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			To the men and families of ODA 595, 
the veterans of Task Force Dagger, 
and the people of Afghanistan.





 

			 

			 

			Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, 
“Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?”
And I said, “Here am I. Send me!”

			—Isaiah 6:8





A Note to the Reader

			Following the American Withdrawal from Afghanistan

			There were two American wars in Afghanistan.

			The first took place in the days following the 9/11 attacks and lasted roughly six weeks.

			The second was a nineteen-year war against the reality of Afghanistan.

			The wars were only loosely connected. The first was a tremendous victory, one of the greatest unconventional warfare campaigns in history. The second, which may be described as something between nation building and an occupation, ended as most wars against reality do. It was a confusing muddle of which there are many chronicles, with undoubtedly more to come.

			This book is about the first war, told from the point of view of two of the men who fought it. Their accomplishments—and the courage of the militiamen and Americans who participated—were not negated by the second. If anything, the first war should have informed American leaders how the second should be conducted—if it was to be conducted at all.

			But we are not writing here to debate policy matters, or even the second, much longer period of the American involvement in Afghanistan. Nor will we discuss the decision to withdraw or its consequences. Still, we feel it necessary to remember, if only briefly, the brave men and their families who worked alongside Americans during both of these wars.

			In the weeks before and after the final withdrawal of American troops, the media was filled with stories about the despicable state these individuals found themselves in. A number were helped to freedom, but there were far too many left behind. The great tragedy is that they had been effectively abandoned years before, denied asylum and new lives in America due to bureaucratic ineptitude and criminally negligent administration policies. (And by that, we mean ALL administrations during that period.) While welcome, the eleventh-hour passage of legislation making it easier for some of those who worked with Americans to find safety in the States was both too little and far too late.

			This is not the place to dwell on the seemingly endless list of mistakes or dissect the misunderstandings, misdirections, incompetence, and sheer mendacity that wracked Afghanistan following its liberation. At the same time, it has been painful to witness.

			The sudden flood of concern in the media begs the question: where was this earlier? Where were the so-called thought leaders when there was an actual chance of affecting change—or, if nothing else, reducing American casualties by withdrawing far earlier?

			But this is a book about the first war, and as such, it is a document of victory. It should be remembered that, as great as the American contribution was, the forces who bled most heavily were Afghan. All the different tribes and factions were represented in the revolution that, with U.S. help, eventually unshackled the country from Taliban rule.

			It was also a victory that fulfilled, in nearly every possible way, classic Special Forces doctrine. While a number of details remain classified, we have endeavored to lay out the events in a way accessible to both experts and non-experts in the field.

			This account will not be the last word on the battles. We expect the war will be studied for decades by military experts and interested civilians, as others have. Accordingly, we have tried to be as candid as possible, writing of mistakes as well as triumphs.

			Popular culture has lately promulgated an image of special operations troops as highly muscled, over-equipped ninjas able to leap tall mountains and outrun speeding bullets. As this book will show, that is a false image. To repurpose something an Agency member who was involved said recently, “This was a war won by soccer dads.”

			The statement, at least as it pertains to the Americans on the ground, is true, at least metaphorically. The members of ODA 595, as well as the other ODAs and Agency people, were ordinary human beings. Well-trained, highly motivated human beings, to be sure, but not possessing great superpowers. Many were dads at the time. They did have some high-tech gear—or at least gear that was cutting edge at the time. But their main weapons were ancient ones: the ability to communicate with people who shared their goals, though not their culture. The Americans improvised on the fly, persevered in the face of great danger, and compromised when compromising was called for. All of these qualities would have been familiar to Robert Rogers, who led Rogers Rangers during the French and Indian War.

			Like the men under Rogers’ command—and countless other soldiers before and after them—the Americans returned home to farms, towns, and cities when their war was over. There, they contributed and continue to contribute in various, hopefully quieter, ways to American life.

			This book is dedicated to them, to their families and loved ones, as well as the Afghans who fought before, after, and alongside them, for freedom.

			 

			Jim DeFelice





Who’s Who

			Americans

			Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA) 595, Rank and Specialty

			 

			•Captain Mark Nutsch—Detachment Commander

			•Chief Warrant Officer 2 Bob Pennington—Assistant Detachment Commander

			•Master Sergeant Paul—Team and Operations Sergeant

			•Sergeant First Class Andy—Intelligence Sergeant

			•Sergeant First Class Steve K.—Weapons Sergeant

			•Staff Sergeant Mike—Weapons Sergeant

			•Staff Sergeant Chad—Engineer Sergeant

			•Staff Sergeant Pete—Engineer Sergeant

			•Sergeant First Class Bill Bennett—Medical Sergeant

			•Sergeant First Class Steve B.—Medical Sergeant

			•Sergeant First Class Vince—Communications Sergeant

			•Staff Sergeant Will—Communications Sergeant

			•Staff Sergeant USAF Steve T.—Tactical Air Control Party (TACP)—Air Force Air Support Controller

			•Staff Sergeant USAF Matt—Air Force Special Operations Combat Controller from Special Tactics Squadron

			 

			Note: As some members of the team remain on active duty or have gone on to other positions where identification might place them in some danger, we have not included the last names of any of the men on the team aside from ourselves. The one exception is Bill Bennett, who was killed in action in Ramadi, Iraq, on September 12, 2003.

			While team members are experts in their selected specialties, they cross-train in all areas.

			The two Air Force servicemen who joined us came from different units and had different specialties, but while they were working with us, their primary mission was calling in close air support. The common military “slang” for this job is JTAC—joint tactical air controller—and that is how we refer to them in the book.

			Ranks listed were those at the time of combat.

			Other Governmental Agencies Members

			(A Partial Listing)

			 

			•JR—OGA Team Leader/Linguist

			•Alex—Deputy Team Leader

			•Dave—Team Member/Linguist

			•Mike Spann—Team Member

			•Andy—Team Member/Communications

			•Scott—Team Member

			•Mark—Team Member/Medical Specialist

			•Justin—Team Member/Linguist

			 

			Note: While there have been a number of accounts of America’s post-9/11 involvement in Afghanistan, a large part of the story remains classified. This includes the names and affiliations of most non-uniformed military personnel who worked in the country with us. Because of this, we refer to the non-military people we worked with in Afghanistan as “OGAs,” an abbreviation for “other government agencies,” or simply “agency people,” a term we used in-country and .was popular at the time. We also have not used their full names.

			In some cases, people working for OGAs may have been assigned from other services, including Special Forces. We have not added those designations as part of our commitment to not identify the individuals or the organizations they served.

			The lone exception is Mike Spann, acknowledged by the Central Intelligence Agency as a CIA officer. Mike died a hero in the battle of Qala-i-Jangi. His name appears on the CIA’s Memorial Wall.

			The individuals listed here are those we primarily interacted with; the full OGA presence in Afghanistan was larger.

