
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Praise for Valor

			“I was privileged and honored to lead US troops in combat in both Iraq and in Afghanistan and saw the best of them every day under the most demanding conditions in our military history. They were—they are—America’s new Greatest Generation, and they were precious to me beyond words. I’ve heard the radio traffic of their close combat. I’ve stood next to their broken bodies as they desperately clung to life. I’ve walked innumerable sets of their honored remains onto the backs of our transport aircraft for the flight home to heartbroken families and a grieving nation. Sadly, little of the literature of these wars has celebrated the individual heroism of these young actors in their moments of truth . . . until now. In Valor, Mark Lee Greenblatt has honored this incredible service, and, in doing so, has performed a great service for America. In his words, crafted with marvelous eloquence, Mark has captured the raw, gut-wrenching emotion of battle and its aftermath in all its forms and thus has erected the ultimate monument to America’s veterans, including the fallen, the wounded, and their precious families. We owe him, indeed all America owes him, a great debt of thanks.”

			—General John R. Allen, US Marine Corps (ret.)

			“The stories in Valor capture very powerfully the extraordinary courage, selfless service, and sacrifice that our young men and women have demonstrated repeatedly in the wars of the post–9/11 period. Valor’s accounts of extraordinary heroism in Iraq and Afghanistan reinforce the increasingly widespread conviction—with which I strongly agree—that the young men and women who have served our country ‘downrange’ in the past decade truly are America’s New Greatest Generation.”

			—General David H. Petraeus, US Army (ret.)

			“Mark Greenblatt gives us a close-up view of the uncommon valor that is common among America’s military today. . . . Valor is an eloquent tribute from someone who grew up hearing tales of Audie Murphy and the Second World War to the heroes of another Great Generation.”

			—Ambassador Paul Wolfowitz

			“Greenblatt has shown [that] humility and valor seem to coincide when the stakes are mortal. Heroes don’t only save lives and accomplish seemingly impossible feats at great risk to themselves—their stories can also inspire us to face lesser dangers and fears in our own lives.”

			—Brigadier General Howard T. Prince, II, US Army (ret.); recipient of a Silver Star and two Purple Hearts; University of Texas at Austin
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			In memory of my mother, Marian Greenblatt.

		

	
		
			Preface

		

		
			This book tells true stories of brave Americans. As the country trudged through the peaks and valleys of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, I heard stories of extraordinary heroism by our troops—incidents in which men and women in uniform risked life and limb to save a comrade or accomplish a mission. I stood in awe of those men and women, frequently wondering whether I could muster the same strength, courage, and determination.

			Over time, I grew frustrated that such stories—not to mention the heroes themselves—were not well known. I wanted to shout their stories from the rooftops. War heroes of previous generations, like Sergeant Alvin York of World War I and Audie Murphy of World War II, became household names, and cities and towns held ticker-tape parades in their honor. 

			We have no one like that today. Instead, accounts of bravery and self-sacrifice largely have gotten lost amidst the frenzied, and often nasty, debate surrounding the wars. Some are working to change that, such as the Jewish Institute for National Security Affairs, whose annual Grateful Nation Awards honor American troops for courageous acts. But the sad truth is that the few troops known throughout America are usually famous for dishonorable reasons or caught up in an unsavory controversy. 

			I finally became fed up and decided to do something about it. That was the start of Valor. In short, this generation does not have an Audie Murphy, and I set out to change that with this book.

			Over five years, I sought out stories of courage and tracked down heroes. Learning about great stories was not terribly difficult; convincing a military hero to share his or her tale in a book, however, can be a Herculean effort. Many refused, citing an unwritten military code prohibiting anything perceived as self-aggrandizement. 

			Eventually, I enlisted—through an intricate combination of begging, pleading, and cajoling—a handful of individuals in my project. Their actions are breathtaking: 

			
					a Navy SEAL who single-handedly liberated a group of Marines trapped in a house in Fallujah, Iraq, and dragged one injured Marine fifty yards down a dusty alley to safety as insurgents chased them; 

					an Army pilot who landed his Apache helicopter in hostile territory to rescue two downed pilots, lugged one of them one hundred yards across an open field, and, because of a lack of space in the aircraft, strapped himself to the outside of the helicopter for the harrowing flight to the hospital; 

					a Marine Corps private who carried a gravely injured comrade through close-range enemy fire from an insurgent-held building to a medevac helicopter roughly one hundred yards away;

					an Army Special Forces commander who fought back against a point-blank insurgent ambush armed with only a pistol and who ran through the kill-zone twice in an attempt to save a colleague’s life and recover valuable equipment;

