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He that walketh with wise men shall be wise; but a companion of fools shall be destroyed.

—Proverbs 13:20
1987 Winfield City High School yearbook,
dedication of Johnny Micheal Spann

My passion holds all my wealth and all my liabilities…. It is my identity. Alas, I know of no more noble cause than to fight for that which one has the greatest passion for. Rebellion left in the hands of good men will ultimately prevail.

—FBI special agent John O'Neill,
letter to a friend

The Messenger of Allah, may peace be upon him, was asked: What deed could be an equivalent to Jihad in the way of Allah, the Almighty and Merciful? He answered: You do not have the strength to do that deed.

—Hadith, quoted by John Walker Lindh,
e-mail from Yemen, February 24, 2000
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INTRODUCTION

At the periphery now of popular memory is the story of a gruesome prison uprising during the American invasion of Afghanistan in November 2001, a battle in which we discovered that an American was fighting for the Taliban and that another, a CIA paramilitary, was murdered by the Al-Qaeda-trained prisoners.

In the hail of coverage about the American Taliban who was captured, John Walker Lindh, and the all-American hero who died, Johnny Micheal Spann, the media presented a classic story of bravery and treason. The truth, in fact, is disturbingly different from that, and involves a tangle of deceit and misdirection that has yet to be revealed. The central questions of this book are twofold: first, did Lindh conspire to murder Spann, and if so, why did he get away with it? Even more important: why did the Bush administration, having vowed to make an example of Lindh, suddenly stop the trial hours before it was scheduled to begin? The answer is explosive.

What seems undeniable about the story is the exceptional spirit of Mike Spann, the CIA paracommando. Mildred McGuire, Spann's Sunday school teacher in the four-stoplight town of Winfield, Alabama, where he grew up, remembered him as a child wanting to “know everything about God” so he could become a soldier for him. Mike was a Marine who became a man of disguises, a CIA clandestine officer. He could use a wide range of rifles and explosives and kill in a variety of ways. But the soldier-boy, by all accounts, remained. On the eve of shipping out to Afghanistan in early October 2001, he walked into a small law office in Old Town Manassas, Virginia, and signed his last will and testament with a smile at his wife as she held their newborn son.

If Mike Spann knew from the start where he was going and what it would take to get there, John Lindh didn't, or so we were led to believe. But what emerges, at closer consideration, is a decided counterhero, stoic in his study of the Qur'an and Arabic and stubborn in his rejection of the American material wasteland. In May 2001, when he left the madrassa (an Islamic religious school) in Bannu, Pakistan, where he was studying to fight the jihad in the Himalayas for Kashmiri freedom, he was swept into a perilous current. Lindh's calling ended ignominiously, but his journey from the postmodern haven of Marin County to the premodern city of Sanaa in Yemen, thence to the teeming chaos of western Pakistan and, thereafter, into a veritable hell on earth, is a story worthy of Voltaire's Candide. As he passed through this bewildering gauntlet, he became a reprimitivized man—enraged, terrified, tortured, and largely singed and drowned to death at the end. When questioned moments after his capture, however, whether what he had done was worth it, he remained stoic, though wounded, starved, and half-delirious: “Definitely,” he said. For those who wonder if Al-Qaeda will strike again, Lindh's journey is instructive because it mirrors the passage of thousands of young Islamists who make sharp, and usually sudden, turns toward martyrdom.

This book examines how America itself enabled the rise of terrorism. A generation before Mike Spann frog-marched* John Lindh to a place where he could interrogate him alone in the prison yard that would soon turn into a slaughter ground, the United States had conspired to arm a violent rabble of Islamic fundamentalists in order to eviscerate the Soviet Red Army in Afghanistan. When, like Frankenstein's monster, that rabble broke out and began its violent rampage, why didn't we take action? Why did we permit two of our supposedly close allies, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, free rein in advancing and financing Al-Qaeda? Was Washington asleep at the switch, or rather, sleeping with the devil?

*A military term for marching a prisoner with physical contact or envelopment.

