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PROLOGUE



THE SHARKMEN


Chad Balwanz climbed off the MH-60 Black Hawk helicopter. He turned his head slowly, looking from one end of the dark horizon to the other. He wanted to commit the scene to memory. A flat barley field laced with irrigation ditches for as far as the eye could see. It looked like Kansas in the winter. A clear, cool, strangely quiet night.


Balwanz and the seven other U.S. Army Green Berets were on a top secret mission, code-named “Giant.” They were deep inside Iraq.


One hundred and fifty miles south of Balwanz’s Special Forces team, the Army’s 18th Airborne Corps stood poised in Saudi Arabia just south of the Iraqi border. In a little more than five hours, at exactly 4 A.M. on February 24, 1991, the 18th Corps would cross the border. Its soldiers would begin what was to go down in military history as the “Hail Mary” flanking maneuver that General H. Norman Schwarzkopf’s United States Central Command had devised to encircle and destroy the Iraqi army occupying Kuwait.


It was a bold maneuver. To begin the ground war for Desert Storm, United States Marines and Arab divisions would breach the formidable defenses Saddam Hussein’s army had erected along the Kuwaiti border. Meanwhile, hundreds of miles to the west the 18th and 7th Corps—made up of American, French, and British forces—would sweep through southern Iraq to bottle up the enemy in the south, cut off its lines of supply from the north.


It was a clever and bold maneuver as long as Iraqi reserve forces further north near Baghdad did not counterattack. That would trap the western flanking armies as they raced to encircle the enemy occupation forces to the south. Chad Balwanz’s Green Beret team was one of ten positioned ahead of the flankers to warn the 18th Corps if the Iraqis closed in from the north.


They were human trip wires. Balwanz and the members of his A-team, officially designated Operational Detachment Alpha-525, were assigned to keep watch on Highway 7. It was a lonely stretch of road from Baghdad that fed south into the Iraqi city of An Nasiryah along the Euphrates River—just above the point where the 18th Corps would make its right turn to envelop the enemy forces in Kuwait.


Satellites and spy planes could provide overhead photos on the disposition of Iraqi forces, but those pictures might take as long as several days to arrive at corps headquarters. Eighteenth Airborne Corps commanders, facing hundreds of miles of barren Iraqi plains where their tanks would be sitting ducks in a counterattack, wanted “eyes on the ground” and “real-time intelligence”—Army jargon for human beings lying in a foxhole ahead of the main force who would radio back to headquarters the instant they saw enemy activity ahead.


Green Berets, the elite from the U.S. Army’s special operations forces, called it special reconnaissance. Saner soldiers might think it a suicide mission.


The ride in had been unnerving enough. The two Black Hawks carrying Balwanz’s team had just crossed the Iraqi border when the not so subtle code words, “bag it,” came over the lead chopper’s radio: abort the mission, return to the refueling base at Rafha just inside Saudi Arabia. Another delay in launching the ground war.


When the choppers touched down back at Rafha, a second message came over the radio: “execute the mission.” That’s just like the Army, Balwanz thought. Can’t make up its mind.


But now the planes were behind schedule, and would get further behind. The Black Hawk pilots, the Army’s best from its secret 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, had calculated that they would have exactly ten minutes’ worth of fuel left after they had made the round trip into Iraq. The two birds now had to sit on the runway and waste precious minutes while their tanks were topped off.


The choppers took off again at 8:45 P.M.—forty-five minutes late. The delay was critical. The flight took two hours. The Black Hawks were supposed to have landed on the west side of Highway 7 at exactly 10 P.M. That would give Balwanz’s men just enough time to walk to the highway, dig two chest-deep hide sites, camouflage them, then climb into the holes to begin observing the convoy traffic before six o’clock the next morning when the sun rose.


For weeks back at their Saudi base camp at King Fahd International Airport, the team had practiced marching with the back-breaking loads they would need to build the hide sites. They had timed themselves to see how long it took to dig the holes and reinforce the walls with sandbags (four hours), then to camouflage ceilings reinforced with steel pipes (another hour). Terry Harris, the team’s demolitions sergeant and a world-class scrounger, had appropriated the pipes from a construction project at the airport.


A forty-five-minute delay meant they could be finishing up those damn hide sites in broad daylight, Balwanz worried.


The two Black Hawks, each carrying four members of Balwanz’s team, roared across the border at over 100 miles per hour, staying no more than twenty feet off the ground to avoid Iraqi radar. Decoy helicopters had been sent out earlier to conduct false insertions to confuse Iraqi border patrols. Balwanz felt like he was on a roller coaster that could crash at any minute as the Black Hawk plunged and zigzagged to avoid radar tracks and enemy outposts. Looking out a side window through his night vision goggles, Balwanz could see only endless sand dunes that blended into the sky.


Suddenly the plane lurched up, knocking him back. He heard a crashing sound in the rear of the chopper. The craft shook like a car that had jumped a curb.


“What’s happening?” Balwanz screamed into the microphone of the helmet the crew had provided him.


“Aw, nothing,” the pilot radioed back matter-of-factly. “We just struck a sand dune.”


Helicopter pilots, Balwanz thought to himself. Nothing gets them excited. Only later would he learn that when the pilot jerked the cyclic stick to avoid hitting a dune, the Black Hawk’s tail had dipped and hit the ground, shearing off the rear wheel. Before the chopper could land back at Rafha the ground crew had to slip a crate underneath the tail.


As the Black Hawk passed An Nasiryah, the pilot turned around in his seat with more bad news. “We’ve lost the satellite coverage,” he shouted to Balwanz through his intercom mike.


In the modern age of instant communications and microchip computers, military helicopters, trucks, even soldiers on foot can pinpoint their exact location anywhere in the world using a small box called GPS, which stands for global positioning system. But GPS depends on an overhead satellite, which feeds the position coordinates to the person on the ground. The GPS satellite would have been over the Black Hawks’ position feeding them exact coordinates if they had been at the dropoff point on time. But forty-five minutes later, the satellite had already passed.


The MH-60 had backup navigation systems. “But we’re probably not going to land exactly where you wanted to be,” the pilot warned.


“Just get as close as you can to that original spot,” Balwanz said. He tried not to sound like he was pleading. Special Forces soldiers are trained to adjust quickly to the friction and fog of war. To be innovative, unlike the hidebound regular military, is a matter of pride for these men—the reason they are called “special.”


“As close as you can” turned out to be about a mile and a half further north.


It would feel like a hundred miles. Each man was loaded down with up to 175 pounds of gear. The team had to carry enough to live on its own in the hide sites for up to six days, just in case the 18th Corps’ attack was delayed or became bogged down during the western sweep. The hide site kits alone added thirty pounds to each pack. Then there were survival rations, bayonets, knives, shovels, signal mirrors, ammunition, machine guns, rifles, grenade launchers, plus five redundant radio systems to talk among themselves and with Air Force planes.


A Green Beret doctor had prescribed a weight-lifting regimen and a high-carbohydrate diet to help their bodies retain water. Still, an extra mile and a half of walking was a grueling addition to the mission.


But Balwanz wasn’t the kind to be discouraged as the Black Hawks lifted off. His men called him “Bulldog” because he was muscular, stocky, had short brown hair and dark brown eyes—and because he could be tenacious on a mission. The son of a factory worker, Balwanz had spent enough time slaving in the coal mines of the Ohio Valley as a young man to know that somewhere else there was a better life. That was the Army, where he rose through the enlisted ranks to eventually become a warrant officer in the Green Berets.


Balwanz was also the kind of leader who gave his men plenty of latitude in carrying out orders. Maybe it was because he had served in the enlisted ranks and knew that sergeants detested officers who told them how to do their jobs. But it was also because Green Berets were trained to operate independently, more so than regular soldiers. People who couldn’t think on their feet usually washed out of Special Forces training. As long as they produced, Balwanz was content to leave his men alone. But he expected results.


Soft-spoken, Balwanz was intensely committed to his job. It was that quality that his wife, Rhonda, had held in awe when they first met. She had been in the Army herself. Both had been stationed at an Army post in Texas. She was an impressionable young private. He was a young Green Beret sergeant.


Balwanz didn’t want to fall in love. Life would be hard married to a Green Beret, he warned his wife-to-be. The work was dangerous. There would be long separations while he was on overseas training missions or secret operations. Balwanz was proud of what he did. On his income tax return, he liked writing “professional soldier” in the block where it asked for his occupation.


Balwanz was right. The job did put tremendous strain on the marriage and family life. They would never forget their daughter’s first birthday. Both had to be away for military deployments, so they dropped Maggie off at a relative’s house. As they drove away, they cried because they would miss that important day with her.