					an Army Ranger who ran across machine-gun cross fire deep in an Afghan valley and assaulted a Taliban bunker, continuing his efforts even after realizing that he was completely alone and that his rifle had jammed; 

					an Army private who, after helping evacuate several injured soldiers out of an insurgent stronghold in Iraq, gave CPR to a fallen comrade as a sniper shot him multiple times at point-blank range and then killed the sniper before passing out from blood loss;

					a Navy rescue swimmer who jumped into incredibly turbulent water in the middle of the night during a horrific storm to save a shipwrecked American; 

					an Army specialist who held off an insurgent ambush of his remote outpost in Afghanistan, despite suffering serious injuries to his face; and

					a Marine gunnery sergeant who stood in a sniper’s direct line of fire in order to help a close friend who had just been shot.

				

			Each of the heroes received high commendations for their actions, including one Distinguished Service Cross, one Distinguished Flying Cross, and several Silver Stars and Bronze Star Medals with Valor Device.

			But, beyond their obvious heroism, I grew enamored of them as people. Over the course of hours-long interviews and lengthy e-mail conversations, I saw that they were much more than guys with guns who had done brave things. As a result, this book is much more than just thrilling narratives of daring rescues and suicide missions. Instead, these stories explore a deeper side to these men, like telling of an Army Special Forces commander who admired an Afghan soldier and provides—to this day—financial support for the Afghan’s family after the man died in his arms; a Ranger’s love for his son, whom he calls “my little hero,” and how he thought about him during an intense firefight; and a Marine who believed he would not survive a nasty battle in Iraq and thought about the promise he had made to his mother that he would return home in one piece.

			I also tried to capture their humility, which is both heartfelt and powerful. All of them—each and every one of them—insist that they were not heroes at all. To a man, they say that they did what everyone else would have done and that they just happened to be in the right place at the right time. They typically deflected credit, pointing instead to the actions of a colleague, or attempted to downplay the bravery of their actions or the dangers they faced.

			But facts are stubborn. And, in their cases, they add up to remarkable stories of bravery.
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			Introduction

			How Do They Do It?

		

		
			What is bravery? How do people function well in life-threatening environments like combat? Why do some perform better in such circumstances than others? 

			Since the dawn of civilization, man has tried to understand the concepts of bravery and courage. Plato examined the virtue of bravery in a number of dialogues. In 350 BC, Aristotle offered intricate ruminations on bravery over several chapters in book 3 of the Nicomachean Ethics. Such analysis was not limited to Western philosophers—Confucius examined the ideal of courage, believing it was one of the three virtues of the princely man.

			Only recently have scientists made headway in exploring the psychological underpinnings of these ideals. Research into the psychology at play in high-risk scenarios is by nature inexact. Examining emotions in such moments is particularly challenging, according to Brigadier General (retired) Thomas Kolditz, the former head of the Department of Behavioral Sciences and Leadership at West Point and a scholar on leadership in life-threatening situations. “Emotions are difficult to study and understand, [both] as they occur and after the fact,” Kolditz explained in his book In Extremis Leadership. Likewise, Michael D. Matthews, a prominent military psychologist at West Point, noted that many of the relevant experiments are conducted in safe conditions rather than situations in which subjects recognize that they face extreme danger. For instance, researchers will start by asking the subjects to imagine their own deaths or write their own obituaries. Matthews noted the inherent limitations of such analysis: “I suspect that what happens in combat is much more real and may manifest itself differently than studies done with college sophomores.” 

			Nevertheless, research is providing some clues about how the human mind operates in dire scenarios. Some studies indicate that individuals who excel in high-risk environments share certain characteristics. For instance, Matthews points to a study of recipients of the US Medal of Honor—the highest honor awarded for the American military—that identified consistent characteristics. The study found that Medal of Honor recipients have strong “self-regulation” mechanisms, meaning they exhibit “calm under fire.” Matthews cautioned that this is not the proverbial calm under fire, “in the sense of having a lack of emotional or physical arousal.” More precisely, he said, such individuals “are able, through training or natural talent, to maintain focus on the mission and put aside fear of their own safety for the sake of others.” 

			This focus on others is another common characteristic of these exceptional individuals. Matthews called the trait “humility and selfless service.” Kolditz examined similar themes in his study of leadership in high-risk—in extremis—environments, describing “the outward orientation and self-abrogation of in extremis leaders.” Steven Abrams, a veteran who saw combat in Vietnam and currently treats combat veterans as a psychiatrist, noted that soldiers’ commitment to one another can help drive them forward. “There is a collective group mentality that is very real,” Abrams said. 

