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    “As well as being the best book from the front lines so far, it is the first which shows the real down and dirty story behind the headlines and upbeat assessments. A

    superbly written, considered piece of war reportage, it will stand comparison with the very best of the last half-century. Unlike any book before it, this one asks us to see the British and

    American soldiers through the eyes of the bewildered and all-too-often bereaved eyes of Afghans. No Worse Enemy will do for Afghanistan what Michael Herr’s Dispatches did for

    Vietnam.”


  




  Frank Ledwidge – author of Losing Small Wars: British Military Failure in Iraq and Afghanistan




  “Ben Anderson has written an account of his time in Helmand that is both extremely readable and useful, in that he presents lots of the detail that usually gets lost.

  No Worse Enemy has the benefit of the author having spent his time in the country on the ground, on patrol, taking risks and always patiently listening to what was going on around him. If

  you want to understand how the war in Helmand is really being fought, buy this book.”




  Alex Strick van Linschoten – author of An Enemy We Created: The Myth of the Taliban




  “Compelling and brilliant ... Ben Anderson presents the reader with an extraordinary account of the tragedies in the Afghanistan war. This is a first-hand look behind the

  headlines at the reality of the difficult challenges British and American infantry face in modern, bloody counterinsurgency warfare operations.”




  Regulo Zapata – Green Beret Special Forces (Ret) and author of Desperate Lands: The War on Terror Through the Eyes of a Special Forces Soldier




  “No Worse Enemy provides the very rare first-hand account of the realities of the war in Afghanistan, a gripping narrative derived not from just one or two trips

  to large forward operating bases, but from multiple embeds with a variety of different units in the most austere reaches of Afghanistan’s restive Helmand Province. The book provides a candid

  and honest insight into what is really happening on the ground, an invaluable perspective for both military practitioners, as well as those who have never set foot on a battlefield but who want to

  know the real story. A great addition to the books out there on Afghanistan.”




  Ed Darack – author of Victory Point: Operations Red Wings and Whalers
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  For Nanny Butch, who endured more bombs than I ever will, and despite weighing less than a jockey, even helped the anti-aircraft guns shoot back. She was the toughest, but

  most humble, person I’ve ever known. I’ll remember her, and the example she quietly set, forever.




  

    Vi Anderson 1924–2011
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        Afghan National Army
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        Afghan National Police
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        American Special Forces
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        Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan
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        Improvised Explosive Device


      

    




    

      	

        ISAF


      



      	

        International Security Assistance Force
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        Killed in Action
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        Medical Evacuation
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        Mine Resistant Ambush Protected
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        Meals Ready To Eat


      

    




    

      	

        NAAFI


      



      	

        The Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes


      

    




    

      	

        NATO


      



      	

        North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
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        Non-Commissioned Officer
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        Rest and Recuperation


      

    




    

      	

        SAW


      



      	

        Squad Automatic Weapon


      

    




    

      	

        Semper Fi


      



      	

        Semper Fidelis (‘Always faithful’ – the motto of the US Marines)
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        Weapons Mount Installation Kit (mounted on a roofless Land Rover)
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  Helmand Province




  Operation Mushtaraq (Marjah)




  The Sniper Hole (Marjah)




  Pharmacy Road (Sangin)
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  You knew that this was going to happen one day. And now you’re going to die in the cold wet mud of a ditch in Afghanistan because you chose to join a bunch of

  American marines as they were dropped like kittens into the middle of a perfect ambush.




  You deserve to die for just floating along again. Not thinking, not making a decision, just stumbling slowly forwards until you couldn’t turn back.




  It was so bad I imagined a tiny black-eyed dormouse, frozen with terror in the corner of a glass tank half-filled with a huge, languid, grey and black snake, its tongue and eyes gradually moving

  closer; so slow and arrogant it was repellent.




  I had other strange visions: nothing peaceful, no floating towards a white light, just a quick flash of me and the Marines, curled into foetal positions, pressing ourselves as far as we could

  into the cold, dark mud. Above, a huge cartoon Taliban face, hundreds of feet tall, turbaned, dirty, brown and sweaty with a wiry beard and a wart, grinning maniacally down at us, growling with

  joy.




  Even the fucking ditch was America’s fault. They had built it over fifty years ago to make the desert bloom, win hearts and minds and counter Russian influence. But being American, they

  had to build it in a perfectly straight line, in a land where nothing is straight. So as I dived into the ditch and slid towards the putrid water at the bottom, I was still an easy target for the

  Taliban fighters who did the same.




  I wanted to wrap my arms around something but there was only freezing mud and a few dehydrated reeds. I went limp, resigned to the fact that metal was about to enter my body. Cus

  D’Amato’s old saying about how no boxer ever got knocked out who didn’t want to get knocked out suddenly made sense. OK, I lose, there’s no way out, just put me to sleep

  so that this ordeal can end.




  A rocket whooshed over my shoulder and exploded against the wall behind me.




  ‘AW FUCK, I’M HIT, I’M HIT’, screamed the marine next to me. As he rolled on to his side I could see his right leg was covered in bright red blood that gushed from

  beneath his knee.