Balwanz had only taken command of this Special Forces A-team two months earlier. They were a cocky bunch, he thought. Scuba teams were like that. Detachment-525 was one of a handful of Special Forces units that were cross-trained to be underwater divers in addition to their commando skills. They had nicknamed themselves “the Sharkmen.” You could always pick out the scuba teams with their barrel chests from the heavy regimen of swimming and their arrogant manner. On some teams the divers pierced their nipples and strung a gold chain across their chests as a sign of rebellion.


Balwanz’s confidence wasn’t false bravado. For all but one, this was the first time in combat. Yet each of his men were seasoned sergeants who had spent years training in special warfare tactics. Charlie Hopkins, the team’s senior noncommissioned officer, was a combination dive supervisor, free-fall parachutist, sniper, Ranger-trained commando, and escape and evasion expert. The team had sequestered itself for three weeks in isolation planning for everything that might go wrong in this mission. Jim-Bo Hovermale, the team’s weapons sergeant and the only one who had seen combat (in Grenada), had “what-iffed” the mission to death, spending sleepless nights planning for contingencies like the one they now faced—being in the wrong spot.


The team members hoisted their backpacks—one man had to pull up another with the groaning 175-pound weight lashed to him—and began trudging across the barley fields. They ducked into the irrigation canals whenever they could to reduce their silhouettes. They walked through the canal’s ankle-deep water so they wouldn’t leave tracks.


About a mile south and two miles west of Highway 7, they halted. Hopkins and Dan Kostrzebski, the team’s medic and a former high school basketball star, began digging a cache to hide supplies and a PRC-104 radio. If the mission was compromised and the team had to flee, the secret cache might come in handy later.


Balwanz and Hovermale went ahead to check an area about 300 yards east of Highway 7 where the hide sites would be built. On the west side of the road ran the Shatt al Gharraf, a tributary that fed into the Euphrates further south. They had to position themselves dangerously close to the highway so that at night when they peeped through their porthole with night vision goggles they could clearly identify vehicles on the road. The 18th Corps wanted details. The men had to be close enough to the road to tell a T-72 tank from a T-54.


Shortly after midnight, the team began furiously digging the holes: one north of a canal that jutted perpendicular from the road, the other on the south side. By six the next morning, the hide sites were finished. The exhausted Green Berets climbed in and began observing the road.


At 6:30 A.M. they radioed their first report code-named “Angus.” The team had spent weeks poring over intelligence folders of Iraq’s mostly Soviet-supplied equipment so they could identify anything traveling on the road. Travel patterns were important. Were enemy vehicles withdrawing to the north or moving south as reinforcements?


But as dawn broke, the team began seeing more than just trucks. “Man, there are people out there,” whispered James Weatherford, a communications specialist who was in one of the hide sites with Balwanz and taking his turn at peering out the square porthole.


Children were playing along the road. Women with veils across their faces gathered wood. Bedouins herded sheep, goats, and cattle. Weatherford squinted and looked from one side of the porthole to the other. Six-thirty in the morning and it seemed like Grand Central Station out there. Balwanz, who crouched behind him along with two other team members, could now hear voices. And for the next three hours, the voices sounded as if they were inching closer.


Rob Gardner, one of the most intense intelligence sergeants Balwanz had ever met, had spent hours reading every scrap of intelligence on Iraq from the cables fed to the Green Berets. The team knew that the area where the hide sites would be dug was populated. Nearby was a tiny farm village called Suwayj Ghazi, just off the Shatt al Gharraf. Intelligence analysts from headquarters had even calculated the number of people per square mile.


But they had made one incorrect assumption. In the winter American farmers almost never set foot on their fields. The intelligence section assumed that Iraqi farmers didn’t either. This wasn’t a harvest season. Overhead photos showed no signs of life at least when the satellites passed. But in the off-season, Iraqi farmers in fact roamed their fields gathering wood and herding animals on foot.


This isn’t how it’s supposed to work, Balwanz thought to himself. Weatherford became even more nervous. Children were playing and giggling around the hide site, some no more than twenty feet away.


“Just watch the road,” Balwanz whispered soothingly. “Don’t worry about them.” The hide sites were well camouflaged. During rehearsals at King Fahd, Balwanz had other teams come out to look for them when they were dug in. They were never spotted. In fact when the allies began the air war a search party frantically hunted for their practice hide sites in the Saudi desert, fearing they might be hit by a stray Iraqi Scud missile. No, the only way someone could spot this site was if he walked on top of it, Balwanz thought.


Which is exactly what happened. The laughing outside abruptly stopped. Weatherford looked out the peep hole. An Iraqi girl no more than eight years old stared back. She screamed. He jumped back. With the green and tan camouflage paint covering his face, Weatherford must have appeared to her like a man from Mars.


“We’re seen,” he said excitedly, turning to Balwanz. “They’ve caught us.”


The little girl and her two playmates took off. Kostrzebski and Robert DeGroff, another weapons expert on the team, bolted out of the hole. Silencers were attached to their Heckler and Koch submachine guns. They looked at Balwanz, who could read the question on their faces.


He shook his head. “No children are going to be shot,” he said firmly. He thought Kostrzebski and DeGroff would have fired at the youngsters, but only if he had ordered it. And Bulldog Balwanz wasn’t about to begin his first day in combat gunning down little kids.


Besides, it wouldn’t have served any purpose, he reasoned. No one would have heard the muffled shots and the bodies could have been dragged into the holes to continue the mission. But surely someone would have come looking for the missing children. Half the men on the team were married with children. But cold calculations were made on operations like this. Lives were not senselessly taken.


Balwanz grabbed one of the radios and called Hopkins, who was in charge of the other hide site seventy-five yards away. It hadn’t been spotted.


“We’ve been compromised,” he said curtly. “Pack up your equipment. We’ll meet out in the canal in a few minutes.” If one site was discovered, it wouldn’t be long before the second was found as well. Both groups had to get away from those holes. There was no time to dismantle the sites. They had to move fast. They left water behind that would weigh them down.


Out in the canal, Weatherford unfolded the spider-webbed antenna to his SATCOM radio and keyed the microphone. Balwanz grabbed it.


“Look, we’ve been compromised,” he shouted into the mike. “We need emergency exfil. We need to be moved out of here!”


On the other end of the line was the special operations liaison officer at 18th Corps headquarters. “Exfil,” which stood for exfiltration, which meant sending in a rescue chopper to a hot zone where the enemy would be lying in wait, was not a word the liaison officer particularly enjoyed hearing. He began grilling Balwanz, as if the questions might change the Green Beret’s mind about being pulled out. What happened? What’s the extent of your compromise? Are you sure you need us to come get you?


Balwanz could not have been more sure. “These children have compromised us,” he repeated with an edge to his voice that he hoped the liaison officer would pick up.


“Okay, we’ll work on getting you out,” came the reply finally.


Weatherford folded up the SATCOM antenna. Balwanz ordered the team to move east 300 more yards away from the road where they could be hidden in a deeper part of the canal.


At the new position, Balwanz peered over the canal with his binoculars. “Something’s funny here,” he told Hopkins. “Nobody’s come looking for us. Nobody’s excited. Nobody’s running to see what was in our holes.” The women were still gathering wood in the fields. The farmers were still herding sheep, all as if nothing had happened.


Maybe the children didn’t know what they saw, Balwanz thought. If they did, maybe they didn’t tell anyone. Or maybe they told someone and he didn’t believe them. Maybe their hide site had been compromised but not their mission.


Balwanz radioed back to 18th Corps and canceled the exfiltration. They would continue the surveillance and report back what they saw. At nightfall they would move further south and establish another temporary hide site. For the next two hours the team watched the road and radioed back the vehicle movement it saw.


At noontime, Balwanz took a shift at the watch and crawled up to the ridge of the canal. “Damn, this place is crowded,” he muttered to himself. He could count at least thirty people around him. Some strolled along Highway 7. Others wandered to his rear. At least they were several hundred yards away, he sighed.


But not for long. Balwanz turned around and could see a group of women and children at his northeast flank walking closer. Within minutes, he looked east down the canal. Was that children peeking their heads out from a bend in the canal?


It was. The children’s faces froze. This time there were no screams. For an instant, Balwanz thought he was staring them right in the eyes.


He slid down the ditch and collared DeGroff. “I think the kids might have seen me,” he whispered.


DeGroff decided to take a look for himself. Short and muscular, he clambered up to the edge of the canal and poked his head out. In an instant he scrambled back down.


DeGroff didn’t even have time to tell what he saw. The team looked up. Standing directly over them at the top of the ditch were two more children. Several adults walked up behind them.


A middle-aged man wearing a white robe with his head swathed in a red and white checkered khafia parted the children and peered down into the canal where the Green Berets looked up squinting into the sunlight.


“Salam alaikum,” Balwanz said with the best smile he could muster. It was Arabic for “peace be upon you.” Before the mission, Balwanz had laughed over an intelligence report he had reviewed. When he had asked the G-2 about what the reaction of Iraqi civilians might be if they happened upon Americans, the intelligence section had responded: They might be friendly. They might ignore you and be neutral. Or, they might be hostile. Boy, that was a big help, Balwanz remembered thinking.