			American Commanders

			 

			•General Tommy Franks—Head of Central Command (CENTCOM)

			•Rear Admiral Albert M. Calland—Head of Special Operations Command Central (SOCCENT)

			•Colonel John F. Mulholland Jr.—Commander, 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne), Fort Campbell, Kentucky, designated as Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force North known as “Task Force Dagger”

			•Lt. Colonel Max Bowers—Commander, 3rd Battalion, 5th Special Forces Group

			 

			“United Front,” a.k.a., Northern Alliance

			Key Figures

			•Ahmad Shah Massoud—assassinated September 9, 2001

			•Marshal Fahim Khan—succeeded Massoud as leader

			•Atta Muhammad Noor—Tajik ethnic militia general (commonly referred to as Atta)

			•Mohammad Mohaqiq—Hazara ethnic militia commander

			•Abdul Rashid Dostum—Uzbek ethnic militia general

			•Commander Sattar Khan

			•Commander Lal Muhammad

			•Commander Kamal Khan

			•Commander Faqir

			•Commander Ahmad Khan

			•Commander Haji Habib

			 

			Taliban

			•Mullah Muhammad Omar—Supreme Commander and Spiritual Leader of the Taliban

			•Mullah Mohamad Fazl—Chief of Staff

			•Mullah Norulah Noori—Northern Army

			•Mullah Gausuidine—18th Division, HQ in Mazar

			•Mullah Dadullah

			•Mullah Razaq—Supreme Commander and Spiritual Leader

			[image: ]

			Dialogue rendered in this account is always approximate due to the amount of time that has passed since it was spoken but reflects our best recollection of what was said.

			The difference in language and dialects between English and those native to Afghanistan give rise to many variations in spelling. Those we use in the book have either gained widespread acceptance or, where they are less than common, follow general American military usage.





 

			 

			 

			Truth is stranger than fiction, but it is because fiction is obliged to stick to possibilities; truth isn’t.

			—Mark Twain
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			Fiction, Meet Fact





 

			A rocket-launching truck appears amid a pack of Soviet-era tanks and armored personnel carriers in the Afghan mountains, threatening to vanquish a group of doughty Afghan freedom fighters. Just when all seems lost, American Green Berets on horseback brave a hail of bullets and ride into the enemy position, firing shots at breakneck speed with an accuracy that would make John Wayne weep. Dodging bullets to the left and RPGs to the right, the SF soldiers overwhelm the armored column and destroy the rocket launcher, clearing the way for an unparalleled victory of man and horse over machinery and evil.

			Martial music swells. Rallied, the Afghan freedom fighters rebound and drive the enemy Taliban off in disarray. Afghanistan is freed from the grip of its satanic, al-Qaeda-sponsored oppressors….

			It’s a great scene, roughly the climax of the movie 12 Strong, ending the Taliban’s reign as protectors of Islamic terrorism. It’s gripping, symbolic, and, according to the advertising and hoopla, based on a true story.

			Except, no.

			There was a massive battle, and the good guys did win, but it didn’t happen that way.

			Then again, not much in the movie happened the way it happened in real life.

			Don’t get us wrong. We love the way things blow up in the film, and it certainly makes us look like heroes. But like any movie, there’s a wild amount of exaggeration, not only in that scene, but throughout the film.

			Now, entertainment is one thing; you expect it to distort reality to some degree. As producer Jerry Bruckheimer said, he wasn’t making a documentary. He wanted to honor the story and the Americans who fought there. But what about the nonfiction accounts of the early days of the war? More than a few tell stories that are roughly parallel to what 12 Strong shows on the screen.

			They’re all true, right?

			Not exactly. Nearly all contain countless inaccuracies, or to be more generous, unique perspectives of what happened there. From the location (and results) of the biggest single bomb-drop in the war to the implied heroism of people who were actually miles away from the action, a lot of the details are frustratingly incorrect or misleading.

			But here’s the thing: The real story of what happened in Afghanistan after 9/11 is pretty dramatic without the distortions or misinterpretations. It is bloody, patriotic, idealistic, filled with action, incredibly improbable, and a testament to courage.

			We know because we were there. We, Green Beret Captain Mark Nutsch and Green Beret Chief Warrant Officer 2 Bob Pennington, led ODA 595, better known as the Horse Soldiers.

			[image: ]

			In the days after the 9/11 attacks, practically everyone in America wanted a response. Call it justice, call it revenge, call it a warning that our country would not take the slaughter of innocents lying down. But while U.S. leaders and intelligence agencies knew almost immediately that the attacks that destroyed the World Trade Towers in New York and heavily damaged the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. were the work of Osama bin Laden and his al-Qaeda terrorists, coming up with a proper response took longer. The terrorists who had committed the deed were dead. Osama bin Laden and his network were halfway across the world in Afghanistan, protected by an almost equally evil regime known as the Taliban.

			While America had helped kick the Soviet Union out of Afghanistan in 1989, by 2001 we had virtually no presence in the country. With the Taliban government openly hostile, apprehending bin Laden or even simply striking back seemed like an impossible mission. A large-scale military invasion by our conventional army would have taken months to plan and carry out. And the perception in Afghanistan would have been that we were just another of the many invaders who had tried to take over the country since time began.

			And so instead a different plan, first suggested by George Tenet, the head of the CIA, was formulated and approved by President George Bush: assist the leaders of the Afghan resistance who were already attempting to overthrow the Taliban.

			There were many facets, but arguably the most important part of the plan called for experts in guerilla warfare to help the resistance leaders. Some of those experts were drawn from the intelligence community, but most were Army Green Berets.

			Us.

			To say the mission was nearly impossible and probably suicidal would be an understatement. Some of the planners thought we didn’t have much chance at success. Others were sure we would be killed in a matter of hours. The most optimistic assessments saw months and maybe even years of fighting., with heavy attrition—“attrition” being an antiseptic way of saying most of us would be killed.

			It didn’t turn out that way. We rode, literally, to victory in a matter of weeks.
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			We didn’t do it alone. There were many participants in this victory, many people who share the credit for ousting the Taliban.

			Most weren’t American. The twelve-man Green Beret “A-Team” we led worked with remarkable Afghan militia groups, most especially those headed by a remarkable ethnic Uzbek leader of unique background and skills: General Abdul Rashid Dostum. Dostum had risen through the Afghan ranks to become a regular army general, and in his early days, fought alongside the Soviets. After they left, he became Chief of Staff of the Afghanistan military, commanding upwards of forty thousand troops with tanks, armored personnel carriers, Soviet helicopters, and fighter-bombers. Ousted from the country after the Taliban victory, he returned to fight in the guerilla war against them several months before 9/11.

			Dostum and his mostly horse-mounted militia were important players in the war against the Taliban, but his was only one of several United Front or Northern Alliance forces. Even so, it’s unlikely they could have won victory, at least not so quickly, without the support of American firepower, especially those supplied by our aircraft. Properly leveraging that air power was where we—and several other ODAs and members of America’s covert agencies—came in.

			Victory was not preordained. There were any number of turning points.