			Another interesting angle emerging from the research is the impact of training on individuals thrust into dangerous situations. The endless drills and simulation exercises establish a deep-seated foundation, so that combat troops can continue to function in life-threatening environments. Combat veterans regularly say that they switched into an “automatic” mode when things got ugly: they were not thinking through every action, but rather reflexively relying on their training to know what to do next. Abrams described a patient who was in the third wave of the American assault on D-day: “He had been so conditioned and just did what he was supposed to do, on automatic.” That automatic response, according to Matthews, can be integral in navigating a life-threatening situation successfully. Such training and experience can empower soldiers to maintain focus on the objective, even in the direst of circumstances. Howard Prince, a retired brigadier general who received a truckload of medals for his performance in Vietnam and is now a prominent academic in the field of leadership, stated that precombat training “gives men confidence when they are scared to death.” 

			Aside from the automatic response, combat veterans consistently say that they acted as they did because it was their only option. “If you reflect on the anecdotes of anyone who has faced death and is around to tell you about it, there is almost a universal response,” said Abrams, the psychiatrist who treats combat veterans. “They did what they had to do. They never felt it was heroic, and never even felt it was a choice.” Brigadier General Prince had a more colorful description of the concept: “When you have to do what you have to do, you do what you have to do because you have to do what you have to do.”

			Perhaps the most interesting discovery is that some people facing life-threatening situations actually perform better. Matthews pointed to highly trained professionals, like Special Forces or SWAT teams, as quintessential examples. High-risk challenges can “sharpen the way they think.” Trained professionals in high-risk combat operations “won’t even register a heightened heart rate.”  In contrast, Matthews said, “the way an untrained person would deal with that might involve soiling their pants.” 

			Beyond common traits of individuals who excel in high-risk environments, research indicates that a strange paradox can emerge in life-threatening situations. Matthews, the West Point psychologist, described research establishing that “higher existential threat is often associated with an increased willingness to engage in life-threatening behaviors.” Basically, when the situation is most dire, people may be willing to act in increasingly riskier ways. He pointed to one study that found that Israeli citizens have a stronger inclination and motivation to serve in the military when the perceived threat is high, even though the chances of being wounded or killed while serving in the military in such times are higher.

			These themes—maintaining focus on the mission in the face of dire consequences, humility and selfless service, the paradox of risk-seeking behavior, and the automatic response imbued by countless drills—appear repeatedly over the pages of this book. 

		

	
		
			Valor

		

	
		
			Chris Choay

			“It Was the Loneliest Moment of My Life”

		

		
			Army Ranger Chris Choay peered down the barrel of his rifle at the four Taliban fighters. He was poised to launch a surprise attack. They would be easy kills for the paratrooper, as they lay only sixty-five feet away. They had no idea he was there. If they simply looked to their left, Choay would be a dead man. He was completely exposed and severely outgunned; his one standard-issue rifle was no match for their three machine guns, not to mention the devastating rocket-propelled grenade launcher. But they were preoccupied with shooting at Choay’s squad, eight other Rangers who were pinned down about 650 feet away across a rugged Afghan valley. Choay had used a flanking maneuver to sneak up beside the guerrillas. He was so close that, in the scope of his rifle, one of them “looked like he was sitting across a dining table from me.” Choay drew in a breath and prepared to shoot. 

			And then disaster struck: his rifle jammed.
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						Chris Choay on patrol in Kirkuk, Iraq, in the summer of 2003. Courtesy of Chris Choay.
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			In the spring of 2005, the sentiment in Afghanistan was a curious mix of optimism tempered by caution. The previous year had seen improved security, as well as progress on political fronts. The country adopted a new constitution in January 2004 and nine months later successfully staged a national election to select a president. Parliamentary and local elections were scheduled for September 2005. For months, US and Afghan officials had publicly predicted the demise of the Taliban insurgency. In April, for instance, a former commander of US forces in Afghanistan stated that the insurgency was in decline and anticipated that the Taliban would largely break apart over the next few months.

			Nevertheless, the insurgents were simply not going away. Afghan villagers reported increased sightings of Taliban fighters in the spring of 2005. Taliban recruits were seen crossing over the border from Pakistan to join in guerrilla attacks on US forces. Insurgents had ambushed an American platoon on April 15 and engaged in a nasty firefight with US Special Forces on April 18. The US military reacted aggressively to all this activity, ramping up its efforts to snuff out insurgency and pacify the mountainous border regions.