The Iraqi who stared blankly at him now gave no hint of which category he fell into. The man turned around and walked at a fast clip toward the village of Suwayj Ghazi. Again, it was no use shooting him. There would only be more.


And there were. The Iraqi who had confronted them before came back with what seemed to Balwanz like the entire town of Suwayj Ghazi. This time some were carrying World War II-vintage bolt-action rifles.


Up the canal behind the team what appeared to be the local gang of teenagers came sauntering up. Balwanz ordered them to halt. They stepped forward defiantly. He brandished his machine gun and snarled. They backed off.


Bedouins tried to sneak about, comically almost, with their long rifles hidden underneath their robes. Others were more bold, walking straight to the team’s position, their weapons hoisted onto their shoulders.


Minutes later, four large convoy trucks came to a screeching halt along the road and deposited a company of Iraqi soldiers. Balwanz counted more than a hundred. He got on the radio to 18th Corps.


“We have been compromised again,” he spoke into the mike quickly, not giving the liaison officer time to ask questions. “We’re about to be in a firefight. We need help. We need emergency exfiltration and we need close air support!” Balwanz described the force slowly surrounding him. The liaison officer realized it was a firefight the team could quickly lose.


“We’re going to get you close air support first,” the officer promised. “And we’re going to work on the exfil.” But it would take a half hour for the Air Force’s F-16 Falcon jets to reach the highway.


“We’re going to be in trouble,” Balwanz said, clicking off the mike and turning to his team. “Let’s destroy this stuff.” The team had a prearranged emergency destruction plan for its radios and classified equipment, such as secret cryptographic gear that scrambled radio messages back to headquarters. They had rehearsed the plan back at King Fahd, hoping that they would never have to implement it. Harris pulled the plastic explosive charge out of his rucksack and plugged in a one-minute time fuse. The team stacked the rucksacks and radios on top of the charge. Only a LST-5, a high-tech transmitter for satellite communications back to 18th Corps, and two small PRC-90 survival radios were left out.


Meanwhile, the enemy 400 yards away maneuvered around the team. The Iraqi soldiers, armed with AK-47 assault rifles, split into flanking platoons to the right and left. The armed Bedouins ran east to come up on the team from its rear. The soldiers, who obviously had not had much military training, stood upright and bunched together as they marched across the open field. But Balwanz ordered the team not to shoot until it was fired upon.


The field was cluttered with unarmed civilians. Old men of the town, women, and children had gathered near the soldiers to gawk. Balwanz found it surreal, like something out of the Civil War when ladies twirling parasols would ride up in coaches to enjoy the spectacle of battle. In this case, to watch the Americans be captured or killed.


Practically surrounded, Harris set the explosive charge’s timer and the team ran east, snaking through the canals, searching for a decent defensive position to hold off an attack or perhaps even an avenue of escape. Balwanz was still hoping he could avoid a fight. His was such a tiny force, certainly no match for an infantry company.


Iraqi soldiers crept up to the pile of rucksacks and radios. The fuse detonated the plastic explosive. Dirt, canvas, and radio parts flew into the air. The soldiers were knocked back. A loud boom echoed across the field.


All hell broke loose. The Iraqi soldiers began firing wildly at the Green Berets’ position. The Bedouins with their antique rifles turned out to be better shots. Hunters no doubt, Balwanz thought. Dirt kicked up around his head from the rounds of their more accurate fire.


The team crouched down in the canal as volley after volley of fire came overhead. “God, this isn’t good,” Balwanz mumbled to himself. The F-16s were still twenty minutes away. As the Iraqis charged, they let out a bloodcurdling war cry. DeGroff and Kostrzebski, who had become close friends on the team, looked at each other from opposite ends of the defensive perimeter they had established in the canal. They waved as if saying goodbye for the last time.


Should they surrender, someone asked? If tanks and armored personnel carriers next pulled up on the road, should they hoist a white flag?


Fuck that, they decided. Green Beret teams were high-priced commodities in battle. Their heads were filled with all kinds of secrets and plans for covert operations. The commandos had stripped all the ranks and Special Forces insignia from their uniforms before beginning the mission so if they were captured the enemy might not know the prize they had.


But fat chance of that fooling them for long, Balwanz thought. If they surrendered, they wouldn’t be just roughed up a little and paraded before television cameras in Baghdad. They’d be tortured for every last bit of information they had, then killed.


The decision not to surrender wasn’t taken in panic. That’s what separated Green Beret teams from conventional units. Cold calculations were being made. These were the Army’s most professional soldiers, and their most flexible. They weren’t green recruits still growing up. They were mature warriors, many of them family men—who had volunteered for Special Forces and this type of hazardous duty. Enlisted soldiers could not even apply to become Green Berets until they had some seasoning in conventional units as sergeants.


For days they had rehearsed this kind of contingency. What would they do if compromised and overwhelmed by an enemy force? A regular infantry squad would have lashed out to break the cordon. The Green Berets would pick it apart. Balwanz’s team had the advantage of being what the Army liked to call a “force multiplier”—an antiseptic term that meant they had the commando skills to even up the odds in a case like this.


Balwanz knew the team didn’t have enough ammunition for a long firefight. They couldn’t set their weapons on automatic and spray the battlefield with bullets like conventional forces love to do. Each shot had to be carefully aimed. Each had to count. One bullet one body.


Hovermale and DeGroff, who had the M-16 rifles with the M-203 grenade launchers fitted underneath, began firing 40-millimeter grenades into the clusters of soldiers approaching on the left and right flanks. That broke the immediate advance.


Then the team began picking off soldiers. Balwanz directed the fire like a surveyor marking spots on land. Five of the eight men on the team were expert snipers. With the telescopic sights atop their M-16s, they could kill a man 500 yards away. The Iraqis didn’t have that range or accuracy with their AK-47s. The snipers began to drop them before they could get close enough to make their shots count.


The soldiers nearer to the team fared even worse. Balwanz and Hopkins carried the Heckler and Koch MP-5 machine guns, perfect for close-quarter battle with infrared laser sights fitted on them. In just the first ten minutes of fighting, the eight Green Berets had managed to coldly and methodically kill about forty soldiers. That halted the enemy advance and forced the Iraqis to hug the ground.


A woman from the village walked onto the field of battle. The team at first thought she had been sent to recover the dead and wounded. Instead she scooped up weapons soldiers had dropped. The team shot her. When the woman picked up the weapons she had become a combatant. It posed no moral dilemma for the men. Another cold calculation at the time. Only later would they privately agonize over the killing they had been forced to make.


Next, children were sent out. The team held its fire. Thankfully, the children just dragged away bodies.


Finally, the F-16s came roaring over from the south, their pilots wondering what the hell American soldiers were doing this deep in Iraq. The team cheered. Weatherford, one of the communications sergeants, grabbed the LST-5 radio he had kept out of the destruction pile. The LST-5 provided the long-range communication they would need to direct the Air Force planes on where to drop their bombs.


But the whip antenna that the radio needed to transmit to the planes was missing. Weatherford searched frantically. No luck. The antenna must have been lost in the confusion of running from the hide site.


It was maddening. Balwanz could hear over the LST-5 the voices of the frustrated pilots 20,000 feet above pleading with him to direct their strikes. But with no antenna Balwanz couldn’t use the radio to transmit. And without knowing exactly where the team was, the pilots couldn’t attack the enemy around it for fear of killing the Americans.


Gardner grabbed a dish antenna and plugged its connecting cable into the LST-5. The dish provided only one-direction transmission so he held it up and pointed it to an F-16 swooping by.


“Guard, this is Cowboy,” a voice crackled on the LST-5. Guard was the team’s call sign. Cowboy was the F-16’s. “We heard you for a minute. But you’re breaking up.” Gardner tried to keep the dish pointed steady at the plane, but it was no use.


“Guard, if we don’t hear something in a minute, we’re going to take out a target to the south,” the F-16 pilot radioed back. Still no luck. So the F-16s began bombing a communications site they had spotted three miles south of the Green Beret position.


That raid helped in one respect. The women and children still on the battlefield scattered when the distant bombs fell. No more civilians to worry about hitting. But the soldiers and armed Bedouins remained—and though crawling, they kept advancing toward the Green Berets. Unless some form of communications could be established, the F-16 pilots would have to watch helplessly as the American position was overrun.


DeGroff spied one of the tiny PRC-90 radios the Green Berets had saved. Nicknamed “Buzzsaw,” DeGroff was so competitive he’d sulk for hours if he lost at the putt-putt golf game the team played in the sand back at King Fahd airport. “Can we contact them on this?” he asked.