			For us, this was probably the biggest:

			November 7 to 9, 2001: Following several early victories, Dostum and his allies in the Northern Alliance moved up a key river valley, threatening Taliban forces holding Mazar-e-Sharif (also rendered as Mazar-i-Sharif), a key city in northern Afghanistan. Liberate Mazar, and the Taliban’s hold on northern Afghanistan would be broken. Take that city, and the gateway to the rest of Afghanistan, including its capital at Kabul, would be in hands friendly to America. Al-Qaeda’s hold on the country would be broken.

			The assault was going well. One of ODA 595’s three-man cells had reached a critical pass just South of Mazar. Near the front, Mark tried to keep up with advancing Afghan militiamen as they swept up the valley, covering several dozen miles a day. Bob, several miles behind, coordinated support and prepared for an air drop that would bring in much-needed ammunition, food, and water for the ragtag force.

			Suddenly, the high cliffs on both sides of the valley’s narrow pass echoed with a new, deadly sound: a barrage of rockets. The Taliban had brought a truck-mounted rocket launcher to bear on the assault. In an instant, the momentum of the battle changed. In between volleys, new sounds rose in the river valley. Horses screamed, and men cried out in agony.

			The assault stumbled. The militiamen froze, or worse, began to retreat in chaos.

			Mark, sensing desperation, charged ahead, rallying the horsemen even as he feared his teammates had been killed. Bob, unable to see what was going on but fearing the worst, told himself this was the day Americans were finally going to die.

			This is the story of what led to that point, and what happened next.
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			Before 9/11

			“Plan for what is difficult while it is easy, do what is great while it is small.”

			—Sun Tzu, The Art of War





 

			Special Forces

			We met each other in 1999 when we were assigned to lead Special Forces Operational Detachment Alpha 595.

			Commanding an ODA is generally considered the high point of an Army Special Forces career. An officer may and usually does go on to other jobs and a higher rank, but leading a dozen of the finest warriors on the planet at the ground level, possibly in combat, beats just about any other job in the military. Even soldiers who have risen to the rank of general speak of their days on an A team wistfully.

			Captains, like Mark, usually come to the team on the way up. They’ve volunteered at least twice to get there, and proven themselves as lieutenants in other units before undergoing a difficult selection and training process. While new to SF, they usually have a broad background in the Army already; more often than not, they have been to Ranger school and excelled in their earlier commands.

			Then there are the warrant officers, who like Bob have already put in substantial time as Green Berets. The warrant’s job as a deputy commander is to serve as a resource and trainer for the captain. (In some situations, warrant officers take on direct command of an ODA.) As Bob puts it: The deputy commander’s job is to make sure the captain succeeds at his job. Subject matter experts in unconventional warfare, an A team’s warrant officer is the personification of the Green Beret—part warrior, part diplomat, part teacher.
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			But before we talk about ourselves, a few words on Special Forces for the uninitiated.

			Modern military forces are mostly made up of people doing conventional military tasks, whether on land, sea, or in the air. Infantrymen fight on the ground in large formations, taking over territory and seeking head-to-head battles with opposing forces, hopefully at odds that greatly favor them. They land on a beach at D-Day and march across France. And so on, and so forth.

			Special operations units are different. Historically, these are small, highly trained units that make lightning attacks, either in the enemy’s rear or in unexpected ways against otherwise heavily defended targets. Rangers who made raids behind the line in the French and Indian War, British commandoes who assaulted Nazi-held Norwegian and French ports during World War II, Navy SEALs who assassinated bin Laden—these are all examples of missions carried out by special operations troops.

			The phrase “special operations” is an umbrella term, and generally defines these units by what they are not. They are not conventional army soldiers—not infantry, not armor, not anything else. Sometimes, the term “special forces” is used in place of “special operations.” In the American military, Special Forces is a specific unit within special operations that is part of the U.S. Army.

			The American military features special operations units in each branch—Army, Navy, Marines, and Air Force. While there are many similarities, each has its own specialty and history. Navy SEALs evolved from the World War II combat divers and frogmen who surveyed and cleared beaches in the Pacific theater; that skill is a big part of their DNA.

			The Army’s Special Forces units have a number of missions. Most importantly in our case, Green Berets are experts in guerrilla or unconventional warfare—fighting against a large, conventional army with the immediate goal of disrupting their operations. We’re not just adept at doing it; we’re selected and trained to teach it.

			Guerilla warfare itself may date to the Stone Age. There are plenty of antecedents in the tactics that the American revolutionaries used against Great Britain to win independence. But the U.S. Army SF traces its roots to World War II, where partisan forces played an important role in destabilizing the German occupation of Europe. In France, the Maquis carried out a steady campaign of attack and sabotage to greatly assist the liberation. In Italy, partisans caught and killed Mussolini.

			Americans helped in both cases. The Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the precursor to the CIA, sent a number of people behind the lines in France, Italy, and elsewhere. Besides training the locals in sabotage and weapons handling, they brought in supplies and intelligence. Less famous guerilla-style operations included the Alamo Scouts, an Army reconnaissance unit that freed Allied prisoners from a Japanese prisoner of war camp in the Philippines, and the Devil’s Brigade, a unique American-Canadian army group that served from Alaska to southern Italy.

			The OSS was disbanded immediately after World War II, but key members were tapped to form the Central Intelligence Agency in 1947. In 1952, other former OSS members joined a new Army branch: Special Forces.

			There was and is more to the Special Forces’ mission than guerilla warfare. SF teams are trained to act as the eyes and ears of regular Army commanders, scouting enemy positions or otherwise obtaining battlefield intelligence. They are tasked to train soldiers in regular armies overseas. With due respect to our Air Force brethren, there is no unit better suited to long-range rescue missions behind enemy lines. But as subject matter experts on unconventional warfare, Green Berets remain unique. Our ability to work with and teach strangers how to win in unconventional combat is as important as any other skill, if not more so.
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			Since people ask: the term “Green Beret” is a handy, if unofficial, nickname. It came from the headgear the first SF units adopted. As the story goes, these soldiers wanted a unique part of their uniform to set them apart from the regular army, a time-honored tradition among elite military units.

			While the original conversations have been lost to history, it’s believed that SF officer Miguel (Mike) de la Peña, a captain at the time, volunteered a British Royal Marine Command beret from his personal collection as a model for headgear that would set the unit apart. (The standard garrison cap for enlisted men at the time was a wool envelope-model; you can see them in WWII-era photos.) Captain Frank Dallas is credited with taking the model and creating the green beret.

			The beret was immediately controversial; an early commander even forbade SF soldiers from wearing it on duty. President John F. Kennedy, a strong supporter of SF and our mission, personally intervened with the brass, directing that the beret become part of our standard uniform.
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			Today, Army Special Forces is part of the Special Operations Command, known as USSOCOM, which is responsible for all special operations units in the military, including the Rangers and SEALs as well as SF. Uniquely, SOCOM units also work closely and are at times assigned to the different Department of Defense (DOD) commands, such as CENTCOM or Central Command, responsible for the Middle East and parts of Asia and Africa, and PACOM, responsible for the Pacific area. The commands coordinate units and resources from the different services, making it possible for them to work together. While rivalry remains, the arrangement allows for coordination between units.