Much of the answer to that question is bound up in the crusade of one FBI special agent, John O'Neill, to sound the alarm in Washington before it was too late. O'Neill's struggle to contain and defeat Al-Qaeda, a struggle that ended with his death on 9/11, revealed a terrible thing: that the U.S. government itself was corruptly compromised in the effort to stop terrorism. As accidental as the Spann-Lindh encounter may seem in retrospect, it was also foreordained by cynical arrangements born of Washington's own double-dealing. Even after the events of September 2001, that structure of corruption and misdirection continued. Thus, Afghanistan was invaded, but Saudi Arabia, which provided Al-Qaeda $500 million as well as fifteen of the nineteen hijackers, got off scot-free. Iraq, with no links to Al-Qaeda, was attacked, but Pakistan, a criminal state where bin Laden roams freely, was not. Why?

Getting Away with Murder requires us to reexamine our own historical character in terms of the present danger. Are we conquerors or democrats? Can we sustain an imperium without destroying our republic? The French aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville, who studied the American scene in the 1820s, noted a certain angry and questing passion in the American, a salvation complex drawn from insurgent Protestantism. At the end of the first American century, Frederick Jackson Turner pronounced this expansive, historical personality in terms of the “frontier thesis.” But those projections of the American destiny were distinctly continental and avowedly non-imperial.

Today, in the view of the historian Robert Kaplan, the “coming anarchy” in the world requires the application of “a pagan ethos” by the United States. Kaplan believes that we must train and send “expeditionary forces with men who are chameleons, modeled after the spy, linguist and master of disguise Sir Richard Francis Burton.” Neoconservative analyst Robert Kagan sees 9/11 as a sort of call to destiny, assuring us that American power will grow in ever-expanding arcs of liberty” as our legions move out to liberate the hate-strewn world.

The ethos of war and its impact on liberty were subjects the ancient Greeks also debated in their search for a balance between capabilities and commitments abroad. They too reveled in military glory and fashioned battle strategy to counter their foes. As Athens in its golden age veered disputatiously between democracy and empire, Thucydides revisited the greatest Greek war epic, the Iliad, to assess the promise of war and the price of security. The Iliad depicted a cauldron of malignancies brought on by the Achaean attack on Troy—battle glory gone corrupt in a war too far, and vengeance that, even in victory, turned on the victors. “A nation that draws too broad a difference between its scholars and its warriors,” Thucydides concluded, “will have its thinking done by cowards.”

This book sets forth the world of three warriors and, in so doing, provides an authentic allegory of Americas war on terror. Mike Spann, John O'Neill, and John Lindh saw themselves as soldiers in a battle of civilizations. For all of their differences in preparation and character, they were militant dream-chasers seeking a heartstrung sort of glory. This book reconstructs their journeys and investigates the reasons for their undoing at a point in history when two civilizations collided in midair. It is a story of sacrifice and betrayal, of enemies within. A tragedy.



GLOSSARY

Special Activities Division (SAD): the paramilitary wing of the CIA's Directorate of Operations. It was formerly known as the Military Support Program (MSP). In foreign operations, SAD paramilitaries often attach to Special Forces squads.

Special Operations Forces (SOF): the “Special Forces” include U.S. Army Special Forces known as Green Berets, SEALs (Sea, Air, Land), a U.S. Navy/Marine unit, U.S. Air Force Special Tactics and Combat Controllers, and U.S. Army Delta Force, a force that specializes in rescue and terrorist assault missions. The U.S. Army Special Operations Command is headquartered in Fort Bragg, North Carolina.

A-Team: twelve-man U.S. Army Special Forces teams that often include U.S. Air Force Combat Controllers and CIA paramilitaries from SAD in the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001–2002.

Close Air Support (CAS): the coordination of air strikes in concert with ground assault.

ANGLICO (Air and Naval Gunfire Liaison Company): provides Marine ground forces support fire through aerial or naval bombardment.

Special Air Service (SAS): the elite British unit comparable to U.S. Special Forces.
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The Uprising at Qala-e Janghi Fortress





Sunday, November 25, 2001

Qala-e Janghi fortress, near Mazar-e Sharif, Afghanistan

11:06 A.M.