			By then, Choay and his unit had already spent more than a year in Afghanistan. A staff sergeant of the 503rd Infantry Regiment, 173rd Airborne Brigade, Choay was the leader of an eight-man machine-gun squad. “Our unit is known for a proud tradition and history of being parachutists.” His men, he stated proudly, were “line dogs,” a Vietnam-era term meaning infantry grunts—“the ones on the front line,” Choay said. They had started their second tour in Afghanistan just a few weeks earlier, stationed at Forward Operating Base Lagman in the southeastern part of the country, about an hour north of Kandahar near the Pakistani border. Their mission was not just fighting the Taliban: “Going in, we had the knowledge that we will be dealing more with locals, civilian affairs efforts, and mainly focusing on helping the people with less gunpowder and more cement.”

			Nevertheless, these men were soldiers in a hostile environment, and they understood that combat was never far away. Choay felt that their predecessors became complacent and let their guard down, speaking incredulously about the death of an American soldier to an improvised explosive device (IED) placed at the main gate of the base. That kept them focused, believing that “the enemy will always be around the corner, waiting for the right time.”

			Choay, who parachuted into the northern frontier of Iraq during the opening salvos of the Iraq war in 2003, described differences between the combat in Iraq and in Afghanistan. “The Iraqi war was actually fun. I know it may sound weird, but it was,” he said. “You see what you shoot. You [are] actually fighting visible combatants.” Afghanistan was different, largely because of the setting. “You’re fighting against them on top of terrains known only to mountain climbers and mountain goats,” Choay said. “This is their backyard. We were ready for a fight, but more we were ready for a different type of fight, in a whole different terrain.” Choay and his line dogs would experience that type of combat in a brutal, exhausting firefight in a rugged Afghan valley on May 3, 2005. 

			Choay was at the battalion headquarters at FOB Lagman when he learned that a handful of American troops were under intense fire in Baluc Kalay, a mountainous area to the northeast between Kabul and the Pakistani border. They were grossly outnumbered and desperately fending off the insurgent ambush. Choay’s squad promptly gathered their gear and prepared to join the battle with another infantry squad and a four-man team. “I was ready and I was somewhat excited to go out,” Choay said. “That is my nature during battles.”

			Then they waited for helicopters—CH-47 Chinooks—to fly them to the battle zone. The wait for the choppers was typical but, under the conditions, agonizing. The soldiers roasted in the 110-degree Afghan summer sun in full battle dress: thirty-five or forty pounds of gear (including vests, helmets, and ammunition), plus a sixty-five- to ninety-pound rucksack. Ironically, the only thing more agonizing than the heat was the breeze. “When it blew in your face,” Choay explained, “it actually brought more humidity.” But the worst part of all for Choay and his squad was waiting two hours, completely powerless to help fellow American soldiers who were under attack.

			New to his role as squad leader, Choay’s mind was racing. “I was asking questions to myself about all the worst scenarios you can imagine.” He was also focused on “the hows and the wheres” of the mission: “How are we going to get to the enemy? And where are my Ranger buddies in relation to the enemy?” As Choay mulled over his options, however, the situation on the ground was fluid: “The intel kept changing every five minutes, and the status of the objective was getting worse.” Envisioning the worst-case scenarios helped Choay plan: “I can see if we got everything. Did I forget to brief any angles?” Choay also thought about his men and decided against a Knute Rockne–style pep talk: “What can I say to these young men [who] are about to witness the biggest firefight in their lives? Nothing.”

			Nearly two hours after he first heard about the firefight in Baluc Kalay, Choay and his squad had boarded the choppers and were approaching the battle zone. Choay’s unit traveled in one CH-47. A second helicopter carried the other units: a machine-gun squad comprising six men with two machine guns and a “headquarters” team composed of four men. 

			The helicopters were crammed with paratroopers and equipment. They knew they were heading toward a brutal fight. They brought enough gear to “to last us a whole lifetime.” A sense of foreboding hung in the air. “The bird was packed with no sense of coming back.”

			As the helicopters approached the landing zone (the LZ), they learned that the situation on the ground had deteriorated dramatically. “We were notified that the LZ was ‘hot,’” Choay recalled, meaning that the projected landing site was no longer safe because of enemy activity. “One Humvee [was] on fire, [and] the friendly forces on the ground had been pushed back. The place we were going to land [was] crowded with enemies.” 

			But Choay was more concerned about incoming fire: “Landing in a battle zone is the great part. Flying in the battlefield is the hard part.” The CH-47 carrying the other units received “effective fire,” Choay’s Spartan description of two rocket-propelled grenades that hit the other chopper. The helicopter sustained only moderate damage, however, and none of the Americans suffered injuries. The helicopter eventually touched down safely in an alternate LZ a short distance from the original site. Choay’s CH-47, also diverted from the projected landing zone, set down safely in a nearby location. Choay and his unit hopped out. 