  ‘WHAT THA FUCK’, he moaned.




  ‘I’m hit too’, screamed the marine on my other side, holding the back of his left leg. ‘Am I bleeding?’ he asked, moving his hand away briefly.




  ‘No, you’re good’, I told him, sounding calm for a second. I rolled on to my back, expecting to feel pain, or a warm wet patch, somewhere. Please don’t let it be

  between my legs. Please let me keep my legs. But there was nothing, except knuckles bloodied from the scramble into the ditch. The bullets clattered above us in murderous clouds and the screams

  and the faces around me all said the same thing: we don’t know where it’s coming from and we’re all going to die.
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  Everyone who has covered the wars in Afghanistan over the last thirty years has a few – possibly apocryphal – stories that perfectly sum up the struggles of

  foreign forces. One of my favourites came from a chance discussion with two American soldiers, whose home for twelve months – a dingy concrete arch – I was sleeping in.




  I was in the Arghandab Valley, just outside Kandahar City, in October 2010. There hadn’t been any fighting for a few weeks, so I was reading a book, written by a Russian journalist, about

  the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. The author described a foot patrol with a wily old Russian commander when suddenly they had found themselves surrounded by a passing flock of sheep, guarded by

  their shepherd. Why, the reporter asked, had the sheep not been sheared? It was the middle of summer, when temperatures often top fifty degrees. The commander told him to grab a sheep and feel its

  belly. He did – and found several rifles, strapped underneath the animal, totally hidden from view. The commander grabbed another and found more. I was so amused by this story that I read it

  out loud to the two American soldiers. ‘MOTHERFUCKER!’ one of them screamed. ‘We saw shitloads of sheep not too long ago and I remember thinking the exact same thing – why

  haven’t they been sheared?’ The likely answer to that question kept him angry for hours. We never seem to learn from history.




  I’ve been travelling to Afghanistan, and in particular Helmand – the country’s most violent province and the focus of first Britain’s, then America’s, military

  effort – for five years. When I was first there, what I saw raised continuous and obvious questions that I thought were too stupid to ask out loud. All those bombs are for five guys in

  sandals, with AKs? And they escaped? Those roofless old jeeps are all you have? Those junkies and thieves are the good guys? If the Taliban have been routed, why do all these IEDs keep popping up

  around us like mushrooms? If the people are so happy to have been liberated, why do they look so angry?




  With each trip, the war became less recognisable as the one being described from podiums in Kabul, Washington and London. A positive spin could be expected but there was often such a gulf

  between what we were told was happening and what I was seeing with my own eyes that I sometimes questioned my recollections. Only when I watched the hundreds of hours of footage I’d gathered

  did I realise the situation was even more calamitous and our ambitions more fantastic than I had at first thought. And my shock only increased when I got accurate translations of what the Afghans

  I’d filmed were actually saying.




  Each time I returned, there were new policies, new forces, new ambassadors, generals, planes, drones and even tanks. And there was a surge, because a surge, we were told, had turned things

  around in Iraq. On each visit, I was told that the Taliban were on their last legs, the Afghans were almost ready to provide security for themselves and the government was almost ready to govern.

  Mistakes were made in the past but now we’re doing it right. Even the increasingly audacious attacks by the Taliban were seen as proof of their desperation. The tipping point was close.




  I was deeply sceptical. I had to keep going back to see if I was wrong. Billions of dollars were being spent. Brilliant minds were dedicated to the project. The credibility of a superpower and

  NATO hung in the balance. Such an effort, with such high stakes, couldn’t result in so little.




  This is a simple book, written chronologically, about what I’ve seen: an honest account of what the war looks like on the ground. As it drags on and public interest evaporates, I

  don’t think I have anything more important to offer than that. Apart from a tiny handful of quotes taken from my notebooks, every word spoken here was transcribed directly from my many video

  tapes.




  In the months following the 9/11 attacks, the Bush administration thought they had bombed their way to a swift and brilliant victory in Afghanistan. Some even thought they’d invented a new

  way of fighting wars, from twenty thousand feet, where none of their blood need be shed.




  The Taliban, we now know, hadn’t been defeated. They had merely stepped off the stage, to watch what happened next. Many had been willing to play a part in the new reality, which would

  have been entirely consistent with the history of conflict resolution in Afghanistan. But they were snubbed. What happened next, after vital resources had been diverted to Iraq, was simply a return

  to predatory power politics and the rule of the warlords. To a place where the corrupt and vicious thrived and the most able and honest were sidelined. The state of affairs that had allowed the

  Taliban to sweep to power in the first place. The 2005 elections, which might have led to a truly representative government, were a sham, with some observers claiming that fraudulent votes

  outnumbered the genuine.




  So the Taliban gradually returned, slipping back over the border from Pakistan as easily as they had left. As fighters, they were surprised to discover that beyond Kabul, there was no one around

  to stop them. Soon they were operating in every province of Afghanistan. In the countryside, where most Afghans live, they began to provide better security, justice and employment (often through

  participation in, or the protection of, the opium trade) than the government itself. Sadly, this wasn’t difficult.