			Army Special Forces is divided into a number of groups rather than the more traditional divisions or regiments. Each SF group ordinarily works in a specific part of the world, developing relationships with the governments, military, and people there. The idea is to provide consistency and create working relationships on a personal as well as organizational basis. Those relationships are valuable in peacetime, and crucial in war.

			Each Special Forces group is further subdivided into battalions, more or less the way you would find battalions in the regular army. Each battalion contains a number of teams, or to use the more formal term, operational detachments. There are three different types of teams, each with a different function: A, B, C. You put the letters together to refer to them: ODAs, ODBs, ODCs. ODAs are the combat teams. B Teams are company headquarters units that support A Teams when they’re in the field. C Teams are battalion headquarters units that include the battalion commander and his staff.

			As a general rule, there are twelve men to an A Team. While each man has a specific area of expertise—say, weapons or battlefield medicine—it’s a matter of pride and often necessity for Green Berets to be cross-trained in all skills.

			Besides the captain and his assistant detachment commander, there is a team sergeant, an intel sergeant, and two each of sergeants who are experts in weapons, communications, engineering (which includes demolitions), and battlefield medicine.

			The fact that there are two sergeants in each specialty is not a coincidence; the teams are designed and trained to split in half, functioning as six-man units. Some teams have standard procedures to break down further, and in any event, SF soldiers are chosen and trained for their ability to work on their own.
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			A whole book could be written about Special Forces “culture.” There are a lot of clichés; we’re supposed to be rebels with a cause, macho do-gooders, among others. There are grains of truth in most of the clichés; Green Berets are self-starters, physically fit, and so on. One aspect of our culture that’s often missed, however, is the fact that the command structure encourages bottom-up opinion sharing. Politely telling your battalion commander that you think his decision is wrong is fine. As a rule, that’s not true in the big army.

			Does this make SF teams better than other units? We’ll leave that to others to decide. What it does mean, though, is that commanders have to be able to accept criticism. Having a thick skin is as important as being sure of yourself.

			Captain Mark Nutsch

			So, who are we?

			In a sense, we’re guys you might have known growing up anywhere in middle America.

			Mark was born in rural Kansas in June 1969. His Swedish, Slavic, and German forebears had been farming in the state for four generations. Both of his grandfathers served in World War II; other military family members included a U.S. Navy submariner who’d been to the North Pole and two Vietnam veterans.

			Then there’s the relative who, according to legend, saved his small town in Germany from being annihilated in the Thirty Years’ War a few centuries back. He did so without firing a shot: instead of fighting, he took up a challenge from the enemy commander: quaff an entire yard of local ale without stopping for air and we’ll leave the town intact.

			The town still stands today.

			There are variations on the story, but in any event, Mayor Georg Nusch is even today venerated as a hero in Rothenburg ob der Tauber in southern Germany, with his deed memorialized in a giant clock in the center of town.

			Mark discovered rodeo in elementary school, and it became something of an obsession. He competed in “Little Britches,” youth rodeo competitions, and traveling to states around the mid-west, later in high school, college, and beyond. Roping was in his genes; the senior Mr. Nutsch won the U.S. Team Roping Championship in his class in 2010 with his heading partner and competes to this day.

			Mark’s upbringing on a Kansas cattle ranch and love of horses led seamlessly to an appreciation of cowboy lore, and from there sparked a more academic interest in history and topics like the Civil War, the opening of the frontier, and the Pony Express.

			Especially the Pony Express: Mark participated in the annual Pony Express “re-ride” re-creations from Hollenberg to Marysville, Kansas, riding his horse along the trail made famous by such legendary Westerners as Wild Bill, Pony Bob, and Buffalo Bill Cody.

			Long, hot, and dusty days on the family farm putting up hay and caring for the livestock were part of a rural education in discipline and grit, with the occasional break for riding and hunting in the woods with a Marlin .22. But Mark’s interests turned from horses to the clouds by the time he reached his final years of high school. Inspired by his grandfather, who taught him to fly his Cessna, Mark began dreaming of becoming a military pilot. That led to college and an ROTC program, first with the Air Force, then the Marines, and finally the Army.

			Mark jokes now that he got his bachelor’s degree from Kansas State on the “six-year plan.” The extra time was a function of changing interests as he switched his major from engineering to architecture and finally biology. He was a dogged rather than brilliant student; physics and calculus took turns kicking his ass, and his best grades were always in ROTC classes, but he persevered.

			His interests in aviation morphed along the way, going from jets to helicopters, and then, more radically, he decided he’d rather jump from aircraft than fly them. Part of this switch came because of particularly good mentors in ROTC, but there was also a fun factor. Mark liked jumping so much he finished airborne school as a cadet despite breaking his nose twice. He spent a spring break rappelling and fast-roping out of helicopters during air assault school. ROTC was more exciting than hitting the beaches and bars.

			Awarded a regular Army commission at the end of his ROTC training, Mark went on to infantry officer training and then earned his Ranger tab. He was assigned to the Rakkasans as a platoon leader in 1994. The Rakkasans, officially the 187th Airborne Infantry Regiment and now part of the 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault), have a storied history. In World War II, they helped retake the Philippines in some of the fiercest battles of the war. The regiment subsequently distinguished itself in Korea, Vietnam, and Operation Desert Storm, also known as the First Gulf War.

			After six months as a platoon leader, Mark was tapped by his company commander to serve as his executive officer. Shortly afterward, the commander began experiencing health issues, which gave Mark a chance to fill in during a high-profile training exercise, where he won good marks from his subordinates and higher ups. He then won a transfer to the 75th Ranger Regiment.

			(A note on Rangers and the Ranger Regiment: Completing the highly demanding Ranger course gives a soldier the right to wear the Ranger tab. Not all Rangers are or want to be assigned to the 75th Ranger Regiment, the specialized light infantry unit which is part of the Army Special Operations Command and USSOCOM. The Ranger Regiment is generally tasked to handle difficult but key objectives in combat. Typically, young lieutenants who want to join the regiment spend roughly a year in conventional units before transferring to one of the Ranger Regiment’s battalions, which is what Mark did.)

			Promoted to first lieutenant in a ceremony on the Shiloh Civil War battlefield, Mark joined the Rangers as the leader of a heavy weapons platoon, directing snipers, mortarmen, and an anti-armor section. After eighteen months, he decided to try out for Special Forces. That wasn’t a popular move within the Ranger Regiment, which despite its different mission has always had a bit of a rivalry with the Green Berets. Senior officers would come over to check out Mark’s unit during maneuvers, then pull him aside for “counseling”—basically a one-sided pitch on how much better the Rangers were than anyone else.

			Mark listened, but didn’t change his mind. He made it through SF Selection, a pre-course “gate” that can be as much of a mental as physical challenge, and in late spring of 1997 continued into the other phases of Green Beret training.

