicago and Los Angeles, and in their home, “socialism” was never a bad word. As the wine flowed, Kim and Mark and their friends let loose on George W. Bush, the lies used to sell the Iraq War, and the inherent evil of the American Right. Mark was an industrial designer with the sensibility of an artist and the only guy at the table who could speak Bowe’s language about tactical gear, motorcycles, guns, and outdoor adventures. They took Bowe in without asking who or what he was running from.


“He was obviously struggling to feel comfortable, but he was also obviously a really sweet guy,” Farris said. Kim tried to help him build a new emotional foundation. “He learned basic things with me, like he was not going to get in trouble if he ate all the peanut butter,” she later told Army investigators. She thought she was enriching him in ways his parents hadn’t. She believed that Bowe was socially underdeveloped because his parents never taught him how to discuss his feelings.


Jani and Sky had a bad feeling about Kim. Who was this person, they wondered, indoctrinating an impressionable boy with her own worldview? Kim seemed intent on encouraging his worst instincts about his own family, magnifying the negative moments until they defined the entire relationship. The Bergdahls didn’t like it, but they knew that Bowe needed to leave the house at some point. He was a work in progress, and he needed to figure himself out on his own terms.


Where the new adults in his life saw a vulnerable and kind young man, his peers saw a stranger side. At the gun club one afternoon, he jumped from a thirty-foot platform onto hard ground, laughing as he walked away from his stunned coworkers, apparently uninjured. As his social confidence at Strega grew, so did his antics. He didn’t talk much, but when he did it was in great detail about weaponry and martial arts to people who he couldn’t see weren’t interested. He tore phone books in half and told his new friends that he liked to test out burning his hands on the kitchen stove. Why? they asked. To make them tougher, Bowe said. He would disappear into the bathroom and emerged in skin-tight compression shirts with sheathed knives strapped to his body.


“It was like, ‘Great, you do that.’ Our friends just let him do whatever,” said Kyle Koski, one of the Strega crew. “What he actually did with it all, I have no idea. But he looked prepared for something.”


Bowe discovered zazen, a meditation discipline that teaches students to control their thoughts, and he devoted himself to it with his usual absolute dedication. He modeled himself on Bruce Lee, the Kung Fu legend who wrote, “Do not pray for an easy life, pray for the strength to endure a difficult one.” Despite the social appeals of Strega, and despite Kim’s gravitational pull, he hungered for a greater purpose. Along with Bear Grylls, he had been fascinated by a series of British military history books that his parents had lying around the house as collectibles, and in his heady teen years, he began to see himself as a warrior and a protector.


He bought a samurai sword, which he carried around Ketchum “for protection,” he said. When his friends asked about the rows of cuts on his arms, he explained them away with different stories to different people. The cuts on his face were from a trip to New York City, he claimed, where he had gone walking around bad neighborhoods to find people to start knife fights with, and the scars on his arms were from experiments with self-surgery. No one called it “cutting.” He never saw a therapist. He was training, he said. He started stashing his weapons in Strega’s hidden crannies: throwing knives, a garrote, a medieval flail, and in case of a holdup, a gnarled Irish shillelagh under the cash register. Strega’s manager, a hip Michigander named Chad Walsh, told Bowe one day that he was giving him a new job as head of security. Strega didn’t need a bouncer any more than a person in Ketchum needed a sword for protection, but they all liked Bowe, and Chad wanted him to feel included. On open mic nights at the café, when the college kids tested out their free-form poetry, Bowe stood by the door, scanning the crowd for trouble that never came.


IN A REMOTE MOUNTAIN town where the nearest shopping mall is a seventy-mile drive away and the U.S. Postal Service mail is notoriously slow, everyone knows their UPS man. “Seeing the UPS truck was like Christmas all the time,” said John Shaw, a federally licensed firearms dealer who depended on UPS for receiving regular heavy shipments of rifles, pistols, shotguns, and ammunition at his home in Hailey. When “Shooter Shaw” moved west from his native Memphis, Tennessee, in the mid-nineties, his legend as a self-taught champion marksman was already made. Bob knew whom the gun deliveries were for before they even met.