  This eventually led to the deployment of NATO forces beyond Kabul. In the summer of 2006, just over three thousand British troops (of which only six hundred or so would actually be out on patrol

  and in contact with Afghans) were sent to Helmand province. Helmand, together with neighbouring Kandahar, was the Taliban’s historical power base. At first, the Brits didn’t wear

  helmets, handed out toys to children and were only tasked with ‘facilitating reconstruction and development’. The defence secretary even hoped they could complete their mission without

  firing a single bullet. Our good intentions, it was thought, would mean that we would be welcomed. Soon afterwards, the war in Afghanistan really began. The Brits found themselves fighting off

  waves of attacks against their tiny and isolated patrol bases.




  

    [image: ]


  




  Figure 1 Helmand Province (© David Berger)




  

    I first started travelling to southern Afghanistan in the summer of 2007, when the hopelessly under-manned British forces were struggling to hang on to what little ground they had. Since then,

    I’ve spent a lot of time with British, Afghan, and American troops, often during key operations, as they tried to carry out the latest policies. I stayed with them for weeks on end as they

    fought their way into towns and villages with the aim of establishing a permanent presence. I spent as little time as possible on the main bases, where not much ever happens. Staying with the

    infantry also meant I got to talk to Afghans far more than is thought possible when you’re on embeds and to see how the war has affected their lives. The stories and exchanges recorded here

    are not anomalous. I’ve made an effort to exclude any that are. They show what happened many times. Some of the people represented here might feel cheated. They might argue that things

    eventually improved after I left. While this may be true, the overall picture continues to worsen considerably.


  




  I have travelled elsewhere in Afghanistan but I have chosen to focus on Helmand province, where the war has always been fiercest. Helmand also offers the benefit of seeing how the two largest

  contributing forces – British and American – coped in such unforgiving terrain. The Brits eventually had eight thousand troops there but it was nowhere near enough. The Americans ended

  up sending thirty-three thousand and even then, their small gains were described as ‘fragile and reversible’. I was able to directly compare the two in Sangin, where a third of British

  casualties occurred, which was taken over by the US Marines in 2010. It was no coincidence that I came closer to being killed with almost every visit. Apart from a few square kilometres of land

  – and it was never more than that – being cleared and secured here and there, the only thing I ever saw happen was an increase in troop numbers and a corresponding increase in

  casualties, military and civilian. This, I was told, was further evidence of the Taliban’s desperation and proof that the insurgency was in its last throes.




  

    

      Ben Anderson




      10/9/11
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  Most of the time, I have transcribed in English what Afghans said in Dari or Pashtu. I worked from over 170 tapes and had everything translated as carefully as possible. In

  the process, I often found that what people were actually saying was radically different to what American or British troops were told they were saying. I have only included the interpreters’

  words or phrases in Dari or Pashtu when mistranslations and miscommunications were particularly revealing.




  I have had to be sloppy in using the word ‘Taliban’ to describe all opposition fighters in Afghanistan. It would take another book to explain the many different motives of the many

  different groups currently fighting, ranging from angry farmers to former Mujahadeen commanders. It is safe to say that a great many have no relationship with the pre 9/11 Taliban and even fewer

  have any link with or affinity to Al-Qaeda. Many are just angry local men who feel obliged to fight government or foreign forces. It’s often said that this is simply the way they are, but in

  many cases they took a considerable amount of persuading. These are the men I’m referring to when I say ‘Taliban’.
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    THE BRITISH ARMY


  




  

    JUNE TO OCTOBER, 2007


  




  

    QUEEN’S COMPANY


  




  

    THE GRENADIER GUARDS


  




  The British Army, it was thought, would be perfect for Helmand province. From their extensive experience in Northern Ireland, they knew how to interact with people, and with

  their self-deprecating, informal approach, should be brilliant at winning hearts and minds. They first deployed to Helmand in 2006, when they were the only major military force in the province.

  They expected to stay no longer than three years.




  The Ministry of Defence had kept reporters away from the fighting. But when the soldiers started releasing their own footage, shot on hand-held cameras and mobile phones, showing fierce fighting

  from tiny, isolated and almost derelict outposts, they were forced to change their policy. After over eighteen months of negotiations, I was finally allowed to join the troops in the summer of

  2007.




  The MoD weren’t the only ones who didn’t want me in Helmand. The BBC had also shown little interest. The trip only happened at all because I’d been supported by one executive,

  who had commissioned me before. Everyone else thought there was nothing to say or learn about the war in Afghanistan, and even less public interest. Only when I returned with hours of footage of

  battles that lasted for days was I given a slot in peak time.
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  ‘My conscience is clear because it was a genuine mistake. You know and I know the Taliban were keeping those people there because it was a target’, said Lieutenant

  Colonel Richard Westley, the Commanding Officer of the Worcestershire and Sherwood Foresters. He was holding a shura (a meeting of elders) with Dur Said Ali Shah, the Mayor of Gereshk, the

  second-largest town in Helmand province. ‘I would like to make a goodwill payment to help with the cost of the funeral. This is not compensation. Nothing can compensate for the loss of a

  whole family. But it might just help with the payment for the ceremony, the funeral and the guests that have to be entertained as part of Afghan protocol.’