In an open-air courtyard in the 120-year-old pale yellow fortress built of crude brick and ocher mud, whose name, Qala-e Janghi, means “House of War,” two CIA paramilitary commandos, Mike Spann, thirty-two, muscular, wearing jeans and a black sweater, with an AK-47 slung on his back and a 9 mm stuck in his belt, and Dave Tyson, about forty-five, tall, bearded, and dressed in an Afghan kalmar shaweez, also with a 9 mm in his belt, are interrogating non-Afghan Taliban prisoners.* They're looking for Al-Qaeda operatives either to interrogate or possibly execute. Under a “finding” signed by President George W. Bush in the third week of September, U.S. forces are permitted to assassinate Al-Qaeda personnel. There are two “kill lists” that are being carried by a handful of CIA agents during the Afghan operation: black for high priority; gray for lower priority.1

About 150 prisoners are kneeling, their arms bound behind them with their turbans, while Northern Alliance guards hustle other prisoners, one by one, out of the basement of a pink building toward the south of the five-hundred-yard-long courtyard.2 Until the arrival of the 538 surrendered Taliban fighters, the great majority trained in Al-Qaeda camps, the fortress had stabled the 200 or so purebred horses that the Northern Alliance cavalry of General Abdul Rashid Dostum has used to storm Taliban positions.3 Above the crenellated mud rampart to the northeast of the fortress stands the towering rock and ice massif of the Hindu Kush. Despite the hazy sun, it is stinging cold in the courtyard, with mist hanging in the chestnut and plane trees.

*Spann is an officer in the CIA's “Special Activities Division,” which is part of the Agency's Directorate of Operations (DO). Formerly known as the Military Support Program (MSP), the division and Spann's training are detailed in chapter 4. Tyson, normally stationed in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, is a veteran of the Agency's Near East Division. On the ground in Afghanistan, they are known as SPECATs.

There are about a dozen Northern Alliance guards, most with AKs hitched to their shoulders, on the periphery of the mass of kneeling captives. Spann and Tyson stand mostly in front of the prisoners. From the footage taken by Afghani intelligence, it is obvious that they are trying to ascertain just who these “foreigners” are—Al-Qaeda or foreign-volunteer Taliban?

Despite a stunning series of Northern Alliance victories in Kabul, Mazar-e Sharif, and Kandahar in the previous two weeks, the American military and intelligence forces have failed to find the one man they are looking for—Osama bin Laden. There is no operational intent to capture him. He is to be killed, the way his lieutenant, Mohammed Atef, was killed on November 14 in a Predator* attack as his convoy was heading for the Pakistani border on the road from Kandahar to Quetta.4 “What is my program?” an American adviser to the director of the Afghan CIA was said to have rhetorically asked during this time: “I want bin Laden's head in a burlap bag on Rumsfeld's desk.”5

Spann infiltrated into northern Afghanistan in the second week of October 2001. His first mission was to establish ground contact with Northern Alliance general Dostum and provide him with several hundred thousand dollars to gather an army and mount an attack. Spann and other CIA paracommandos then set up drops, landings, and safe houses for Green Berets, Delta Forces, and U.S. Air Force combat controllers who infiltrated days later. Spann's eight-member “set” has performed outstandingly. In a matter of weeks, Special Forces units, calling in close air support (CAS) using laser-guided missiles and bombs, have literally blown the Taliban army to pieces.6

Spann's second mission, according to one interview done for this history, is to find and eliminate Al-Qaeda leaders who are heading for the caves and bunkers in the Hindu Kush, if not across the border to Pakistan and then into the trackless reaches of Baluchistan and the Northwest Frontier Province. Mike Spann and his partner, Dave Tyson, are accordingly operating on the basis of hours, not days.

*The RQ-1A/B Predator is a pilotless drone that can fly up to 25,000 feet at 150 mph. It is equipped with video cameras (watched in real time on the ground) and night vision. The purpose is reconnaissance, target acquisition, or attack with laser-guided Hellfire missiles.

In the secret videotaping done that morning by Afghani intelligence in the Qala-e Janghi courtyard, Spann appears collected and focused. He carries a pad and a camera as well as the 9 mm and AK-47. His partner Tyson, a CIA case officer, who speaks Uzbek, Dari, Farsi, and Russian, walks about in a restless, possibly preoccupied manner.7

If it is, in fact, preoccupation, Tyson has good reason: the previous afternoon, while the foreign, mostly Al-Qaeda—trained prisoners were getting off a truck, one of them ran toward two Northern Alliance commanders and, pulling the pin on a concealed grenade, blew them both up as well as himself.8 The previous night in the fortress, in retaliation for that attack, a Northern Alliance guard dropped a grenade down a shaft into the basement of the pink building toward the southern end of the courtyard. The explosion killed four prisoners and wounded a dozen more. By the morning, the prisoners are like rabid wolves. “Some feared they would be killed, but most wanted to kill, and then be killed,” a Northern Alliance guard, Nassum Daoudi, later commented. These were both homicidal and suicidal men—and Spann and Tyson should have known it.