It’s just a survival radio to talk to rescue helicopters, the communications sergeants said. These planes weren’t tuned to that frequency and it probably didn’t have the range to reach anyone else.


What the hell, DeGroff thought. What have we got to lose? He picked up the PRC-90, keyed its mike and began saying over and over again: “This is Guard. Anybody on this station? Anybody on this station? This is Guard.”


DeGroff was about to give up when a tinny voice came back over the radio. It was from an E-3 AWACS Sentry plane, one of several Boeing 707s jammed with electronics that the Air Force kept flying to monitor the air war and spy on enemy planes. The AWACS always had a radio tuned to the emergency frequency the PRC-90 used.


DeGroff explained their predicament. “Just a second,” the AWACS radio man said and flipped a switch to call the F-16s. Tune your radios to the emergency frequency, the AWACS directed the fighter pilots. Cowboy could now talk to Guard.


The team directed the F-16s to attack Iraqi reinforcements climbing off trucks on Highway 7. A plane dropped a cluster bomb that broke up in the air and showered the road with deadly little bomblets. From afar they sounded like popcorn popping. Next came 2,000-pound bombs that shook the earth as they hit the enemy around the team. To halt Iraqi soldiers edging nearer, Balwanz began directing the air strikes to “danger close”—the Air Force euphemism for having bombs dumped practically on your own position.


The team had no choice. It was afternoon and Balwanz had just received a grim radio message the F-16s had relayed from the 18th Corps headquarters. The special operations helicopters from the 160th would not fly in until dark. A daylight rescue was simply too risky. The F-16s would be all headquarters could offer until then.


The Desert Storm war, that glorious conflict that brought videos into every American home of smart bombs devastating buildings from afar, was becoming more deadly and personal for eight Green Berets. Two enemy platoons began creeping through the canal to the west for a frontal attack. Hopkins radioed for more bombs danger close to blunt the attack. Balwanz grabbed Gardner, and the two men, shoulder to shoulder, maneuvered up the canal to intercept the western flankers who had escaped the bombing.


About 100 yards up they stumbled into a showdown. The lead element of the enemy flanking platoon was just twenty feet away. Balwanz and Gardner jerked up their machine guns, cutting down the soldiers before they could get off a shot. As he walked past the bodies, Balwanz heard a strange noise—what sounded like deep, throaty breathing.


It was an Iraqi soldier lying face-up in a pool of his own blood. His leg had been shattered by a cluster bomb and his stomach was bleeding, probably from one of the rounds Balwanz or Gardner had just fired.


The soldier’s rifle rested by his side. Gardner covered the man with his machine gun while Balwanz crept up to him to drag the weapon away. The soldier stared vacantly. His face was as white as a sheet, which made his thick mustache look all the more black. The soldier turned his head ever so slightly to Balwanz, but his expression did not change. Suddenly from deep in the soldier’s throat came a loud screech as he sucked in air. It was his last breath.


Balwanz would later have dreams of that haunting white face and that screeching sound. Dreams of the man who was a soldier just like him, who was fighting for his country in his own backyard. Who Balwanz had watched die.


But there was no time now to dwell on death. Balwanz and Gardner could only think of survival. They scooped up the enemy rifles and raced further west down the canal to where they had blown up their rucksacks. They grabbed the equipment that had not been destroyed. On Highway 7, more trucks arrived and more soldiers fell out. Hopkins directed the F-16s to drop more 2,000-pound bombs.


The sun was about to set. But it was still an hour before the choppers would arrive. That presented another problem for the team. As it got dark it would be almost impossible for the Green Berets to direct the F-16s to the right targets. Highway 7 was now littered with the charred hulks of bombed-out trucks, but enemy soldiers still surrounded the team. The F-16s patrolled overhead, but there was little more they could attack as it became nighttime.


But for the first time all day luck turned the team’s way. The Iraqi soldiers who were dug in around the Green Berets advanced no further. The bombing, the sniper fire, it had all taken the fight out of them. For an awkward hour, as the 18th Corps gobbled up real estate in its dash to the Euphrates, the eight Green Berets and what was left of a reinforced Iraqi infantry company peered above their trenches at each other and observed an uneasy truce.


Shortly before 8 P.M., Balwanz heard the patter of helicopter blades striking the air. The 160th pilots were early. Balwanz learned later that the pilots, who chafed at being prohibited by headquarters from trying a daylight rescue, had cheated on their takeoff and left Saudi Arabia before dark. The Green Berets withdrew to safer ground east and formed a defensive perimeter to beacon in the two Black Hawks.


The choppers landed practically on top of them. The team scrambled aboard. Within seconds the helicopters took off and, hugging the ground as they flew, darted south to Saudi Arabia. There was always the chance the Black Hawks could be shot down on the ride back. But as far as Balwanz and his team were concerned they were safe.


They laughed and screamed and hooted and slapped their hands. They breathed in deeply the smell of jet fuel and oil and metal and canvas of the chopper’s belly that had rescued them and now protected them from their nightmare in Iraq. Later they would dissect the mission in intricate detail as Special Forces soldiers do with every operation. Would there be recriminations because the team had to be rescued, Balwanz wondered briefly on the ride back? Would the mission be considered a failure?


But answers to those questions would have to wait. For now Balwanz and the other Green Berets slumped back on the deck of the helicopter, exhausted from having no sleep the past forty-eight hours. All they wanted to do now was savor the fact that they were still alive.


•  •  •


There were no recriminations. Just the opposite. Balwanz and his team were treated as heroes, and deservedly so. They were among the relatively few soldiers who saw any close-quarter combat in Desert Storm, a conflict fought mostly by planes, tanks, and precision-guided munitions fired from far away.


The Green Berets did manage to radio back intelligence about the convoy traffic on Highway 7 for the day they were there. Their reports and others from Green Beret teams that were not compromised gave the allies’ western flankers up-to-the-minute intelligence on Iraqi troop activity in the north, which fortunately never materialized into a counterattack. The enveloping movement caught the Iraqi occupiers in the south completely by surprise.


Commando forces had many successful operations during the Desert Storm war. Air Force special operations helicopters raided enemy early-warning radars. Psychological operations teams that fight with words not bullets dropped tons of propaganda leaflets that prompted thousands of Iraqi soldiers to surrender. Navy SEALs faked an amphibious Marine landing along the coast of Kuwait that pinned down two Iraqi divisions. Delta Force commandos hunted Scud missiles Iraq had aimed at Israel. A Green Beret doctor even treated a wounded elephant at the Kuwait City zoo.


But the true character and nature of special operations and the men who wage it can be found in an obscure mission that went bad. Because of some curious children, Balwanz and seven comrades found themselves surrounded behind enemy lines. But because of their special training and their fighting skills, they managed to escape death. By the Army’s rough count, of the some 150 Iraqi soldiers and Bedouins who surrounded Balwanz’s team at the beginning of the firefight, only twenty were observed leaving the battlefield as the Black Hawks flew away. The others had been killed or wounded by Balwanz’s sharpshooters or the F-16s. For keeping his team alive in the face of almost twenty-to-one odds, Balwanz was awarded the Silver Star medal. The other seven Green Berets received Bronze Stars.


But for more than three months, their mission and the valor they had displayed were kept secret. Not until after the air war had started would the Green Berets even acknowledge that they had men in Saudi Arabia. And not until I interviewed Balwanz at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, on a sunny spring day in May 1991 had he ever talked about the battle of Suwayj Ghazi to anyone who did not have a security clearance.


After our interview Balwanz went home to Rhonda and told her the details of the mission. It scared her. For a time she cried when she saw news reports on the war and realized that her husband could have been one of the casualties. Special operations work can be tough on families. Divorce rates among the all-male units tend to be high. Operators may be away from home as many as ten months out of the year on secret missions or training assignments, about which they can share little with loved ones. Some commandos have secret codes they exchange over the phone with their wives to let them know where they are. Most wives know not to ask. Marriages that survive tend to be strong; the wives often end up raising children as single parents because the men are away for such long stretches. And always there is the fear of a military staff car pulling into the driveway in the middle of the night and an officer knocking on the door with bad news.


It took me almost a month of negotiations with the United States Special Operations Command before I was allowed to interview Balwanz and more than three dozen other special operations commandos for a Newsweek cover story on their Desert Storm missions. Special operations units distrust the media and keep them at a safe distance. But the command knew full well it had to compete with other military outfits for fewer defense dollars in a post-Cold War world. No doubt it saw some value to opening the window ever so slightly.


After Newsweek published its cover story based on my interviews, some senior Pentagon officials grumbled privately that the command had dumped the stories in my lap as a publicity stunt to protect its budget. I had to laugh. My negotiations to gain access had been tedious, and at times tense. The command declassified missions often only grudgingly. To this day, they refuse to talk publicly about many Desert Storm operations.