			The line dogs had arrived.

			“I am the most outgoing person you will ever meet,” Choay said. That sunny disposition springs from a deeply religious background. He was raised in an observant Catholic family that celebrates all sorts of Catholic holidays and “never misses a service on Sunday.” He attended schools where students prayed twice a day. “I have no ‘hates,’ no disputes unsettled. I cherish what God gave me—friends, family, etc.” Even this sunny outlook, however, had its limitations: “Hatred was nowhere to be found,” Choay joked, “except when I skipped Sunday mass.”

			He is a natural athlete. He played football as a kid and does mixed martial arts to stay in shape. Standing five foot eight, Choay insists he is short, but in his relentlessly positive world, that is a good thing: “It’s just enough to keep me away from attention.”

			Beyond his upbeat outlook and his religious background, two characteristics stand out. First, he adores his young son. Choay frequently mentions his son as an inspiration, calling him “my little hero.” 

			He holds a similar reverence for his fellow soldiers. Any conversation with Christopher Choay concerning his military experiences is peppered with expressions of profound devotion to and admiration for his “brothers.” His passion for his comrades—especially his beloved squad—is nothing short of palpable. Infantry squads like Choay’s are supposed to have nine soldiers, featuring two three-man gun teams. But his unit was slightly undermanned, and he had to make do with a group of eight, broken into a three-man gun team (the alpha team), a two-man gun team (the bravo team), a grenadier, and a sniper. 

			Choay’s squad of line dogs was close, enjoying the sort of trust that can be forged only during shared combat experience. Choay had fought with the alpha and bravo team leaders in multiple engagements, and two other squad members had parachuted into Iraq with him in 2003 to secure that country’s northern front. The whole squad had also fought together in previous engagements in Afghanistan. 

			The others paratroopers tended to share Choay’s can-do attitude. “A majority of the squad,” Choay stated, “were on the same sheet of music.” Although he readily called himself “aggressive,” he shied away from the term when describing his squad. He was more nuanced in his description of its other members, preferring to focus on their adaptability and willingness to jump into the fray: “Our squad was the ‘flexible’ squad in the platoon,” he said. “We were flexible to any mission regarding eliminating the bad guys.”

			The mission on May 3, 2005, would test that flexibility. That battle, Choay said, changed their lives forever. 

			As he disembarked from the helicopter, Choay surveyed the environment. They had landed on the high ground of a scraggly hill, facing northwest. In front of them stretched a small valley bracketed by another hill to the north. The slopes of the hills were uninviting—steep and rocky, littered with sparse trees. Between those barren cliffs lay a lush valley filled with orchards and long grass. A wide river sliced through the orchards, flowing from the northern slope southward, and a small stream cut across the valley, running from east to west. A handful of deserted buildings, which once formed a small village, sat lifelessly in the valley’s orchards to the northwest.

			A group of enemy fighters had established a stronghold in those orchards, behind an old stone wall. The thick canopy of trees, which ranged from five to eight feet high, provided crucial protection for the enemy. American Apache helicopters maneuvered in the valley, struggling to take out the bunker, but the dense tree cover rendered them largely ineffective. Indeed, the enemy hideout was so covered that the Americans could not determine how many Taliban fighters were there.

			From their dug-in position deep in the valley, the enemy waged a ferocious battle, shooting upwards at the American forces. The insurgents had already inflicted some casualties among the Americans on the ground. The Rangers didn’t have the luxury of a dense canopy and had to scramble for cover among the hills’ barren cliffs. The only semblance of protection came from a few big rocks, some tall grass, and the occasional tree. Worse, a handful of enemy fighters had split off from the bunker and established a position on a ridgeline high on the valley’s northern slope. That meant the American forces were largely exposed and taking fire from two enemy positions.

			Upon landing, Choay’s unit was directed to establish on the high ground of the southern hill to prevent the enemy from maneuvering or escaping. The squad quickly set up their weapons on a ridgeline due south of the enemy stronghold, which lay more than eight hundred feet down into the valley. 

			Over the next four-plus hours, in the suffocating heat of an Afghan afternoon, the soldiers engaged in a fierce firefight. Choay and his men saw their platoon leader take a shot in the helmet. It knocked him off his feet, but he was fine. “No scratch—nothing,” Choay recalled. “Lucky bastard.” 