  The Mayor nodded.




  ‘I will rely on your judgment and wisdom to tell me when the best time to do that is’, said the Colonel.




  The Mayor nodded again but remained silent.




  On the day that I first arrived in Helmand province, twenty-five civilians had been killed by a 500lb bomb dropped on a building from which the Taliban were firing. Only after the bomb had been

  dropped and the fighting stopped did the British soldiers who had called for the air strike realise their mistake. As well as around thirty fighters, they found the bodies of civilians, including

  nine women and three children. They had been hiding in a small room in one corner of the compound.




  ‘The intensity of fire from that building was such that trees and branches were being knocked down by it, and the risk to my soldiers was so great that we engaged with an aircraft and

  dropped a bomb’, the Colonel explained.




  Every senior British soldier I spoke to was certain that the people had tried to flee but were prevented from doing so.




  The Colonel said that even the man whose family was killed blamed the Taliban.




  ‘He was vehemently against them and holds them responsible for a pretty deceitful and cynical incident where they rounded his family into a building, then fought from that building,

  knowing that we would respond. We killed all the Taliban but unfortunately, and unknown to us, we killed all the civilians that the Taliban had been incarcerating there. We were duped. And frankly,

  that rather hurts because we like to think we’re a little bit cleverer. While we are deeply deeply regretful about it, it is some comfort when people come up and say “look, we

  don’t hold you responsible, we know who is bringing about the evil in the valley and it isn’t ISAF (International Security Assistance Force)”.’




  President Karzai denounced the incident on television, saying that the ‘careless’ killing of innocents will wipe out any goodwill generated by everything else foreign governments are

  trying to do in Afghanistan. ‘Afghan life is not cheap and should not be treated as such’, he said, more angry than I had ever seen him. The deaths took the toll for 2007 to almost 250,

  more than the number killed the previous year. It was still only July.




  The Colonel addressed the Mayor directly. ‘It is my promise to you that we will not again strike buildings unless we are absolutely sure that civilians are not in the area. I will find the

  Taliban and I will destroy them. But if I kill ten Taliban and one civilian, that is a failure.’




  Afghan homes are surrounded by high and impenetrable walls. The actual living quarters are hidden from view. The pilot who dropped the bomb had flown over the building twice and seen nothing but

  Taliban fighters with weapons. That there were no civilians to be seen is hardly a surprise – they were unlikely to stand out in the open after the Taliban had gone into their homes and

  started firing. It is impossible to know that there are no civilians in a compound unless someone can go in and check every room, which they can’t do in the middle of a fight. The bomb had

  been dropped at night, in complete darkness.




  I asked if there would be a change in tactics.




  ‘No. We just have to apply the tactics we’ve used in the past with a greater degree of certainty. Individuals have to be targeted directly, without buildings being hit. We need to be

  that bit more certain there are no civilians in the area.’




  And if this happens again, I asked, do you stand any chance of winning the support of the local people? The people of Gereshk, he explained, were pragmatic. They would sit on the fence and see

  what happened before choosing which side to take. (Or whether to take sides at all, I thought.)




  ‘I think we’re at a fairly critical stage. I don’t think another incident of that nature would undermine the good that we’ve done. But I’m just not prepared to take

  that risk’, he said.




  It wasn’t chance that the first meeting I saw between Coalition troops and Afghans was about civilian casualties. The subject of damage to people’s homes, or security in general,

  dominated the vast majority of discussions I saw. More than a year after entering Helmand, the British effort, which was supposed to be about aiding reconstruction and development, had become

  overwhelmingly military. The soldiers were struggling to protect themselves and the measures they were taking were costing the Afghans dearly.




  The Mayor’s phone rang with a tune that sounded like a theme from a Super Mario game.




  ‘Good ring tone, good vibe’, said Westley, nodding his head slightly to the rhythm.




  The shuras took place every week and were open either to the public or to elected Afghan officials, who were supposed to be consulted on military operations and development projects,

  while being mentored on how to govern. But with the British faces changing every six months, Afghan officials often simply went along with whatever was being said and took what they could. The

  long-term deals were done elsewhere.




  Lieutenant Colonel Westley and Mayor Ali Shah sat on cushions at one end of a long, old carpet, in a small room just outside the soldiers’ accommodation in Forward Operating Base (FOB)

  Price, the main British base just outside Gereshk. Below them, on the carpet itself, were an Afghan National Army (ANA) commander, a police chief, three British soldiers, ‘Lucky’ the

  terp (interpreter), and two American Special Forces soldiers, sporting thick beards, who never spoke.




  ‘How are the people in the town feeling about security at the moment?’ asked the Colonel.




  The police chief said that the people wanted the Taliban out but they didn’t want these big operations. The people didn’t understand why the Taliban had to be fought in their midst.