But the hostile reaction to the piece from some defense quarters was telling. The Defense Department has never been comfortable with its special operations forces. The American military was born from the early guerrilla fighters of the Revolutionary War—angry farmers who fired their muskets from behind trees at British redcoats marching in rigid formation at Lexington and Concord. But the American military establishment that evolved never had much use for unconventional warriors. The United States Army became a rigidly bureaucratized, conventional force. For the next two centuries it wedded itself to an attrition form of warfare that valued defeating an enemy simply with more men and hardware rather than with innovative tactics on the battlefield.


Guerrilla warfare had no place in American military tradition as it evolved. Not until after World War II was it given any official sanction in American military doctrine. And even then guerrilla warfare was viewed with disdain. Its tactics were hit-and-run. Its targets were sometimes even civilians. Europeans had a long affinity for this secretive form of fighting. But it was not the way Americans do battle, not by stealth or subversion or by firing from shadows, then running away.


The special operations soldiers who conducted this type of warfare were shunned even more. The very fact that they were elite, that they were carefully selected and specially trained fighters, was held against them. The special units in which they served possessed unique skills for difficult missions that conventional armies could not conduct—missions like sabotage or surgical attacks or sitting in a hole 150 miles inside Iraq watching a highway like Balwanz had done. Movies and novels glorify these elite forces, but American generals have long detested the notion of having them in their armies. The American military has prided itself on being an egalitarian force. Elite units were the stuff of European armies, of French legionnaires or German storm troopers, not American divisions whose citizen soldiers were trained and treated equally.


The generals have never trusted special operations soldiers. Commanders understandably don’t appreciate what they can’t control and there has always been an uncontrollable quality to special operations forces because the warfare they wage is so unconventional. General Douglas MacArthur wouldn’t allow them in his theater during World War II. In Vietnam, special operations soldiers were regarded by the military brass as little more than trained assassins and mercenaries, an army within the Army.


It was not far from the truth. Green Berets and Navy SEALs tortured prisoners and assassinated Vietcong leaders for the CIA. Covert operators at times ran amuck, breaking laws and embarrassing the government. In the 1980s the Pentagon was beset by the Iran-contra scandal and investigations of fraud and abuse in secret military operations. Elite counterterrorist outfits like Delta Force and SEAL Team-6 were probed for financial irregularities. Investigators found clandestine Pentagon units using tax dollars to buy expensive hotel rooms, first-class airline tickets, and in one instance a hot-air balloon and Rolls-Royce. The secret warriors continued to be glorified in movies as hell-raisers, loose cannons, and Rambos. In military circles they were considered more trouble than they were worth—weirdos and misfits who had to be reigned in, or rescued when their operations went awry.


But they all weren’t cowboys. Far from it. During their ten years in Vietnam, the Green Berets also dug 6,436 wells, repaired 1,210 miles of road, and built 508 hospitals and dispensaries. Special operations officers are quick to point out that most of those implicated in the scandals of the 1980s were not of their ranks. Oliver North, after all, was a lieutenant colonel in the Marine Corps.


In many respects the commandos are trained to be less violent. Unlike conventional soldiers, who are instructed to bring massive firepower onto the enemy (often indiscriminately), commandos kill few people. A successful mission is usually one where they slip in, run their operations, then slip out undetected. Unnecessary killing risks compromise.


If American generals found little use for special operations forces, politicians have. Covert action is an age-old instrument of state. The atomic era rendered the superpowers’ conventional armies good for not much more than deterrence. Secret unconventional armies, with their cover of deniability, became weapons of choice for the Cold War competition in the Third World. Despite any noble ideals they might profess, American presidents have always found it useful to have a force handy to fight dirty little wars that violate normal rules of conduct. Wars that circumvent the military chain of command. Sometimes even wars that the politicians themselves do not want to know about.


There are types of warfare that conventional armies cannot fight. The military has defined them as low-intensity conflicts: hostilities waged with political, economic, and psychological weapons, conflicts that involve the struggle of competing principles or ideologies and produce relatively few casualties. The infantry divisions, tanks, and warplanes of large combat armies are unsuited for resolving these conflicts. They are the insurgencies, the counterinsurgencies, coup d’etats, terrorism, short conflicts, economic and psychological warfare. Since World War II, there have been some 120 such conflicts worldwide. By contrast, a nuclear war was always a remote possibility, even more so now. The United States has only fought two conventional wars since World War II—in Korea in the 1950s and the Persian Gulf in 1991. Vietnam was a low-intensity conflict the U.S. Army mistook for a conventional war.


The Pentagon has come to accept the need for special operations forces, but not without a fight. The Army, Navy, and Air Force practically disbanded their special operations units after World War II, the Korean War, and Vietnam. In the annual budget wars, the disparate and demoralized special operations units that remained scattered among the services were routinely shortchanged on funding. The Trident badge of a Navy SEAL or the red ascot of an Air Force special operations squadron became a sure ticket to a dead-end career in the military. For years the Army even tried to ban the wearing of a green beret. “No more Vietnams”—the favorite refrain of generals after that war—meant no more attention paid to low-intensity warfare. The Pentagon became preoccupied with matching the Soviets ICBM for ICBM or repelling a Warsaw Pact invasion in central Europe.


But the real conflicts took other forms and the military was not prepared to deal with them. A raid to rescue the American freighter Mayaguez in 1975 was botched because of sloppy Defense Department planning. A 1980 operation to free fifty-three Americans held hostage in the U.S. embassy in Tehran ended in disaster when a Navy helicopter collided with an Air Force transport plane in a remote desert of Iran, killing eight airmen and commandos. When Italian Red Brigade terrorists kidnapped Army Brigadier General James Dozier two years later, Pentagon, State Department, and CIA officials spent as much time arguing over who would be in charge of the rescue as they did looking for the unfortunate officer. In 1983, a Shiite fanatic driving a truck packed with explosives rammed an unprotected Beirut airport barracks where Marine peacekeepers slept, killing 241 in the blast. In the Grenada invasion that same year, more than a dozen special operations commandos were killed or wounded in ill-conceived missions.


Fed up, Congress in 1987 passed a law ordering the Defense Department to establish a new U.S. Special Operations Command. As long as the commandos were treated as second-class citizens in the Pentagon bureaucracy, there would be more debacles like the Teheran rescue and Grenada invasion. Incensed over congressional meddling in military matters, the generals and admirals fought the legislation. But Capitol Hill demanded that special operations be organized under one command with more bureaucratic clout.


General Jim Lindsey, a cigar-chomping paratrooper who had been decorated for valor in Vietnam, became its first commander. Fellow generals thought Lindsey was insane to take over an organization the Pentagon had so bitterly opposed. But Lindsey proved as skilled a diplomat as he had been a warrior. After about a year of haggling with the military services, he managed to gain control of most special operations units.


Today the Special Operations Command, which is headquartered at MacDill Air Force base in Tampa, Florida, oversees more than 46,000 soldiers. The Army portion of the command is the largest, with about 30,000 members, and is made up of the famed Green Berets Special Forces teams, the Army Rangers, who are crack assault troops, the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, psychological warfare groups, and civil affairs battalions that repair villages or restore order after a war. The Navy’s contribution to the command are some 5,500 SEALs and their support forces, which specialize in amphibious commando raids and waterborne operations. The Air Force allocates 9,500 air commandos, who provide special infiltration helicopters, transport planes, aerial refueling tankers, and gunships. Then there are the 1,300 members of the most secretive part of the command—the Joint Special Operations Command. The Pentagon refuses to acknowledge that most of its forces even exist: the Army’s Delta Force and the Navy’s SEAL Team-6, which specialize in counterterrorism and special commando missions, a Ranger unit for surgical combat assaults, plus a secret Army and Air Force helicopter force and intelligence unit.


The command does not control all the special operations forces in the American arsenal. The FBI has a hostage rescue team modeled after Delta Force, which responds to terrorist threats in the United States. The turf-conscious Marines have refused to turn over the few special operations units they have.


The Central Intelligence Agency also has its own Special Operations Group, a paramilitary force of about 200 men and women. The CIA’s SOG, as it’s called in spy jargon, is made up of ex-military special operators who mainly infiltrate into foreign countries in civilian clothes to train foreign armies that don’t want to be openly associated with American soldiers in uniform. The SOG, for example, trained contra rebels in Nicaragua and Honduras, and has worked discrete operations in the Latin American drug war.


When its force has been too small for an assignment, or on the rare occasions when it must undertake clandestine combat missions, the SOG will borrow men from the Pentagon’s special operations units. The military calls it “sheep-dipping.” During their tour with the agency, the military operators go off the Pentagon’s books and become CIA case officers. Navy SEALs were sheep-dipped for the CIA’s secret mining of Nicaraguan harbors in 1984. During the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, Army Green Berets were sheep-dipped to train mujahedeen rebels.