Shaw had plans to open an Idaho outpost of his Mid-South Institute of Self-Defense Shooting, the successful shooting academy he founded in northwest Mississippi and developed into one of the top military and law-enforcement training centers in the country. In Hagerman, Idaho, he bought a spectacular piece of property with panoramic views of the Snake River and Hagerman Fossil Beds National Monument, where he built a gun lover’s Shangri-La.


Bob was generous with local hunting tips and welcoming in ways the Southern transplant never forgot, and, in the late nineties, Shaw counted Bob as one of his first Idaho friends. Their families had dinner dates in Hailey, where Shaw met Jani, Sky, and Sky’s boyfriend, Michael Albrecht. The son of a social worker in a family of devout Christians who moved frequently from job to job, Albrecht had also been homeschooled. When Shaw met him, he had recently earned his high school degree from a Bible school in North Dakota and had earned a spot at the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland, where he was planning a career as a Navy pilot.


“It sounded like a great all-American family to me,” Shaw said. He spent hours with Bowe at the Blaine County Gun Club, Shaw’s favorite local range. “I noticed his work ethic,” he said. “That got my attention for sure. He liked to work. This day and age you sure don’t see kids doing that. Even then you didn’t see kids doing that. That was a little unusual, just how dedicated he was.”


Shaw preferred shooting when his friend’s son was working. Of all the kids who pulled trap there, Bowe knew the most about how the targets flew and how much lead to give each clay. “It was a pleasure having somebody like him with me,” Shaw said.


John Shaw had an idea for Bob: “If [Bowe] really likes shooting this much, we could use that help back in Memphis.” Mid-South was a place where SWAT and SEAL teams went to train, but there were also twenty acres of grass that needed mowing, as well as ranges and target machines that needed maintenance and upkeep. Shaw knew Bowe was a hard worker who didn’t have a solid plan for his future. He could live right on the range, he told Bob. He could see a different part of the country, where he would meet new people, including some of the best-trained operators in the U.S. military. Bob liked the idea, and in spite of the tension between them, Bowe still sought his father’s advice. Shaw had seen something in him, and Bob encouraged his son to take the job.


John Shaw’s Mid-South is in Lake Cormorant, Mississippi, on the Delta, just east of the massive river. It is flat, hot, wide-open country—the opposite of Hailey, Idaho, in almost every way, except for its even greater isolation. Bowe stayed in a small room in a building next to one of several shooting ranges surrounded by miles of cornfields that backed up to a narrow creek called Dead Negro Slough. Poor black communities lined Route 61 north to Memphis. To the south was Tunica, where the gold windows of the Gold Strike Casino Resort were the most notable features in an otherwise featureless landscape. The job was tedious. Shaw and his manager at Mid-South, an Alabamian named Ross Sanders, agreed to give Bowe the same initiation as every other new hire: “Three months of manual labor before you even get a gun in your hands,” Shaw said. Sanders handed Bowe a weed whacker and a paintbrush and put him to work, which he did well, earning their trust. Some employees in years past had turned out to be thieves. High-end weapons and expensive tactical equipment had gone missing. But Shaw knew that Bob had an honor code, and he never doubted Bowe. “I don’t think he would ever steal from anybody,” Shaw said. “I don’t think he cared about anything with materialistic value.”


When he saw Bob in Hailey, Shaw passed along the report from Sanders: Bowe was happy with the work. He was reclusive, but a reliable part of the team and seemingly dedicated to Shaw’s mission. Kim Harrison heard a different story. Bowe called her and vented about the people he didn’t like and parts of the job that were terrible, like having to shoot stray dogs that roamed onto the property. She had thought the job was questionable from the start, a strange and isolated pursuit surrounded by, as she saw them, a bunch of gun nuts. The lone bright spot, Bowe told her, was the time he spent with Delta Force and SEAL teams who came for training between deployments. On calls with his parents, Bowe talked about the elite soldiers he was meeting and his goal of joining them one day. But when Bob asked for details, Bowe said he couldn’t talk about it. It’s classified, he said. Top secret.