			To a candidate, the exercises in the Special Forces Q Course following selection seem very open-ended and even random. Generally, time standards to complete tasks are not announced and may not even exist; in several cases, the “problems” presented have no practical solution. Unlike what you may have seen in the movies or on TV, the cadre of instructors do not yell at the soldiers in their charge. In fact, they often don’t communicate at all, simply pointing to the instructions written on the day’s task board and expecting them to figure it out on their own.

			They want to see if the candidate can think and problem solve with very little guidance and direction. It is the most critical requirement of being a Green Beret.

			Officers are trained in all areas of special operations, just as enlisted personnel. But though expected to be proficient overall, their job is to lead the subject matter experts rather than be the experts themselves. They could treat a battlefield wound, for example, but not perform the deeper surgery.

			An SF officer’s training also emphasizes things like planning and the different phases of unconventional warfare. Training runs about two years, including language instruction. Mark chose Russian, aiming to work in that area of the world. He graduated in the summer of 1999, and was assigned to 5th Group. There, he joined ODA 595 as its detachment commander.

			Chief Warrant Officer 2 Bob Pennington

			Bob’s route to 595 differed in several respects, most importantly because he came into the Army as an enlisted man.

			Born in France in 1961 to a U.S. Army NCO (non-commissioned officer, generally of sergeant rank) stationed overseas, Bob spent much of his childhood moving around both in Europe and the States. His father and grandparents came from Georgia (the state), and the family often returned there, at least temporarily, throughout his father’s service.

			One Saturday afternoon while his dad was stationed in Fort Lewis, Washington, eight-year-old Bob walked with two of his brothers to the post movie theater. There they saw the latest John Wayne flick, The Green Berets. Like many Americans young and old, he was impressed by the men the movie portrayed.

			“I’m going to do that when I grow up,” he told his father after he got home.

			His dad just smiled, sure it was the sort of thing kids say and then forget. And for a long while, he was right. But the memory of the movie kept popping into Bob’s consciousness, never completely fading away.

			Bob’s mother passed away the following year. His grief found an outlet in sports. Always fast—he did a 4:35 mile as a 19-year-old—running took him away from conflicts at home, where he felt out of place after his father remarried. At school, his favorite subjects were hands-on things like sheet metal and drafting, vocation-oriented classes that were once the staple of suburban and rural high schools.

			Throughout graduation, a succession of jobs, and marriage, that John Wayne movie haunted him. He’d married a woman in the Army, and when her enlistment was up in 1985, he told her he wanted to take a shot at SF.

			If I don’t try now, I’ll never try, he said.

			She agreed. There was one hitch to Bob’s plans. At the time, no recruit could go directly into the Special Forces selection program; only soldiers who had been in the service for several years and been promoted at least to sergeant could try out for the program. So instead, he took a contract as an “unassigned Ranger,” basically a promise that he could try out for Ranger Regiment, without any sort of guarantee that he would make it, let alone become a Green Beret.

			Bob qualified as a Ranger, and was assigned to the 1st Ranger Battalion, 75th Ranger Regiment. But his time there was cut short by a back injury and nerve damage in his foot, which sent him to a desk job and, eventually, the 24th Infantry Division. With the end of his enlistment looming in 1989, he decided to take one last shot at applying for SF.

			You can guess how that turned out.
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			Often during selection, you make friends who stick with you for life. In Bob’s case, he met another young NCO named Andy, another future member of 595 and our team’s intelligence sergeant during Afghanistan. Their class started out with a bit over 325 members; sixty-one made it to the end. That’s a fairly typical attrition rate; SF isn’t for everyone.

			Small unit tactics, land navigation—prospective Green Berets get a graduate-level course in warfare. They also pick a specialty: weapons, communications, medic, demolitions/engineering. Bob turned down a suggestion that he train as a medic with a time-honored excuse: “I hate needles.” Instead, he opted for weapons; he’d been a mortarman early in his Army career, and blowing things up seemed like a good fit.

			Team members also pick or are assigned a language to specialize in. Bob received Arabic; he later studied Urdu (the predominant language of Pakistan) before joining a Special Forces ODA just in time for the First Gulf War.

			[image: ]

			Following a short stint training a Saudi unit, he helped stand up a “ghost team”—an ODA that to that point had existed only on paper. The ODA was headed by a mustang captain, an officer who had started his Army career as an enlisted man before going through officer training, who was the ideal leader for a young team: calm and generally laid back, he was quiet but quick witted, qualities that Bob would seek to emulate.

			Advising a Saudi mechanized brigade and a Kuwaiti tank company, the unit sat right near the border for weeks. Finally, Bob woke one night to a fireworks show: the American air campaign had begun. Tracers arced across the sky as the bombs fell; the ground rumbled. The Kuwaitis were excited; their country was finally going to be liberated.

			The Saudis weren’t quite as enthusiastic. None had ever been to war before, and a number clearly preferred not to find out what it was all about.

			The air war continued for several weeks, day and night. The Iraqis on the frontlines were obliterated by waves of bombs and artillery. One afternoon, Bob watched as a B-52 came across the border and opened its bomb bay doors. The four-engine bomber’s payload shook the ground miles away.

			A surface-to-air missile shot up toward the plane as it banked. It was miles from the B-52, but apparently the crew noticed: the bomber turned back, opened the bomb bay doors again, and delivered the rest of its payload on the missile site.

			A few nights later, with the start of the ground war hours away, the battalion colonel gathered the SF men together for a pep talk.

			“Well, guys, a few of you are going to die tomorrow,” said the lieutenant colonel. “And some more tonight.”

			“What the hell’s he talking about?” muttered Bob. “I ain’t dying.”

			Lieutenant colonels are always giving that kind of speech, somehow thinking it’s good for morale, and enlisted guys are always rolling their eyes.

			Hours later, the Saudi and Kuwait units started forward, only to be pinned down when the Iraqis set miles’ worth of oil-filled trenches on fire. Sitting in the gun turret of a Humvee that night, listening to small arms fire, Bob felt strangely relaxed, as if he were in front of a bonfire rather than in the middle of an ecological disaster. When the flames subsided the next morning, the units moved forward again, until they stalled at the edge of a minefield.

			This time, the feeling was anything but relaxing. The Iraqis who hadn’t died in the bombing had their position zeroed in. For two and a half hours, everything from rifle bullets to mortar shells rained down on the troops. Bob hunkered in the unarmored Humvee, waiting.

			They did roll up the windows, at least.

			Finally, a path was cleared by an MICLIC, an explosive charge on a wire that explodes buried mines along a path. The tanks once more went forward, engaging Iraqi soldiers who had been firing at them. Atop his Hummer, Bob aimed the machine gun on a trench line, shooting until a white flag popped up, signaling surrender. As he swung toward another target, a Saudi major ran up and tried to get him to stop firing completely, even though they were still taking incoming and plenty of targets. A Kuwaiti officer jumped off his tank and ran over, shouting at the Saudi to shut the hell up. Bob fired until the enemy ceased fighting.