			The fighting dragged on for hours and hours. Neither side gave an inch; neither side gained an advantage. “Everyone was playing the defensive game,” Choay recalled. But that was a game the Americans could not afford to play. The situation—a bloody stalemate that saw the Americans taking casualties—gradually became untenable. 

			So Choay’s squad of line dogs was ordered to charge the enemy bunker. “Someone has to get in and change the way the fighting had been going for hours,” Choay said. “My squad was that squad.” In an ominous move, the platoon’s medic was sent to join Choay’s team in the assault. Another infantry squad and the four-man headquarters unit would support Choay’s nine-man squad from the rear. 

			The prospect of leading an offensive on an entrenched, well-hidden enemy position—a potential suicide mission—didn’t faze Choay. “I wasn’t shitting bricks,” he said. “I was ready to get it over with.” The enemy he saw in the valley below reminded him of the unshakable enemy he’d faced in Iraq, but he decided not to worry his squad unnecessarily. “I didn’t tell the guys how dense, committed, and willing these guys are to kill us. Why tell them? They will find out. Besides, there is no time to talk about feelings.”

			Choay was motivated not only by the colleagues in his squad, but also by the other American soldiers who would come after him: “We were under intense fire. All we could do was move up and eliminate the threat,” he said. “We [either] finish them now or the next set of brothers who comes by later will suffer the consequences.” Determined to eliminate the threat to his unit and the other paratroopers, Choay led his line dogs down the steep slope toward the enemy bunker, into the thick of the firefight raging below.

			As Choay’s squad descended the barren hill, “bullets were zipping everywhere.” They moved forward using standard tactics, in which half the unit provided suppressive fire as the other half advanced. They pressed on, advancing some 165 feet down the hill toward the enemy bunker without incurring any casualties. 

			Within a few minutes, they arrived at the river deep in the valley. The river was “pretty large,” Choay recalled, stretching about 130 feet wide, with high banks on either side. The only way to get over the river was on a primitive bridge “made of who-knows-what kind of trees.” Crossing the bridge would be dangerous, as the unit would be highly exposed and utterly defenseless as they swayed high above the river. But it was the only way to get where they were going. 

			So they started scurrying across the bridge. It was “very shaky,” Choay recalled, swinging left and right and straining under the weight of nine men bearing heavy battle gear. “We were getting pinged by bullets,” Choay remembered. “It made for a pretty long walk.” Yet none of the bullets hit them. They crossed the river intact.

			Back on terra firma, they continued to advance in the direction of the gunfire. They understood that the bunker was down in the streambed hundreds of feet ahead of them—two or three football fields, at least—but they were not certain of its precise location.

			They eventually arrived at the lifeless Taliban village sitting in the valley. The village’s buildings were simple huts with mud walls two feet thick. They were uniformly tan with small windows and doors. “The mud huts were connected together [such that] you couldn’t tell where one family [started] and when the next [ended],” Choay recalled. “It looked like a whole bunch of Indian adobes connected to each other.” For the moment, the village was completely desolate, and the unit passed through in an eerie silence.

			As they descended farther into the valley, the soldiers remained exposed. “The grass and the walls of built-up rocks were the only cover and concealment we had,” so the insurgents knew where they were. “The bullets were still being fired at us. Enemy forces on both sides of the valley were shooting into the valley. They were doing this because they knew Americans were down there and advancing toward their headquarters.” Choay then added: “Those Americans were us—the nine of us.”

			Despite the volleys of gunfire, the unit continued pushing northward, in the general direction of the bunker. They had covered more than three hundred feet without anyone getting hit. But that wouldn’t last long. 

			*  *  *

			Roughly 650 feet out from the enemy bunker, Choay’s squad paused to return heavy fire toward the insurgents. Choay moved next to the bravo machine gun, trying to give an extra hand to his undermanned team. He crouched next to the team’s machine gunner, and the bravo assistant gunner leaped toward them, bringing a supply of ammunition. As he dove, a rocket-propelled grenade, or RPG, whizzed right next to Choay’s head and sliced across the assistant gunner’s right leg. “The actual RPG didn’t [hit] him,” Choay recalled, but the rocket’s fin “took his inner thigh muscles out.” The wound, according to Choay’s formal report on the engagement, was “about the size of two fists put together.” The injured man fell on top of Choay, writhing in pain. The platoon medic promptly started treating him.

			With the bravo gun team down to one man, Choay pressed forward with the alpha team. They advanced for another 325 feet under a relentless onslaught from the enemy bunker. Choay recalled those moments vividly: “The fire was so intense that bullets were breaking trees and twigs all over us. There were branches that fell on me while I was moving. We could see the knee-high grass being plowed by bullets, looking like little bugs were running through it.”