To protect it from bureaucratic long knives, Congress carved out for the Special Operations Command an unusual amount of autonomy that still rankles the Pentagon brass. Unlike other combat outfits, the Special Operations Command manages its own budget, which has been steadily increasing despite the reductions in defense spending elsewhere. It even has a research-and-development shop to develop high-tech gizmos for clandestine warfare of the future. Some have likened the command to almost a fourth branch of the military, a characterization that makes conventional generals’ skin crawl.


Special operations forces achieved some measure of recognition during the Bush administration. For the invasion of Panama in 1989, 4,000 special operations soldiers just coming together under the wing of the new command provided most of the surgical firepower and conducted practically all of the daring missions. Delta Force commandos rescued a jailed American and chased dictator Manuel Noriega. Navy SEALs blew up his planes and boats. Green Beret teams held off enemy convoys. Psychological operations teams talked Panamanian soldiers into surrendering. A year later, 8,754 commandos deployed in the Desert Storm war to eject Saddam Hussein’s army from Kuwait.


But for all the media romanticizing of their missions—and I’ve been just as guilty of it as other reporters—the commandos have always had to fight just to get into the war. At the end of Desert Storm, General Schwarzkopf singled out special operations forces as critical to the allied victory. Yet many of those forces were lucky to have even set foot in the general’s theater. Schwarzkopf distrusted special operators. He considered them troublemakers. Only after intense lobbying by the Special Operations Command and under pressure from the Pentagon did he allow some special ops units to join his Persian Gulf army. And throughout the war he kept the commandos on a short leash.


Schwarzkopf’s attitude toward special operations was hardly aberrant. The distrust remains among the senior military leadership. Few generals and admirals know or appreciate the capability of this growing force. Special operations will likely have to fight its way into the next war. As with the rest of the military, the commandos will have to take a hard look at where they fit in the post-Cold War world.


To this day, special operations forces remain mysterious and misunderstood—not only to outsiders but also within the Defense Department. Pentagon public relations officers paint them as “quiet professionals.” Liberals portray them as bloodthirsty mercenaries for right-wing agendas. Leery generals still regard them as hell-raising mavericks and cutthroats.


None of the caricatures is really correct. On secret missions special operators can be as calm and meticulous as surgeons, as picky about details as accountants, as brainy as scientists. But they are hardly automatons programmed to fight one day and be sent to cold storage the next. For all their professions to outsiders that war is hell, commandos love to fight. They can be earthy and profane. They thrive on the thrill of combat, the excitement of clandestine operations like Balwanz’s. They are a different, yet complicated, breed.


At the Hooch Bar near the regular officers club at Hurlburt Field, Florida, where Air Force commandos are headquartered, wives don’t dare walk in wearing red, a helicopter unit’s color, for fear it’ll be stripped off and used for an ascot. But many air commandos are teetotalers. One drunk driving charge and a pilot may be bounced from the unit.


Delta Force psychiatrists have marveled at the controlled violence their commandos can exhibit. Yet half of Delta’s operatives are family men in their thirties who ride home in Toyotas and pickups to wives and children after work. Many are deeply religious.


Some Green Berets at Fort Bragg still sport flattop haircuts, Rolex watches, and divorce papers as their Vietnam-era signatures. But others wear earrings and sip Heinekens at yuppie hangouts like Bennigan’s in nearby Fayetteville.


Some Navy SEALs still splash rum over the top of a bar and light it to commemorate the death of a comrade. (Many SEALs have party funds written into their wills to pay for the ritual.) But at the SEALs’ main headquarters in Coronado, California, you can find a salad bar spread out in the compound’s plaza for health-conscious commandos watching their cholesterol.


Soldiers join special operations units because they don’t feel they fit into the conventional military. But the hot dogs and daredevils rarely make it past the special ops screening boards. Today’s secret warriors are obsessive about being team players. Freelancers get their mates killed.


A small number of commandos become mercenaries after they retire. Others have organized freelance missions to recover American POWs from Vietnam—and failed. Still others have hired out to Third World tyrants. They keep alive the soldier of fortune myth. But the majority do what other military retirees do after they leave the service: enter the business world, join a defense contractor, become consultants, teach school, or just go fishing. Some try to parlay their special ops skills by setting up security consulting and personal protection firms, although a surprising number of these fail. Ex-commandos have the fighting skills, but often not the business sense.


They are a force of contradictions. Green Berets consider John Wayne and Ronald Reagan their heroes even though the former never served a day in his life in the military and the latter paid less attention to the force than liberal Democrats like John Kennedy. I found special operations officers savvy about life in the jungle but naive about politics in Washington. They serve mainly in the Third World, but few blacks are in their units. I could find no evidence that racism kept blacks out of the force. Commandos are hardly WASPs. Green Berets have a heavy concentration of men of Latin, Asian, and East European heritage. A surprising number of native American Indians are in Delta Force.


Special operations soldiers defy stereotyping. Among the Vietnamera commandos you still find the hell-raising throat-cutters. But a new yuppie generation is infiltrating the force, officers more concerned about human rights who think the knife-between-the-teeth image is a bit outdated. Practically all call themselves conservative Republicans. Most are male chauvinists, according to their wives and girlfriends. But they are hardly dolts. Muscle-bound Conans tend to be the first to drop out of the training, which is more mentally than physically stressing. Enlisted men must have the aptitude test scores of officers just to join many special operations units and a majority of them have college degrees. Most of the officers have advanced degrees. Many are committed environmentalists and liberal on social issues like abortion. And their training is the most innovative and unorthodox in the military.


Piercing the veil of secrecy to find out what life is really like in this private world can be difficult. “All of us are behavioral chameleons,” a combat-hardened Navy SEAL once told me. “Just as you compartmentalize intelligence programs, we learn to do that with our personalities. When you’re on an operation, that’s the violent mission side of you. It’s totally different from the loving father side of you, who takes his kids to church and says hi to his neighbors.”


I had no trouble meeting scores of impostors who posed as special operators. They’re called “wannabes”—from the so-called unconventional warfare experts in Washington whose expertise comes mostly from reading books to the beer-bellied motorcycle drivers who turn up at Soldier of Fortune conventions bragging about commando exploits they never had. The real operators never talk about their missions in public. They avoid journalists and ridicule their peers whose names end up in newspapers. The reticence is understandable. Loose lips in their profession mean people die.


They are a clannish force even within their own services. Every Thursday night, the West Coast Navy SEALs gather for beer and private conversations at McP’s, an Irish pub along Orange Drive in Coronado. Members of Green Beret teams and their wives tend to socialize among themselves instead of with the families of conventional Army soldiers. Delta Force squadrons have private bars in their secret headquarters at Fort Bragg where the young commandos can unwind. At the post’s regular service clubs they have to be constantly on guard for eavesdroppers. In front of outsiders commandos behave formally with plenty of salutes and yes-sirs for officers. Behind the barbed wire fences of their compounds life is more informal. Military protocol disappears. Ability matters more than rank.


I interviewed more than 200 members of the special operations community for this book, from their senior officers to the recruits just joining the force to the wives of these secret warriors. I was the first journalist ever permitted to view some of their heretofore classified training. I spent long hours with them, hunched over campfires in the chilly night, weaving through dark mountains in helicopters, bobbing in the ocean in rubber rafts. I came away with a totally different impression of this force than the one painted by the movies—or by my colleagues in the media.


I found a force made up not of Arnold Schwarzeneggers or Sylvester Stallones, although it certainly has some of the most physically fit fighters in the world. I found a group much more complex and human in its character. It is a group that would fit into any hometown America—men from the coal mines of Ohio like Chad Balwanz, from the eastern shore of Maryland, from the farms of Kansas, the suburbs of Los Angeles, the streets of New York City. But it is a group that is really only comfortable with itself, separate and apart from the regular military.


If there is a common denominator among them perhaps it was this. I found that men joined special operations units because of a profound hunger for adventure, for something different in their lives. They are all type-A personalities, supremely self-confident of their abilities. They are intensely focused perfectionists. They are driven to succeed sometimes to the point that they wall out families and friends. They have a reputation for being mavericks, but in fact they are more physically and mentally disciplined than conventional soldiers. They are both flexible and rigid, highly individualistic yet extremely group-oriented. They are America’s secret soldiers. This is their story.
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ROBIN SAGE


7:30 P.M., THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 20, 1992


The helicopter ride was surprisingly boring. Ken Swanson had heard stories about the daring of the 160th Aviation Regiment, the U.S. Army’s secret helicopter unit. The all-black MH-47 Chinook, souped up with fancy avionics and electronic countermeasures equipment could juke and dive so fast that its passengers would be flattened on the ceiling. Swanson expected the pilot to put the chopper through its paces for him and the rest of his student detachment. The fifteen Green Beret students squatted on their rucksacks, crammed together like sardines on the helicopter’s deck. Four dim blue lights overhead cast an eerie pall inside the chopper’s belly.