			Those first days in battle were a lesson in chaos, more bizarre than anything he’d ever seen in a movie, or even a nightmare. It was what war really is.
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			So, what did Bob learn in his first taste of combat?

			Boredom and idiocy are two underappreciated facets of combat.

			It’s surprising how boring war can be, even when you’re scared shitless and taking fire in a minefield. Then there are times you do things that are just plain crazy, stupid even, and you think later on, why did I do that? The reasons are immaterial, because you already did what you did, whether it’s standing up and making yourself an easy target, or pointlessly wasting a magazine’s worth of bullets just because. It’s the personal fog of war.

			Bob saw it firsthand in Kuwait; we would both experience it later in Afghanistan.

			Did the war change him?

			Subtly. People depended on him in a way no one had before. You can die in training, and being dead is dead, but there’s a difference when it happens in war. It’s impossible to explain, but it’s there.

			One last thing. There’s always a question in the back of a soldier’s mind before he enters combat: Can I kill? Can I aim the .50 cal at other people trying to kill me, and kill them instead?

			Bob now knew the answer.
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			Coming back from the Gulf War, Bob was surprised by the adulation he and other veterans received. In truth, he was embarrassed. People, including veterans from the Vietnam War, would come up to him, congratulate and thank him, even when they had no idea what he had done. He became acutely aware of the opposite reaction many Vietnam veterans had received when they came home.

			Around the winter of 1993, Bob joined an SF detachment charged with special projects. Still classified, the missions involved intelligence and related duties overseas. After roughly three years, he moved his young family to a joint assignment working with the Air Force, Navy, and Army personnel. As a Sergeant First Class (E-7), he won appointment to the SF Warrant Officer school in 1999. By that point, he was an experienced SF member, with combat experience and extensive service.

			Bob did well in the Warrant class, so well, in fact, that he got the commandant’s leadership award. They gave him a few days off, then told him to report to 5th Special Forces Group, where he was assigned to ODA 595.

			ODA 595

			ODA 595 was in rebuilding mode when Mark joined in August 1999 as the sixth man assigned to the Fort Campbell-based unit. They immediately undertook a six-man, high-level mission to the Middle East, training local counterparts. Bob joined a few months later, the last man in, arriving in November as the unit was leaving for a major training exercise in the western U.S.

			Though it was being rebuilt, 595 had a strong history. During the First Gulf War, its members had liaised with Kuwaiti guerillas who snuck back into the occupied country to fight Saddam Hussein’s occupying troops before the country was liberated. By 2001, the 595 team had three veteran SF sergeants who had been in Somalia before, during, and after the Battle of Mogadishu. They had also deployed elsewhere in the Middle East.

			But history is a funny thing—people can interpret it in many different ways. When Bob accepted the assignment, the battalion commander warned him that the team had a reputation for being “a bunch of cowboys.”

			Given what happened two years later, it was perhaps prophetic. At the time, however, it was meant as a warning that team members liked to do things their own way, even if they did have a reputation for getting things done.

			Where that warning came from, neither of us have a clue. To a man, the members of ODA 595 worked hard, knew their business, and didn’t cause outside distractions. If some copped a bit of an attitude with higher ups—a trait shared by many in the special operations community, not just Green Berets—it wasn’t on display.

			This was our lineup:

			Master Sergeant Paul was our team sergeant. An E8, Paul was a senior guy who blossomed in his role on 595.

			Hailing from Southern California, he had stereotypical beach-blond hair and typically wore a mustache. He liked to lead the team’s early-morning workouts, which besides the usual calisthenics and distance run, could include a weight session followed by a swim and fin in the rock quarry.

			He had a gruff demeanor that could occasionally rub people the wrong way, officers especially, but as a rule, he was both logical and practical. He was a leader you could have discussions with, regardless of whether you were higher or lower in rank. He had a dry sense of humor, and his glasses made for a slightly out of kilter picture. You don’t think glasses, typically, when you picture the face of a Green Beret.

			Paul was a combat veteran—like Bob, he’d been in the First Gulf War—and could speak Arabic. As a team sergeant, he struck a balance between holding guys accountable and not trying to micro-manage them. He was married, and had two young children at the time.

			Bob had known Andy, our intel sergeant, since the Q course. Originally from West Virginia, Andy had played some college football before joining the Army as a cavalry scout. He’d served with Paul on 595 during the First Gulf War, gone off to other assignments, then came back in the more senior position as an E7. Having worked temporarily as a team sergeant, he was already a tested leader. He and Paul pushed the 595 team to cross-train in other skills, emphasizing their hand-to-hand skills and things like mortar gunnery.

			At the other end of the experience scale were Pete and Chad, young sergeants who came to SF training as engineering specialists. Pete, at twenty-eight, was an E6. A South Dakota native of Lakota heritage, he joined the National Guard while in college; after graduation, he came over to the “regular” Army.

			He was working on a demolitions range one day when he saw a group of guys who seemed to be having a lot of fun exploding charges: far more fun than he was having as a bomb-disposal guy.

			“How do I get over there?” he asked.

			Fast-forward a few years and he emerged from the Q Course as an 18-Charlie, a specialist in explosives, construction, and logistics, making sure we had everything needed for deployments. Pete had learned to speak Russian and, like most Green Berets at that time, he’d attended the Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape (SERE) School.

			Pete deftly maneuvered himself directly from SERE to Ranger school, an unusual feat even for Green Berets, as it is typical to lose upwards of twenty pounds during SERE, and nearly all soldiers find they need a few weeks to recover.

			Not Pete.

			Pete was one of only two team members not married at the time. He was outgoing and friendly; when he wasn’t training or studying up on his craft, he could generally be found out running or hitting the gym.

			Chad, another E6 and engineering specialist, was a quiet guy, tall and skinny, a natural runner. That may be why Bob saw a lot of his younger self in the Pennsylvania native.

			Chad was an excellent demo man, one of the best who served with either one of us over the course of our careers. During cross-training, he always made a point of explaining in full detail all the intricacies involved in the fine art of blowing things up. He was also an excellent marksman, like most of the soldiers who worked with us. If you wanted to get Chad talking, which wasn’t easy, as he was quiet by nature, you’d strike up a conversation about the latest mods he was planning for his Jeep; he was constantly doing something to that vehicle. Or you might mention Harleys—he and his wife rode a pair.

			Vince was another quiet guy. Methodical. Played the drums. Easy to get along with. A Missouri native, Vince handled communications (“comms”) for us. He had taken an advanced level course in advanced special operations techniques, valuable formal learning that complemented the experience our senior sergeants had. Mark kept him in his hip pocket on deployments—he was that good on the radio. You could count on him for thoughtful advice when we faced challenges.

			At the time, laptop computers were still pretty much a novelty in the field. We used a ten-inch, ruggedized laptop with a special secure messaging system—think of it as email for warfighters under fire—and Vince acted as our resident geek squad. He was also our go-to instructor on all matters communication, helping Paul cross-train the unit.