  They wanted to know why there couldn’t be another front line outside the town. Colonel Westley promised that would happen one day. The Afghan Army commander said the Taliban hid their weapons

  under their scarves and hid themselves among the people. They took shovels and pretended to be working in the fields. ‘And as soon as you’re gone, they throw away the shovels’, he

  said.




  ‘That’s what insurgents do’, said the Colonel, ‘but with your help, the NDS (the National Directorate of Security – Afghan intelligence) and fingerprinting

  equipment I’ll soon have ... we’ll be able to see if these people have fired a weapon and if they are locals or Punjabis, Pakistanis or Chechens.’ There had been intelligence

  reports and rumours about foreign fighters, including British Pakistanis (one with a Midlands accent), Arabs and even a sixteen-year-old female Chechen sniper.




  ‘Between us we will sort them out’, said Westley. He ended every statement with a sentence like this, always using the words ‘we’ or ‘us’. A reminder that

  this was supposed to be a team effort. It was a sentiment or illusion that the Afghans didn’t seem to share. They always said ‘you’.




  

    *  *  *  *  *


  




  A few days later, after a heated argument with my Ministry of Defence minder, I attended another shura with some local farmers, about more civilian casualties caused by

  air strikes.




  ‘Where apologies are required, they will be made’, said Captain Patrick Hennessey. He was a well-spoken officer (you can usually identify a British Officer just by hearing them

  speak) from the Grenadier Guards, attached to the battle group commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Westley. ‘Then, the process of reparations will be looked into. Compensation is a big thing in

  the Afghan culture, in a way that we find quite strange. There’s a very clear financial compensation defined for the loss of a daughter, a son or an uncle and it’s something that we

  will go into in this meeting in depth’, he said.




  The strikes had mostly been American, and been called by the Brits, but everyone defending them was from the Afghan government; the first and only time I saw any representatives from the central

  government in Helmand. Captain Hennessey and an American soldier – who’d appeared from nowhere – sat at the back of the room but were soon fast asleep in their plastic chairs.




  An official, the head of the anti-crime department of the Gereshk district police, stood up to speak. A small man, with a neatly-cropped beard that had started to turn grey, he was as emotional

  as the men he addressed and struggled not to break down. ‘The ISAF operations are not useful’, he said. ‘They leave and the Taliban come back, so we will always have these

  problems. Local commanders, ex-Mujahadeen, can establish security, not outsiders. They are indiscriminate. They see no difference between women and children and the Taliban.’ His finger

  trembled as he raised it in emphasis. I thought he was going over the top, trying to let everyone know that he empathised with them. But then I realised that he too had lost several family members

  to an air strike. ‘You can ask anyone about how honestly I have served the government and if I have any links with the Taliban’, he said, almost in tears. ‘But they have hit me so

  hard that I am stunned. What can I do? I have lost four of my brothers. How can I look after their families now?’




  Neither the other officials nor the farmers reacted. The fact that this had happened to a senior government official surprised no one. ‘After the bombing, no ground troops came out at all.

  They could have come but no one did. I don’t have anything else to say, my only request is that in future operations, civilian casualties should be prevented’, he said, although the

  only two people in the room with any connection to air strikes were fast asleep.




  The elders raged about the bombings, saying that the Taliban were often far away by the time the bombs were dropped, that security was getting worse and that people would soon start joining the

  Taliban. ‘Life has no meaning for me any more’, said one man, ‘I have lost twenty-seven members of my family. My house has been destroyed. Everything I’ve built for seventy

  years is gone.’




  Metal containers were brought in, placed on tables and opened. The elders were given bricks of five hundred Afghani notes, signing for them by dipping their right thumbs in ink and making

  fingerprints. Captain Hennessey thought that millions of dollars were being handed over: $100,000 per person killed. The actual amount was closer to $2000. The men were told the money had come from

  the president himself. As he handed it out, the ANA commander said, ‘May God give you the fortitude to bear this and protect you from such sorrows in the future.’




  The money, a huge amount in Helmand, was handed out in front of the Afghan National Police. I worried that the men (who carried the money wrapped in sheets and would bury it somewhere in their

  compounds) might soon be receiving another unwelcome visit.




  Afterwards, I spoke to some of the men who had received compensation.




  ‘I lost twenty people and I was given two million Afghanis [about $46,000]’ said one man, explaining what had happened. ‘It was before 12.30 at night when your forces came to

  our area. They were involved in a fight but the Taliban retreated. I had put everyone, all the family and the children, into one room but after the fighting was over we brought them outside to

  their beds. Later, a jet came and dropped bombs on our house. Two rooms were destroyed. In one of the rooms, my two nephews and my son were there. My son survived. I rescued him from the debris. In

  the other room were six of my uncle’s family. All became martyrs. They were buried under the soil. I moved the children away and came back to rescue those under the debris. While we were

  trying to do that, the children were so frightened they started running away. The plane shot them one by one.