But except for flying blacked out with their night vision goggles, the Chinook’s pilots kept a steady course above the pine forests and tobacco farms of North Carolina’s southern Piedmont. The ride would be the only calm moment for Swanson for the next two weeks.


Kenneth Swanson. Infantry captain. The insignia on his uniform revealed he was one of the Army’s rising young officers: an airborne patch showing he could parachute from planes, a pathfinder insignia designating him qualified to guide aircraft into remote jungle landing zones, an expert infantryman’s badge, a Ranger tab on his shoulder.


Winning that Ranger tab had been hard. Sixty-five days of constant marches, two hours sleep a night, half starving in the field sometimes with just one meal a day. On lonely listening posts soldiers would become so hungry they’d start hallucinating about food. Army manuals called Ranger school the ultimate in leadership training and physical stress. Swanson felt like a physical wreck afterward. Never again, he vowed.


But now Ken Swanson was on the verge of completing the most unusual training the Army had to offer. In two weeks—if he didn’t screw up—Swanson would be able to add another patch to his uniform. This one would say “Special Forces.” And on his head he would wear the Green Beret—that is, if he got through these next two weeks.


Over the deafening whine of the chopper’s engines a helicopter crew member shouted into Swanson’s ear, offering a headset to monitor the radio traffic of the pilots.


Swanson waved it off. The chopper would be landing soon enough, he thought.


That was his first mistake. If Swanson had listened to the radio chatter, he would have heard the pilots tick off their checkpoints along the way to the aircraft’s final destination. He could have confirmed for himself that the pilot had landed at the right spot. Helicopters get lost when their high-tech direction-finding equipment malfunctions. The first rule of clandestine operations: never trust anyone or any machine to do what you’ve been told they’ll do.


Swanson was forgiven this mistake. The MH-47 was not lost. A chopper crew member in the rear of the plane held up a finger. Each team member did the same down the line. One minute to touchdown.


The helicopter landed with a bump. The rear ramp door flopped down. The team members struggled to shoulder their rucksacks in the cramped quarters, shouting “Go, go!” as they piled out.


The helicopter had landed on a farmer’s dirt airstrip, about three miles southwest of the village of Coleridge in Randolph County, North Carolina. As the team clambered out the rear ramp, they took up positions in a half-moon perimeter. The chopper stayed on the ground less than a minute, then lifted off.


The team crouched in the tall grass and waited several minutes more to let their ears adjust to the silence of the night. No one spoke. Only hand signals were exchanged.


A farmer wearing a tan jacket and baseball cap leaned against a white two-and-a-half-ton truck with a tan canvas top, which was parked at the other side of the runway. The farmer waved them over.


Swanson and half his team quickly crept up to the vehicle and circled it with a security perimeter.


The other half of the team raced up. Never taking his eye off the open field behind the truck, Swanson motioned his team to pile in the back. They were sitting ducks if counterinsurgents attacked.


“Hurry,” he whispered a bit out of breath, as he climbed up himself after the last man had boarded.


The truck sped south on a dark two-lane road. Swanson and several team members hunched over tactical maps with pen lights, desperately trying to keep up with the twists and turns the driver made, the bridges he crossed, the miles he had driven, so they would have some inkling where they would be when the truck stopped.


Swanson craned his neck out the back of the truck looking for landmarks in the darkness that he could match on his map. He had wiped clean the acetate-covered map the night before so that if it ever ended up in enemy hands it would reveal none of the coordinates for his dropoff and linkup points with the guerrillas. Those he had committed to memory.


The driver was supposed to take Swanson’s team as far as he could to Pleasant Hill Church, where they were to meet a guerrilla contact. But Swanson’s intelligence file had warned that these drivers, part of the guerrilla auxiliary, were not particularly reliable. The first rule of clandestine infiltration: don’t begin a nighttime walk in the woods to meet a distant contact unless you knew exactly where you were starting from. You would only end up hopelessly lost. If the driver decided to dump the team along the road somewhere short of the church, Swanson knew he had better have pinpointed where the truck stopped on his map or he would never be able to match the map’s legends and contour lines with whatever terrain features he could make out around him at night.


Ken Swanson was not about to get lost at the start of this mission. He was a conscientious officer. Twenty-seven years old and strikingly handsome, he had bright blue eyes, wavy brown hair brushed back, a deep voice, and a gentle manner. An avid outdoorsman, he was a marathoner when Army field exercises didn’t disrupt his training schedule. Ever since he was a child in Moline, Illinois, Swanson could remember wanting to camp out in the wilderness. He packed off to the University of Idaho in 1983 to major in wildlife recreation management. He wore flannel shirts and blue jeans and became a committed environmentalist.


But Swanson did not mix well with the other environmental activists on campus. They were too liberal politically. He may have been an environmentalist, but he was also deeply conservative. It was a conservatism nurtured among the small towns and farms of the Midwest, where people rose with the rooster crow and worked until dark and had little time for big government or taxes or welfare programs.


The Army seemed a natural place for Swanson. He won an ROTC scholarship after his freshman year and applied for the infantry after he graduated in 1986. It was a branch the recruiters were only too happy to give him. The infantry meant he would be outside, not in some stuffy office.


As Swanson expected, the truck stopped about two miles short of his linkup point with the guerrillas. If he had calculated it correctly, he was just north of Benchmark 121.9 on his map, on a road two miles east of Antioch Church. The driver walked to the back, unhooked the latch and dropped the cargo door. It clanged noisily.


“This is as far I’m takin’ y’all,” the driver said firmly with a Southern twang. “They’ve had roadblocks all up and down this road and I ain’t gettin’ stopped by one.”


Swanson’s team piled out of the back of the truck. The driver stared at the captain for a minute, grumbled, then climbed into his truck cab and sped off. Swanson had forgotten to pay him for the ride. The driver might be even less reliable the next time.


Swanson had made his second mistake. There would be many more during the next two weeks of Robin Sage.


•  •  •


From the minute he joined the Army, Swanson had had his eye on Special Forces. There was a romantic quality to the Green Berets, or so he thought. They served in faraway lands on their own with no chain of command breathing down their necks. There was a laid-back sense of confidence in Special Forces. Swanson liked that. Ranger combat battalions were so regimented, he had found, so tightly wound like a coiled spring, you could quickly burn out. In Special Forces, everyone had a specialized skill. An officer didn’t have to micromanage sergeants and sergeants weren’t afraid to tell officers a better way to run a mission.


They were a cocky group. Green Berets hated to admit that anything was new to them. If a Green Beret was heard beginning a sentence with “The first time I . . .” he could end up owing his team a case of beer. The joke in student training: Green Berets lived by three rules. One, always look cool. Two, always know where you are. And three, if you can’t remember where you are, at least try to look cool.


With luck, Swanson would study German or Russian and serve in Europe with the 10th Special Forces Group. The Green Berets were divided into five groups, which specialized in different parts of the world. The desert commandos of the 5th Group were responsible for the Middle East and Southwest Asia. The 3rd Group’s territory was Africa and the Caribbean. Seventh Group’s was Latin America, a popular assignment in Swanson’s detachment. Everybody wanted to fight drug traffickers.


That didn’t interest Swanson. During the Cold War the 10th Group’s mission had been to be ready to infiltrate behind enemy lines in Eastern Europe with exotic weapons to disrupt a potential Warsaw Pact invasion. Now Green Berets were preparing for military training missions in the new democracies of Eastern Europe. Who knew, he might be in the old Soviet Union one day training Russian soldiers, Swanson thought.


His fellow Ranger officers considered him a traitor for wanting to join Special Forces. Green Berets were nothing but a bunch of fast-talking unconventionals, as far as they were concerned. Though the Green Berets have been mythologized in ballads and adventure movies, their history has often been sad and disappointing.


Born out of the World War II Office of Strategic Services (OSS)—which had parachuted “Jedburgh teams” into occupied France to link up with partisans—the Green Berets were organized by the Army in 1952 to harass Russians behind their lines if World War III broke out. The fighters were divided into eight-man units called Operational Detachments-Alpha, or A-teams. Each team, commanded by a captain, had experienced sergeants specializing in communications, demolitions, weapons, intelligence, or medicine. (Today’s A-teams have been expanded to twelve.) Cross-trained in each other’s skills, team members became experts in clandestine warfare: raids, reconnaissance, ambushes, sabotage, underground resistance networks. But the Pentagon questioned whether the force would be of much use in the instant wars of the new atomic age. Europe would be in rubble before A-teams could organize guerrillas. The Green Berets languished in search of a mission.