In reality, Bowe spent his days mowing grass and greasing the hinges on rusty gun targets. When he did hang out with the SEALs and Delta Force guys, it was as their designated driver for drinking and gambling trips to the casinos twenty minutes south of the range. They knew he wanted to be like them, and they discouraged it in the strongest terms possible. If he so much as tried, the SEALs told him, they would blacklist him from BUD/S, the twenty-four-week Basic Underwater Demolition initiation training every SEAL must complete. “They didn’t want to see him go in,” Bob said. “He was too good a kid.”


But their warnings didn’t faze him. He had a goal now. He was just about finished with his weed whacker and paintbrush initiation, and Shaw was planning to start training him for a position as a shooting instructor. “There was no indications at all about him leaving or doing anything, then all of a sudden, just one day, he said he was joining the Foreign Legions.”


Bowe craved action, and if the SEALs would block him, like they said they would, then surely, he reasoned, the French Foreign Legion would welcome him with open arms. It would be the ultimate adventure. The French Foreign Legion is a legendary combat outfit. Though it was part of the French military, its soldiers (but not its officers) were from elsewhere. The French Foreign Legion didn’t care who you were or where you came from; if one could make the cut and sign the five-year contract to fight for France, France would supply a new identity—a nom de guerre—and guarantee a constant rotation through troubled spots around the globe.


Bowe told only a few people about his plan. Kim thought it was crazy. Bob knew it was doomed. Still, he bought a one-way ticket and made his way to Fort de Nogent, where potential legionnaires are first screened. At the time, with battle-hardened former soldiers from the Eastern Bloc and Africa streaming into the service, the French Foreign Legion did not have any trouble meeting its recruiting goals. They gave Bowe a basic physical exam and told him it wasn’t going to work out. He felt that they were laughing at him. It was his eyesight, they said.


Bowe returned home devastated and smoking French cigarettes. He told his mom that his soul was crushed. In truth, he was relieved. From the moment he stepped off the plane, nothing had gone as he had expected. Navigating the foreign city was completely overwhelming. He hadn’t anticipated, for instance, that everyone would be speaking French. To his friends, there was no accounting for such surprised reactions to predictable outcomes; it was just Bowe being Bowe.


Back in Idaho, his conversations turned dark. He told his mom that if he ever had children, he didn’t want a son, “because he’ll be just like me.” He looked at job listings in big cities, a process that reaffirmed his disinterest in a normal life. “I am not the type of person that is going to get a job because it has a good paycheck,” he told later General Dahl. “I want a job where I can see my effort and see that I am making a difference.” In October 2005, he thought he’d found what he was looking for and asked Kim to drive him to the Idaho National Guard recruiting office in Twin Falls. He had decided to join the United States Coast Guard. He didn’t tell his parents this time.


THREE MONTHS LATER, the January wind whipped off the Delaware Bay in twenty-mile-per-hour gusts in Cape May, New Jersey. Bergdahl was wearing the same blank gray T-shirt, blue shorts, and white Coast Guard–issue sneakers as every other blank-faced seaman recruit standing in line waiting to piss in a cup. Already, this wasn’t what he thought it would be. The company commanders didn’t offer him calm or patient instructions. They got right up in his face and screamed.


“Seaman Recruit Bergdahl! Why are you here?!”


Bergdahl froze up. Twelve years later, he tried explaining it to General Dahl. He was fascinated by the ocean and loved boats. (His email address was cutlassclipper@hotmail.com.) The Coast Guard defended America and saved lives every day.


Eye contact with company commanders was forbidden. The slightest deviation from orders could bring them back, red-faced and screaming. Nervous recruits were singled out for special treatment, put on the spot in the middle of drills and in front of their peers with crude questions and sexual innuendo—whatever worked to rattle the new arrivals. Company commanders also knew tricks to impose order. When one recruit forgot to shave one morning, or ran out of time, every man in Quebec Company was ordered to go back, shave again, and line up for inspection. A single missed whisker restarted the entire process. Only after the full company had lathered up and shaved six or seven times, their faces and necks raw and bloody in the winter’s ocean wind, did the torment finally stop.
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