			A baseball fan, Vince followed the St. Louis Cardinals, which led to some interesting debates with Bob, who favored the Atlanta Braves.

			You might call Will our team comedian. He was slotted as our junior communications sergeant, and as good as he was with the radio (and he was good!), he was even better coming up with some joke or quip that would keep us loose. He came from a Louisiana family that believed in military service; two brothers were also SF. Supposedly, he had been a real hell-raiser in his youth, but we knew him as a hard-working family man. At the time of our deployment, he and his wife had four children. (At last report, they had eleven.) Will was very physically fit: tall, wiry, with a chiseled six-pack, he had maybe two percent body fat. That cost him, though. He used to joke about going to pre-Scuba and never feeling warm.

			Steve B. was a senior E7 medic who hailed from Florida. He’d joined the Army out of high school and was assigned to the 3rd Infantry Division, deploying with them in Desert Storm where he’d worked as a mortarman before joining SF.

			Initially a weapons sergeant assigned on one of the mountain and mobility teams, Steve was a qualified sniper and Ranger. Like Vince, he had an ASOT level III qualification, which in civilian terms meant he was a high-level special warfare expert and intel coordinator. He was also a combat veteran of Somalia, where he had deployed with Hank and Andy. He had voluntarily reclassified to become an SF medical sergeant after a number of deployments.

			Some guys look at the medical specialty simply as a job to be done; they’re more interested in team things and essentially put up with the job. Steve B. liked what he was doing, and that helped make him good at it. He was one of the finest medics either of us have known.

			Mike was one of our weapons sergeants. He was a Chicago guy: serious Bears fan, all about the White Sox, and that accent—talking to him, you felt like you were waiting for a train on the L. He was a big, burly fellow whose voice and laugh you could identify from miles away. The funny thing is, people would tend to underestimate him because he was so big and easygoing, but he knew his stuff. More than that, he could teach it. That’s the mark of a true Green Beret.

			Hector was another weapons sergeant who hailed from Puerto Rico. A very articulate soldier, he was especially good at the intelligence pieces of our missions, able to gather valuable information and, just as important, hand it off in a format that other soldiers and units could use effectively. He was a master at patrolling and surveillance, and again, another of our most effective teachers.

			Josh was a very serious medic, better, in fact, than a lot of doctors we’ve encountered. But the Kansas native was a great shooter as well. He could shoot you and then sew you up.

			Good medics are a critical part of an SF team, so important that units that are down these specialists often can’t deploy. Operating behind enemy lines, proper care in battle and out keeps the team going. They are also important when it comes to building rapport with G’s—the SF term for guerilla fighters. Nothing builds trust quicker than being able to take care of the sick and wounded. We came to trust our pair more than we would most doctors.

			The original 595 team also included Eric, an 18C engineer and senior sergeant who later went on to officer school. Last we knew, Eric was serving as an SF battalion commander. He had even managed to be a White House aide at one point in his career. We also had Hank, another 18C and key senior member of the team, one of our three scuba-qualified divers, who was selected for promotion and was reassigned elsewhere in the Group as a team sergeant before our Afghan deployment.

			Nine out of twelve guys were SF sniper qualified, including both of us. One other thing: all but one of the guys we deployed with to Afghanistan were married and had kids. The average age was thirty-two with eight years of service. It was an experienced, mature team.

			Training

			If your only image of Green Berets comes from the movies—say, Rambo or even that John Wayne movie we talk so much about—you may think that we’re all six-foot-something musclemen. But the truth is that in our line of work, endurance and heart are far more important than sheer strength. You can see that in the early selection and training. Long marches cross-country of known and often unknown distances with heavy packs and combat gear are standard. Dexterity and speed are more prized than brute strength.

			Most of us had been athletes in high school, but with body types that tended toward track rather than football. That’s fairly typical, not only for SF but for all special operations units. As time goes on and age takes its toll on speed, a lot of Green Berets compensate by building up the strength side. There’s plenty of peer pressure to stay in shape.

			Training is a constant occupation for a Special Forces soldier. Much of it takes place away from home. There are large-scale exercises, small-scale exercises, and everything in between. Uniquely, Green Berets not only work with other American units, but foreign counterparts as well. Often when we are overseas, we are teaching our various skills to our foreign counterparts.

			In the year and a half after our assignment to ODA 595, we did some urban unconventional warfare workups in the U.S. and undertook a mission to the Middle East, where we practiced with some special ops units and provided security for medical personnel. We reviewed various phases of unconventional warfare, things like infiltrating and escaping enemy territory and setting up observation posts and routines. We had a parachute jump and wing exchange with our counterparts; every SF soldier is airborne qualified.

			While we did all this, we honed what we call SOPs, or standard operating procedures. These are instruction sets or a playbook that show everyone on the team how to handle certain situations. The idea isn’t to have a cookie-cutter response to a situation, but to provide predictable guidelines to an unforeseen situation, allowing the unit to respond quickly. If you know the SOP, you know what to do without having to stop and ask questions. It’s sort of like muscle memory for an A Team.

			Parts of the SOPs were very specific, right down to the detail of, say, where to drop your rucksack when you came off a plane. Some were more generic, like how to break the team into cells for a particular job. No matter how long an SOP had been established, we like to rethink them, test them, and make sure they remain valid.

			Much of our training was oriented toward what the U.S. had learned during the First Gulf War. The idea of terrorist attacks on the U.S., while not entirely unthought of, was far from what most of us were thinking about. Green on blue attacks—an attack by terrorists disguised as friendly allies you were training—were unheard of at the time. Precautions common now weren’t necessary, or at least weren’t thought necessary by most people at the time.

			There were four very different exercises that not only helped prepare us for Afghanistan, but were in their own way precursors of our experience as horse soldiers.

			The most important was Uzbekistan.

			Uzbekistan

			In May 2000, we traveled to Uzbekistan to work with our counterparts in a special operations unit. Formerly part of the Soviet Union, Uzbekistan is a predominantly Muslim country roughly the size of California. Completely landlocked, it borders Afghanistan as well as its fellow former Soviet states, what we call “the stans”—Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan. At the time, the Uzbek government was consciously working to forge an identity independent of Russia, which was why we were invited.

			It was also dealing with a small but violent terrorist movement allied with al-Qaeda.

			One unheralded skill Green Berets acquire is language. English may be a universal language, but it’s not that universal. To prepare for Uzbekistan, we all took six weeks of basic Russian, enough so that we could communicate reasonably well on combat patrols. Once in country, we continued lessons in both Russian and Uzbek.

			A subtle but important lesson: Working with an interpreter only truly works if you know enough of the language yourself to make sure the interpreter is saying what you want to be said and no more. Another lesson: Even though you have an interpreter, you talk directly to the person you’re ultimately communicating with. You establish eye contact, gestures, everything; you’re dealing man to man with that commander or soldier and the interpreter is just background. It’s one of the keys to building rapport, which is absolutely essential in guerilla warfare.