  ‘All we want is security, whether you bring it or the Taliban. We are not supporting war. We support peace and security. If you bring peace and security you are my king. If they bring

  security they are our kings. I want nothing. I don’t want a post in the government. All I want is to be able to move around.




  ‘I was given this money for the martyrs but it means nothing to me. I wouldn’t give one person for all the money I’ve been given. I’m grateful that the president has paid

  attention to us but if you gave someone the whole world it wouldn’t bring a person back.’




  He was in tears by the time he’d finished speaking. I couldn’t ask him any more questions.




  
 





  

    [image: ]


  




  A week later, I awoke at 5.30 a.m. to go on a reconnaissance patrol with the Grenadier Guards into the upper Gereshk valley. The valley is part of what’s called the

  Green Zone, a narrow strip of some of the most fertile land in Afghanistan. It follows the Helmand River from the Hindu Kush all the way to Iran. In contrast to its fortified Baghdad namesake, the

  Helmand Green Zone is where most of the fighting takes place. Its irrigation ditches, hedgerows and high-walled compounds are perfect for guerrilla warfare and the Taliban had created a network of

  trenches, tunnels, booby traps and weapons caches. The American Special Forces called it the ‘Heart of Darkness’ but its neatly arranged green fields, thick bushes and hedgerows make it

  look oddly like the English countryside.




  The patrol was to a village, Zumbelay, from where six families had recently fled, saying they’d been forced out by fifteen Taliban fighters. After walking less than a kilometre, we saw

  other villagers running away. This usually means they know there are Taliban close by and there will soon be fighting. Suddenly, a single shot ripped the air around us. Then came dozens more, so

  loud and so fast that it felt as if we were being attacked from every tree and bush in sight. I lay down in the grass next to Glenn Snazle, whose bulk, tattoos and cleanly-shaved head made him look

  like a classic sergeant major. An awful burst of popping filled the air above our heads. That isn’t the sound of guns being fired. It’s the noise of bullets breaking the sound barrier.

  It’s a sound you’re never supposed to hear, because it means you’re far too close. I gripped the earth with both hands as if it that might lessen the impact of being shot.




  Four or five RPGs (rocket-propelled grenades) whooshed over our heads, sometimes exploding, sometimes sinking into the wet mud around us. We ran to one side and crouched next to a wall. An RPG

  exploded on the exact spot where we had been lying. Some of the Afghan and British soldiers charged towards the direction of the gunfire and soon there was so much noise it was impossible to tell

  who was firing what and at who. Two bullets hit the wall next to us with such velocity that we instinctively flinched. I heard someone report a casualty over the radio; an Afghan soldier, with a

  three-inch hole in the back of his neck, staggered past supported by two of his colleagues.




  The Taliban were attacking from three positions and trying to get another group to move west, to surround us. (‘They draw you in, then the horns of the bull come down on either side of

  you’, is how one soldier described the tactic.) We heard a series of howls, followed by deep thudding booms. I was told these were Chinese 107 rockets, being fired from yet another position.

  There was an awful wait as the rockets arched through the air, then landed hundreds of metres beyond where we crouched.




  After almost an hour, I heard an F16 fighter jet roaring towards us. ‘That is the sweetest sound in the world’, said the heavily-sweating soldier next to me. I saw the underside of

  the plane, white like a shark’s, as it passed overhead and fired missiles into a building a hundred metres or so ahead. Everyone went quiet as they waited to see if the missile strike had

  been accurate. The Taliban were also quiet, either because they were desperately trying to find a ditch to dive into or because they’d been killed. Air strikes were called for with few

  restrictions, so the mere presence of planes or helicopters in the air – a show of force, as it was called – was often enough to scare the Taliban into retreating.




  Everyone was ordered to start moving back, believing that eighteen Taliban had been killed, mostly by the air strike. Lance Corporal Jack Mizon and Lance Sergeant Jason McDonald, who had charged

  forwards with the ANA, re-appeared, soaked in sweat and bouncing with adrenaline. ‘It was a bit too close with the RPGs whizzing over the wall’, said McDonald, with a humble,

  gap-toothed smile. The ANA also re-appeared, some sprinting in all directions and others standing still, in plain sight of the remaining enemy fighters who had tried to flank us. ‘Get them

  shaken out into a defensive posture, get a grip of these fucking idiots’, screamed Major Martin David.




  ‘One of them was stood up’, said McDonald, ‘when there was RPGs winging straight over our heads. I was on my belt buckle and he was stood up, eating an apple and laughing at

  us.’




  ‘Very good soldier, my soldier very good’, said the ANA’s commanding officer, almost singing with laughter as we pulled back. I hadn’t seen him since, on the way in,

  he’d made one of his soldiers carry him over a stream so that he didn’t get his boots wet.




  When we got back to the patrol base, the ANA found the Taliban’s frequency on their radios and listened to them talk (this is called ‘i-comm chatter’). Anyone with a normal CB

  radio could listen in as they were doing. I heard such ridiculous things – four hundred fighters are about to storm the base! We have taken forty casualties in the ditch! Thirty suicide

  bombers are about to detonate themselves! – that I assumed the Taliban knew they were being listened to and were being deliberately misleading. But i-comm chatter was treated as if it were

  the most sophisticated covert surveillance, so secret and so valuable that if I ever mentioned it I’d be aiding the enemy. The ANA either hadn’t got that message or were ignoring it, as

  they immediately started talking back, taunting the Taliban about the battle they had just lost.