			Amidst this barrage of gunfire, Choay and the three men in the alpha team believed they had finally spotted the enemy stronghold. Choay saw “a bunker-type mud house” 250 feet ahead of them. Then he saw a man duck into it. But they could not be sure that it was the enemy bunker. Their view was obscured by a thick stone wall and the orchards’ dense canopy of trees. The cover was so thick that Choay couldn’t determine who or what was there. “They were behind cover and concealment,” Choay later wrote in his report, “that made it impossible for us to identify whether it was friendly or foes.”

			The units behind them, however, radioed the so-called three Ds—distance to the enemy, direction of the enemy, and description of the enemy—which confirmed that the hut directly in front of them was indeed the enemy stronghold. It was unclear how many enemy fighters were there, but the group estimated that the bunker had two or three machine guns. 

			Those guns were still trained on Choay and the alpha team, unleashing withering volleys of gunfire. As the squad proceeded toward the insurgent stronghold, an RPG hurtled through the air and exploded near the group. A piece of shrapnel rocketed squarely into the alpha team leader’s jaw. “His whole front teeth got knocked out,” Choay said, “blood pouring down his mouth.” Yet the man swallowed the teeth and continued to fight.

			Choay, however, had had enough. Two in his unit—two of his line dogs—had gotten hit. Worse, his squad was running out of ammunition. One gun team was down to about twenty-five rounds. “Looking into the eyes of my men, my brothers, and the ordeal that we were in,” Choay explained, “I knew something had to be done. I knew that this fight was going to be over soon on one side—either our side or their side.” He decided to raid the insurgents’ bunker.

			After the alpha team leader suffered the injury to his jaw, Choay continued to move forward with the two remaining alpha paratroopers. They took cover behind a small crest in the landscape, 150 feet away from the insurgents. Choay peeked around the crest and spotted four guerrillas. They were dug in behind a wall of stacked rocks. Three of them had machine guns; the fourth had an RPG. They were in their midtwenties, Choay recalled, and they were dressed in typical Afghan outfits, except that they were wearing “ammunition vests loaded with ammo.” They were squarely focused on the other Americans in the valley: Choay’s bravo gun team and the other American squads supporting Choay’s team. Those units were directing enough firepower toward the bunker that the insurgents were distracted and had lost sight of Choay and the alpha team.

			Peering over the crest, Choay noted with a sinking feeling the insurgents’ skilled use of combat techniques. This was no ragtag gang of backwater villagers. These were experienced fighters who “had more time in combat than General Patton.” Choay observed them “performing basic offensive tactics behind cover and concealment.” More importantly, he believed “these men were the best I have ever seen at utilizing their weapons.” They were “talking the guns,” which meant the shooters were alternating, so that two of their weapons were firing at all times to produce a constant barrage of gunfire.

			Despite the fighters’ sound tactics, Choay identified a crucial weakness. “The enemy was so concentrated on taking the gun team out that they didn’t have any situational awareness.” Their left flank, he saw, was vulnerable.

			Choay called out to the two alpha paratroopers and told them to follow him. He planned on swinging around to the right, taking an elongated half-moon route to approach the enemy bunker and ending up on the insurgents’ unsecured left flank. In doing so, however, Choay would be crossing right between both sides’ machine guns. From his perspective, the guerrillas lay ahead to the right and the American gun teams lay behind him, so his half-moon path to the far side of the guerrillas would take him directly through the field of battle—and the machine guns’ ferocious cross fire. 

			As he got up to lead the flanking maneuver, something truly unusual happened to the rugged paratrooper: he became slightly emotional, choking up for a moment. It had been more than six hours since he first heard of the ambush, and there had been more than four hours of intense fighting. What’s more, two of his men had already been wounded by near misses from the RPGs. “I had tears in my eyes when I got up the last time to flank the objective.”

			Choay quickly gathered himself and started out on the perilous flanking maneuver. He scurried through the underbrush of the valley floor, trying to stay as inconspicuous as possible. “I was in the line of fire from everyone,” he recalled—his own men, the enemy stronghold, and the other insurgents dotted throughout the valley. Thankfully, the enemy remained focused on the other American forces and did not appear to notice Choay’s approach on their left. “My squad was still engaging the enemy,” Choay explained, “and that helped keep the enemy’s attention from me.”

			Choay continued to creep up on the enemy. He finally got to within sixty-five feet of the insurgents—he was an easy target for shooters of their ability. Choay stopped and prepared for the assault. 