			We went through a number of training missions with the Uzbeks, including a ten-day exercise in the mountains. We lived off the land, caching supplies, tracking the enemy, using satellite radios to talk to other units. It was pretty standard for us, but the Uzbeks had never done training as extensive or realistic.

			We were learning as well. An Uzbek graybeard officer who’d been in Spetsnaz (the Russian special operations unit) gave us hands-on time with an RPG and an AGS-17, a Russian-made automatic grenade launcher mounted on a tripod, a machine gun for grenades. More importantly, he talked about his experiences in Afghanistan fighting the mujahideen. It was an ad hoc lecture whose full value wouldn’t be appreciated for nearly a year.
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			We’d been working with the Uzbeks for some time when they were tasked to help in a major operation against the local al-Qaeda group. The Uzbeks wanted us to come.

			The U.S. defense attaché and ambassador responded with a “no,” amazing how quickly and loudly. And it wasn’t just no, but hell no.

			It was a different era.

			The Uzbeks went on their own, conducting a number of missions in the Fergana Valley with mixed results. The one big surprise for us was how well equipped and financed the terrorists were. Aside from having a quantity of drugs, presumably to stoke up the fighters before battle, and cash, presumably to pay off locals either for information or supplies, they had satellite radios and night vision, things the Uzbeks themselves didn’t have.

			More than a few people back home paid attention to the report we sent back on that.

			We weren’t all work and no play that deployment. A hunt for a vehicle to haul our gear during one of the extended missions turned into an off-hours search for a vintage bike when Mark happened upon some Uzbek motorcycle aficionados. He and some of the guys spent a few weekends tramping to garages in the back alleys of cities and towns where we were stationed to check out World War II Harleys. It was recreation, but it was also good practice. They learned to build rapport over things mechanical.

			Eventually, Mark purchased a 1942 WLA that had come over to the former Soviet Union during the days of lend-lease. The old soldier made it back to the States, where further restoration turned it into a museum-worthy piece. Mark eventually sold it; it was last seen driving on-stage at one of the Rolling Thunder rallies in Washington, D.C. celebrating bike, veterans, and patriotism.
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			The other exercise that would gain more importance was in the States. We shipped down to Florida in 2001 to spend several weeks calling close air support. We guided pilots as they dropped simulated bombs on targets close enough for us to feel the simulated heat. By the end of the exercises, which included water insertions, air drops, and land operations, everyone on the team had called in more close air support than the average Green Beret.

			It’s training, but there are challenges big and small throughout, like trying to set up an IV on a wounded pilot and keep him from sliding out the door past the machine-gunner as an MH-53 helicopter pulls a hard turn to get its door gun on a target. The hardest part is not puking until the chopper is straight and level and heading home. It is a lesson no schoolbook ever includes.
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			There was one other development during our days before Afghanistan that probably should be mentioned, though it doesn’t paint anyone in a particularly brilliant light.

			In June 2001, frictions with battalion command over seemingly petty issues aggravated some of the team members, especially Mark, who, as ODA leader, found himself in the middle of the conflict. Things seemed to come to a head over a seemingly trivial matter: the costs for a formal dinner when one of the sergeants questioned whether the fees could be kept down. The issue somehow put a bull’s eye on 595 with the battalion commander.

			The commander, Lieutenant Colonel Max Bowers, had spent much of his career in a different SF group. This meant he came to 5th Group with a slightly different take on things. It was a bit of a culture shock, maybe. He was used to a slightly different perspective than the one we’d been “raised” in. Mind you, most of this had nothing to do with actual combat or fighting; rather, they were administrative side issues and procedures, like a formal dinner or mustering for Monday morning formation, both of which had been rare to nonexistent in our corner of the Army. A lot of guys griped that conventional army culture was infiltrating SF culture, which was highly focused on preparing for war and deployment in the Middle East.

			Maybe conflict is inevitable in a high-energy situation with high-energy individuals. Maybe if the lieutenant colonel had grown up with us—had a lot of experience with our sergeants as they advanced through their respective ranks together—there would have been plenty of positive memories to alleviate the friction. In any event, it was a non-combat related cultural change for 3rd Battalion, 5th SF Group. The battalion and our team never seemed to recover from the bad feelings, and possibly the perception that 595 was out of step with his command.

			Part of the fallout was a last-minute change in team assignments. A prized overseas training mission was pulled away from us a few weeks before we were to ship out. For Mark, it was a bad taste that made it easier for him to accept that his stint with the team, typically a two-year assignment, was coming to an end.

			In early September, Mark was assigned to the operations and training shop, where as a staff officer he would help supervise preparation for the battalion’s fifteen teams. In his mind, it wasn’t a plum assignment—no desk job really is to an SF officer—but it was the best available. He was due to start the first full week of September, on Monday, September 10th.

			The assignment was at Campbell; typically, the job would not involve the long deployments or hours away from home that leading 595 had. This was a good thing; not only did he and his wife Amy have two young sons, they were about halfway through a high-risk pregnancy. Amy was definitely in favor of the new assignment; having him close to home seemed like a good idea.

			9/10/2001

			With Mark set to start his new assignment, Bob took over as temporary detachment commander; he would go back to his role as assistant when a new captain came aboard. Two of the team members, Hector and Josh, went off to sniper school. Pete went out west to take an advanced driving course, learning a variety of tactics used for evasion and combat situations.

			The rest of the team continued training on its own. A riverine drill had been planned near the border of Tennessee and Kentucky, with 595 working with another A Team in an exercise. The team split itself between three Zodiac boats, their mission was to ferry the other SF team to its insertion point.

			September 10 was a cold-ass night in Tennessee. After dropping their passengers off, the 595 men started back upriver, guided by a whaleboat that had come down to act as a guide.

			A heavy fog rolled in. An ocean of water droplets condensed on the rubber material of the motorized boats. The Gore-Tex came out of the packs. Everyone bundled up and strained their eyes, trying to see through mist as thick as the proverbial pea soup.

			A barge suddenly appeared dead ahead, so close that its warning horn shook the gunwales of the little boats. As they aborted off to the side, one by one the team members thanked their guardian angels for having missed a catastrophe.

			Safely clear, Bob decided they would wait out the fog rather than risk getting run over by more traffic. They found a marshy area, tied the boats together, and slumbered for a few hours, with poncho liners and lifejackets as blankets.

			The sun dissipated the fog as it peeked at the horizon a few hours later. Cold, stiff, tired, the team pulled back out into the river and opened up the throttles. The 50-horsepower engines took them back to their launch point without further incident. Loading the boats onto their trailers, they headed toward Fort Campbell, about forty-five minutes away. Someone had a radio on.

			“The World Trade Center has been struck by an airplane,” said the announcer.

			Bob looked at Paul.

			“It’s fuckin’ terrorists,” our team sergeant said.

			“Nah,” said Bob. “Something weird in the cockpit must have happened.”

			“Terrorists,” insisted Paul. “This means war.”

			Paul had never been so right in his life.
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