  ‘Come back to the same place tomorrow without the planes and helicopters and we’ll show you a fight!’ replied the Taliban.




  ‘We’ll kick your ass the same way’, said one ANA soldier, causing the others to roar with laughter. ‘And fuck your mother.’




  The Brits weren’t so jubilant. They carried the heavy equipment back to the base. They knew that the ground they’d just cleared would have to be fought for again.




  

    *  *  *  *  *


  




  The fighting in Zumbelay was part of an effort to expand a relatively secure area, optimistically designated the ‘Afghan Development Zone’. It formed a triangle

  between Gereshk, Lashkar Gar (the provincial capital), and Camp Bastion, the huge and rapidly-expanding British base, complete with landing strip, safely positioned in the Helmand desert. As part

  of a wider policy, the ‘comprehensive approach’, this area was supposed to be the focus of an intense nation-building and reconstruction (or construction, as some soldiers were quick to

  point out) effort. It was hoped this effort would quickly convince the local population that the Afghan government, with the ‘support’ (no one was allowed to say the effort was British-

  or American-led) of the international community, could provide a much better way of life than the Taliban. The local people would then side with the central government and reject the Taliban,

  making it impossible for them to operate. It was classic counter-insurgency, called ‘draining the swamp’, or ‘hearts and minds’ in past campaigns, although to find an

  example that actually worked, you had to go back over sixty years.




  The comprehensive approach looked perfectly feasible in a PowerPoint presentation, when the beneficiaries, who weren’t consulted, were viewed as automata. When applied to an actual

  society, especially one as fragmented, traumatised and complicated as Helmand’s, it rarely lasted longer than the first ten minutes of a shura. An anthropologist would struggle to

  understand the competing interests of local power-brokers, often motivated by long-running tribal, political and drug-trafficking rivalries. A few seemed to understand but the security situation

  meant that they were rarely, if ever, there when they were needed. Instead, soldiers had to do what they could.




  To begin to understand how hard it was for the British to attempt to carry out this policy, imagine an Indian dropped into Chicago, or a Brazilian dropped into Islamabad. Imagine asking them,

  without speaking the language or having any idea who to trust, to create, staff and monitor an entirely new system of government. What’s more, imagine asking them to do this within six

  months, while fighting a war and after having killed several hundred civilians by mistake.




  And this task had fallen to soldiers, untrained for many of the roles they were asked to perform, because so few people from the Department For International Development (DFID) or the Foreign

  Office ever set foot in Helmand. This surely guaranteed it could never succeed. It could only have had any chance of succeeding if it was truly Afghan-led. And led by the right Afghans, which it

  certainly was not.




  When I asked soldiers about the comprehensive approach, I often had to start by explaining what it was. I never got an answer that wasn’t full of scorn or sarcasm. One lieutenant colonel

  said that if I saw any of the Foreign Office or DFID individuals in charge of all this reconstruction, would I please point them out to him, because he hadn’t seen any.




  I joined Lieutenant Colonel Westley a few days later for another shura. Among the many problems being addressed was a hospital whose generators had stopped because they had run out of

  diesel fuel, even though the director had been given the authority to order more whenever he needed it.




  ‘The point is this, Mr Mayor. Forgive me, but you need to tell the director of the hospital that he needs to take control of this issue. He was at this meeting a week ago and he has done

  nothing about it.




  ‘What size shoes does he take?’ the Colonel asked, gesturing towards the Mayor. There was confusion. ‘I’m going to give him a pair of these boots’ – he tapped

  his army-issue boots a few times – ‘so he can go and kick the hospital director up the ass and tell him to start doing his job.’ Everyone laughed.




  The Mayor suggested that he should get a shirt and tie, so he could do his job properly too.




  ‘You must not lose your character, your turban and your shalwar shameez (sic) you must not lose ...’, said the Colonel insistently, not realising that the Mayor had also been

  joking.




  There were other problems. There were far more police on the payroll than actually existed. Some of those that did exist had been found setting up unofficial checkpoints where they taxed locals

  until they had enough money to get high. The British police officers (all six of them) who were training the ANP told me they had pulled up at one checkpoint to find a fifteen-year-old with an

  AK-47 in charge, while the actual policeman lay nearby in an opium-induced coma. Stories of young boys being abducted and raped were common. ‘Ninety per cent of crime in Helmand is committed

  by the police’, I was told by one of the British police mentors.