John Kennedy found it. Obsessed with communist insurgencies, the new president had a romantic view of unconventional warfare and quickly became infatuated with the jaunty Green Berets. Counterinsurgency became the trendy military doctrine in the Pentagon. Special Forces grew fourfold. Hundreds of A-teams were dispatched throughout the Third World to train foreign militaries battling communists. In Vietnam, however, the Green Berets and their counterinsurgency tactics were largely ignored by an Army bent on free-fire zones and body counts. Yet even if the Green Berets had been allowed to fight their kind of war, they would not have won. No Western counterinsurgency strategy would have succeeded.


After the war, the Green Beret ranks were decimated. It was just as well. During the expansion of Special Forces for Vietnam, standards had been lowered to attract recruits. The force was full of screwballs, alcoholics, and cowboys with their Montagnard tribal bracelets from Vietnam and sapphire rings from Bangkok. Ronald Reagan, who shared Kennedy’s obsession with guerrilla insurgencies, rebuilt the force in the 1980s. Green Berets became the military ambassadors of the Reagan Doctrine to roll back communism in the Third World. Mobile training teams fanned out to more than thirty countries, instructing militaries in counterguerrilla tactics, building bridges and clinics, paving roads, and preaching human rights. Progress was made in some countries. But for unsavory regimes, the military training simply increased their proficiency in killing political opponents. El Salvador became the new testing ground for the Green Berets’ counterinsurgency strategy. But it ended up being an impossible assignment. America could no more build a democratic nation in El Salvador than in Vietnam.


The quality of the Green Beret force nevertheless improved during the Reagan years, as did the training. The Vietnam generation of lone wolves and killers faded from the force. Before beginning formal instruction, which for some A-team specialties lasts a year or more, Green Beret applicants now must pass a grueling three-week selection course at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, the headquarters for Special Forces. Half drop out. Students march day and night with forty-five-pound packs to test physical endurance. They spend five days in a sleep-deprivation course to stress mental stamina. In one exercise to test how well they improvise, students are presented a jeep with its wheels off and an engine that won’t start and told to move it from one point to another. If there is a flaw in a student’s personality the testers believe it will surface from the mental and physical grind.


The vetting is important. A Green Beret must be both a maverick and a team player—two contradictory traits for a soldier. A good sergeant in the regular Army follows orders with layers of officers watching over him. A Green Beret sergeant can find himself plunked in a foreign country thousands of miles away from home advising foreign soldiers on his own. He must operate on his initiative, by his wits—yet not embarrass his own government.


After enduring the grind of selection, students begin the Special Forces Qualification Course, or “Q Course.” First they spend three months to a year in classrooms studying an expertise such as demolitions, weapons, or communications. Then they are packed off to a Spartan camp fifty miles west of Fort Bragg, the Nicholas Rowe Special Forces Training Center. It was named after Colonel Nick Rowe, a Green Beret who escaped from a Vietcong prison camp after five years of captivity only to be gunned down twenty-five years later by communist terrorists in the Philippines.


For about two months at “Rowe U,” students learn unconventional warfare tactics, many of which were borrowed from the CIA. During this field phase of the training, teams of seasoned Special Forces officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs) teach courses in small-unit assaults, marksmanship, survival skills, escape and evasion. The final thirteen days are spent in Robin Sage, the code name for one of the most unusual exercises the U.S. Army has ever devised. Robin Sage covers the guerrilla warfare scenarios a team might face in the field during one year. By learning how to conduct insurgent operations, the students also learn how to combat them as counterinsurgents. Robin Sage takes students back to the original guerrilla warfare of World War II. Only this time they are jumping not into the countryside of France with the Jedburgh teams, but into the hamlets and farms of North Carolina’s southern Piedmont.


Guerrilla and counterinsurgency tactics cannot be learned on an Army post with its fenced-off firing ranges and whitewashed barracks lined neatly in rows. The tactics must be learned where such a war would be fought, among people and villages, dogs and cats, churches and schoolhouses.


To an outsider driving on North Carolina’s back roads, the villages of Troy and Biscoe and Siler City along the way seem no different from other Southern towns. But for the past thirty years, these towns and the farms that surround them have been the training ground for the unconventional warfare of the Green Berets.


Practically everyone gets in on the act. The townsfolk and farmers not only allow the Green Berets to use their pastures and forests, they also join in the exercises. Some villagers play the part of guerrillas driving Green Beret students around the countryside in their trucks for their clandestine missions. Others act as area commanders for fictional resistance forces the Green Beret students must train. On weekends, local police armed with paint guns square off with students in mock battles. Others lend land for drop zones that the Green Berets use to resupply student teams in the field.1


The civilians who play guerrillas take their parts seriously. In some families, the roles have been passed from one generation to the next. Patriotism runs deep in these towns of the Piedmont plateau with their quiet wide streets, general stores, and 4-H Clubs. Folks hang their flags out on holidays, attend church every Sunday, and host pig pickin’s afterward to devour mounds of barbecue and hush puppies. On weekends, farm families in pickups watch student teams assault bridges.


The civilians and the soldiers look out for one another. Farmers offer up chickens, goats, and deer that the students learn to skin and cook for survival training. In return, Green Beret trainers have their students repair barns or chop firewood as part of their civic action training. The local townsfolk warn of rednecks looking for trouble—the Green Berets call them “Billy Bobs”—or strangers nosing around asking too many questions. When they spot a student lost or trying to sneak into one of the gas stations to buy a soda, the townsfolk will telephone the trainers. Students quickly learn that they can’t get away with anything.


8:45 P.M., THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 20


Dan Moran was not happy. A sergeant first class, he was the trainer for Swanson’s team, which was officially designated Operational Detachment-Alpha 941. Each team was assigned a seasoned Green Beret adviser who monitored their every move during Robin Sage. In this case, the exercise was barely an hour old and Swanson’s team already was fouling it up. First Swanson didn’t wear the headset in the chopper. Then he forgot to pay the guerrilla driver. (The Green Beret training cadre had printed up play money for the exercise. It was called “don,” and Swanson’s team had 20,000 don to grease palms and pay the guerrilla force it would train.) Now the team had climbed out of the truck, and, as far as Moran could see, was just milling around the open road with no perimeter security and no idea which side of the road it would cross to march into the woods.


The team half suspected that the driver wouldn’t take it to the church. But the students never thought the guerrilla driver would stop the truck right in the middle of the road and order them off. (Moran had instructed the driver to do just that, to see how the students would react.) Swanson never bothered to even ask the driver where he had stopped. It would have been a good cross-check for where he thought he was on the map.


The unexpected always happened on these kinds of missions, Moran knew. Before the students ever left their staging area, they should have planned for this type of glitch. The team should have rehearsed exactly how it would climb out of the truck, how it would set up security while exposed on an open road, which side of the road it would race down. Contingencies, contingencies, contingencies. Moran had been drilling that into their heads since the beginning of the Q course. But the students were only paying it lip service when they put their plans on paper.


Ground rehearsals were critical for any small-unit operation, but even more so for special operations. Because their missions were so difficult to execute, special ops units normally had days, even weeks, to plan and rehearse. It was not enough just to point on a map where everyone should be positioned in a critical maneuver. You had to go out in an open field, have everyone physically walk through where they would be positioned so it would sink in and the team would react automatically during the mission. ODA-941 obviously hadn’t done that, Moran realized. It was a sloppy start.


“Well don’t just stand there like a gaggle of geese,” he growled. “Do something!”


The team scampered down the twenty-foot embankment off the right side of the road. Moran would have gone to the left side. He unfolded his map to check the course the students were plotting. They may be lost, he thought. Christ, I don’t want to wander through these goddamn woods until they find their way.


An Irishman from the suburbs of Chicago, Moran was a fifteen-year veteran of the Army. His Chicago roots and his last name had quickly earned him the nickname “Bugsy” in the service, after the famous gangster.


This was Moran’s first student team as a trainer for the Special Warfare Center, or “swick” as the cadre called it from the acronym. He had just been transferred to Fort Bragg after serving seven years as an A-team communications and assistant operations sergeant with the 5th Special Forces Group at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. Moran had spent four months in the Persian Gulf advising Saudi and United Arab Emirate soldiers who breached the Iraqi defenses along the Kuwaiti border.


Living with Arab soldiers had been a hoot, Moran found. “Boogsie, Boogsie!” they would yell at him and laugh. “Boogsie, the Chicago gangster.” Four months of eating rice and roasted goat with your right hand.


Duty in the small towns of eastern North Carolina was almost like being stationed overseas. Moran found himself having to practice the same diplomacy he employed with foreigners. The weekend before, he had hopped in his truck and driven from farm to farm along the paths his student detachment would take, to socialize and warn the locals that there might be a ruckus at night. More than 200 students in thirteen detachments would be roaming the forests and pastures during the two weeks of Robin Sage.


As student teams go, Moran thought his was a good one. Most were seasoned Rangers, already skilled in small-unit tactics when they showed up for the Q course. After years of drills and regulations and barracks bullshit, they had a healthy disrespect for the Mickey Mouse aspects of the Army.
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