			And that’s when he realized he was all alone. 

			“I told my men to follow me, but it was so loud with all the explosions, shooting, and people yelling that no one heard me. I had no one there with me. They were all still back where I left them.” 

			Choay remembered the moment as “the loneliest moment of my life. I was dead center in the middle of the objective, all alone. I was scared, and I was ready to die.”

			“I was completely exposed,” he explained—none of the surrounding trees had survived the firefight’s volleys of gunfire, and so Choay stood there essentially in broad daylight. “Here I am,” he recalled, “so close to them, and not a single one was paying attention.” If they had simply looked to their left, Choay would have been a dead man. 

			He knelt down and raised his rifle. It was an extremely delicate moment: if he missed or something else went wrong, he would be fighting at point-blank range against three machine guns and an RPG. He reverted back to his training, which instructed him to fire at the enemy farthest away first and then proceed one by one toward the closest. Starting with the farthest target was essential to keeping the element of surprise. “The reason for that is that you don’t spook the rest of them,” Choay explained. Also, if he shot the closest man, “the round might go through and hit a guy you’re not ready to attack.”

			So Choay aimed at the farthest guerrilla. He was the one handling the RPG, the weapon that had injured Choay’s alpha team leader and the bravo assistant gunner. Choay took a deep breath and prepared to shoot. He pulled the trigger. 

			The weapon jammed. 

			Hearing that failed click of the rifle was a horrifying moment for the paratrooper. He stood there, completely exposed and basically unarmed, “knowing that I [was] fucked.” He was sure he was going to die.

			Choay hurriedly shook the weapon to dislodge the jammed rounds and dropped out the spent magazine. He gathered himself and prepared to shoot once again. “I said a little prayer in my head,” he recalled, “and loaded the weapon and aimed my weapon at the farthest guy’s head.” He pulled the trigger. The bullet hit the RPG operator in the head, killing him instantly. The other insurgents didn’t hear the shot. They continued firing single-mindedly at Choay’s unit deep in the valley. 

			Choay then aimed at the next farthest man, a machine gunner. Another head shot. The two remaining insurgents again didn’t react. Choay pointed his rifle at the third man. A third shot to the head.

			The fourth guerrilla quickly realized that the other guns had fallen silent. “The last guy stopped shooting and turned his head to the right to see what was going on, since all the other guys had stopped shooting,” Choay said. “Then he turned his head to the left. As he was turning, I had my scope on him, and he turned right into my crosshairs. He was close. With the scope, he was so close that he looked like he was sitting across a dining table from me.” Choay described the next shot coyly, saying: “Well, you know the rest.”

			Behind the dead guerrillas, directly in front of Choay, sat a mud bunker. He believed the hut held several insurgents—“the resupply element for the main effort.” They had to be taken out. As Choay prepared to move forward, an enemy fighter darted out from the hut, holding an AK-47. Choay shot at the man, hitting him in the ribs. Wounded, the man continued running for some thirty feet. And then one of Choay’s men shot him dead.

			Choay scurried toward the bunker to see what was inside. But the opening of the hut faced south—directly in the line of one of Choay’s gun teams, which were pounding the area with volleys of fire. To take out the insurgents in the bunker, he would—yet again—have to cross back into the field of his own men’s fire. Choay would essentially have to cross a firing range during target practice for a second time. 

			He moved toward the opening anyway. “I didn’t care,” he explained. “It had to be cleared or we would all be killed.” Choay was motivated by the very risks he faced. “I knew I was going to get hit, which made it easier for me to move. Accepting the worst-case scenarios seemed to help.” 

			He dropped to the ground and crawled to duck under the gunfire peppering the air. The crawling was “nothing special,” he said, “just enough to keep me from getting shot at.” When there was a fleeting lull and the machine guns momentarily fell silent, he got up and sprinted for a stretch. Then it was back to crawling—“hands, elbows, and knees.” 

			He finally arrived at the hut. Peering in the doorway, he “met the barrel of an AK-47 shooting at me from five feet away.” Choay reacted quickly, falling backward and shooting back at the man as he emerged from the hut. Both shots missed. The man darted back into the bunker. Choay scampered a few feet away and threw a grenade into the hut. He heard frantic yelling inside the bunker. Then “the grenade went off, and no one said anything.” 

			Choay entered the bunker to make sure it was cleared. Six insurgents lay there, with weapons and ammunition arrayed around them. “These were men who planned to kill us,” Choay said, “and they had every asset they could think of to kill us and get away with it.” But most were dead from Choay’s grenade, and the others were suffering from serious injuries and severe shock.
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