  I followed Lieutenant Colonel Westley and the Mayor on a tour of Gereshk, the second-biggest town in Helmand. As our convoy pulled on to the main road, the top gunner put his hand in the air,

  stopping all oncoming traffic. ‘Dominate, dominate, dominate’, said one of the soldiers in the vehicle, ‘don’t let these fuckers in.’ As we drove on, all oncoming

  traffic was waved to the side of the road until we’d passed. The gunner waved furiously at every vehicle until it pulled off the road. ‘It’s just a measure against any

  vehicle-borne IEDs’, he said. ‘Sometimes we have to use mini-flares, which we fire about ten feet in front of the vehicles. That generally does the trick.’




  We pulled up to a two-storey, U-shaped structure that was going to be a police station. Lieutenant Colonel Westley was happy. ‘It looks like there’s some development going on here

  already’, he said energetically. Other projects had stalled because contractors had been intimidated. At least one had been murdered.




  ‘We are building a new jail too and soon a court’, said the Mayor.




  ‘This is really important stuff for what we call security sector reform’, said Westley. ‘You’ll have the police, the NDS, the police checkpoints, the jail and the

  courthouse in the same area. It means we can have a proper process of law.’




  The NDS was established during the Russian occupation and modelled on the KGB. They had an awful reputation for torture and murder, often of tribal or drug-trafficking rivals. To describe them,

  the police and their checkpoints as a proper process of law was astounding.




  Lieutenant Colonel Westley kept on talking and asking questions enthusiastically, as if he were being conducted on a tour of the Mayor’s brilliant development projects. He offered the

  Mayor a stage but the Mayor was not willing to take it and rarely even spoke. ‘And this fits in with our overall plan that we’re looking for in Gereshk, doesn’t it?’ asked

  the Colonel.




  ‘We need a fark too’, said Lucky the terp, translating what the Mayor said.




  ‘A fark? What’s a fark?’ asked the Colonel, baffled.




  ‘A fark, with grass and trees.’




  ‘A park, Lucky, with a P.’




  The police station stood alone on a barren patch of ground. Inside, the contractor complained that he hadn’t yet been paid. We looked at a cluster of compounds in the distance. Most were

  hidden behind high grey walls but one seemed deliberately designed to ridicule the tradition of privacy. It rose high above its surrounding walls and was elaborately decorated, with

  brightly-coloured tiles and roof slates. It looked like a Chinese restaurant designed by Liberace.




  ‘Who owns that rather grand building over there?’ asked the Colonel.




  ‘It’s government land that we handed over to the people’, said the Mayor, wearily. Garish palaces like this one, often owned by drug lords were usually referred to as

  ‘narco-tecture’.




  The Mayor had to be asked three times who owned the building.




  ‘Haji Amidullah’, he eventually said.




  ‘And what does he do?’




  ‘He’s a shopkeeper’, said the Mayor.




  ‘A very wealthy shopkeeper’, said Lieutenant Colonel Westley, looking at him cynically. There was a long pause.




  ‘He has much poppy’, the Mayor finally conceded.




  ‘Much poppy, interesting’, said Westley. ‘Are you going to show me where the park’s going to be?’




  The Mayor pointed to a row of houses that had been flattened. ‘These people made a protest and complaint against me to the Governor. He moved me to Lashkar Gar and I was there for three

  months. When I came back, the people approached me and said they have no more problems.’ The obvious implication was that the houses had been demolished in retaliation for the protests but

  Lieutenant Colonel Westley didn’t press the point, perhaps thinking that things like that would stop once ‘security sector reform’ was complete.




  ‘It’s a really exciting future that you are driving here for the people of Gereshk’, said Lieutenant Colonel Westley. ‘The time is just right, now, Mayor Ali Shah. You

  have the people behind you. We’ll deal with the Taliban and keep them away. We can work with you but this is your vision. This is your ...’ He struggled to find the right word.

  ‘This is your thing that you are giving to Gereshk.’




  We drove to the NDS headquarters, a row of rooms along the back wall of a yard that wasn’t fit for animals. Outside the gate – or rather the gap between two walls where there should

  have been a gate – lay a large pile of used hypodermic needles. A short old man, in police trousers pulled up above his huge belly by braces, walked up and stared at us, as if he wasn’t

  sure we were real. Even Lieutenant Colonel Westley’s enthusiasm was dimmed. It was, he said, ‘dire’. But he still believed it was possible to turn things around. ‘There is a

  firm belief that Afghanistan can be won. It isn’t by any means a hopeless cause. The people believe in us being here. And most of my soldiers, if they were honest, would say they would rather

  be in Afghanistan than Iraq. I think it has a future.’




  

    *  *  *  *  *


  




  Just north of Gereshk, the Brits had established a row of three small patrol bases on top of a Russian-built trench system that straddled the Green Zone, forming the only

  visible front line I’d seen in Afghanistan. Three days before I arrived, a car bomb had been detonated close to the patrol bases. When a motorcyclist got too close to the burning vehicle,

  he’d been shot dead. One of the soldiers admitted the man hadn’t been a suicide bomber and hadn’t been carrying weapons but he also said that he was probably up to no good anyway

  and may have been a dicker: a spotter for the Taliban. Anyone who stood and watched, especially someone with a mobile phone, was suspected of being a dicker. Most people stood and watched when

  convoys passed and many had mobile phones.
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