What the CIA men sense about the men kneeling in front of them is not known. Dostum's soldiers, however, are murderously afraid of the prisoners. They propose to take over the interrogation. Security chief Mashal Azam says they should get rid of the press and begin shooting the prisoners, one by one, until they ferret out the Al-Qaeda individuals. These will be then handed over to the Americans. If that doesn't work, Azam tells a German reporter, they'll do it the old way. He takes out a long, notched knife and points it in his anus. “We begin here.”

It is important to point out, as Time reporter Alex Perry later did, that from the standpoint of the Taliban the terms of their surrender were violated.9 Six days before, after the fall of Mazar-e Sharif on November 9, Taliban commander Mullah Feisal had arranged a surrender for his troops. The terms were a $500,000 payment to General Dostum, the Northern Alliance general backed by the CIA and U.S. Special Forces. When Dostum had told him that the Americans wanted to identify and “eliminate” the Al-Qaeda men within the foreign troop, Feisal said the deal was off. What was ultimately agreed to remains a matter of debate. Either Dostum agreed that they would all be let go, or only that the Afghan Taliban, not the foreign fighters, would be released.10 Later, he repeated publicly that release of the foreign soldiers of the Taliban under UN auspices was the only way to achieve national reconciliation.11

At around the time Mike Spann and Dave Tyson are sorting and evaluating the prisoners, Simon Brooks, an official with the International Red Cross, approaches Northern Alliance commander Ahmed Fawzi to ask him about the negotiated transfer and widespread reports of mass executions. Enclosed trailers filled with murdered Taliban have been found, left along roads and highways. The previous week American bombs leveled an enormous madrassa in Mazar filled with “surrendered” foreign Taliban. (Evidence pointed to violent resistance by the fighters in the madrassa.) The Red Cross pulled out 450 dead.12

11:09 A.M.


Northern Alliance guards are pulling out suspects one by one from the ranks of the kneeling prisoners and bringing them to Spann and Tyson, who are now standing fifty feet or so behind the group. A fierce-eyed Pakistani, with a storm of hair released by his removed turban, is brought forward.13

TYSON (gesturing toward the kneeling prisoners): They are terrorists. (The prisoner seems to agree.)

TYSON (looking out over the kneeling group): These men are terrorists. These men are terrorists.

TYSON (now to the prisoner): I think you are a terrorist. You come to Afghanistan to kill people.

The prisoner, at first, shakes his head, then turns complaisant.

PRISONER: OK. I'm with you. I'm with you. (As he is being pulled away, he appeals to Tyson.) Wait. Wait.


11:12 A.M.


The videotape shows a tall, slender prisoner in a black knit sweater being marched out. As he approaches the camera, it is clear from his height and facial features that he is not Arab, Pakistani, or Chechen. He is pushed down to a kneeling position. Spann approaches him. The prisoner is Abdul Hamid—John Walker Lindh.

SPANN (to Lindh): Hey you. Right here with your head down. Look at me. Where did you get the British military sweater?

Lindh makes no reply. Two Northern Alliance soldiers approach him. One kicks him in the stomach. They stand him up, further cinching the cloth or rope binding his arms behind him, and frog-march Lindh to a place behind the other prisoners, where he is put down, cross-legged, on a large tarp.

SPANN (squatting down): Where are you from? Where are you from? You believe in what you're doing here that much, you're willing to be killed here? How were you recruited to come here? Who brought you here? Hey!

Spann snaps his fingers in Lindh's face, but there is no reply. Spann then kneels on one leg and aims a digital camera at Lindh, whose head is bowed and hair is blocking his face.

SPANN: Put your head up. Don't make me have to get them to hold your head up. Push your hair back. Push your hair back so I can see your face.

An Afghani intelligence officer comes over and pulls Lindh's hair away from his face. Spann snaps a picture.

SPANN: You got to talk to me. All I want to do is talk to you and find out what your story is. I know you speak English.

Tyson walks up.

TYSON: Mike.

SPANN (standing): Yeah, he won't talk to me.

TYSON: OK. All right. We explained what the deal is to him.

SPANN: I was explaining to the guy that we just want to talk to him, find out what his story is.

TYSON (to Spann): The problem is he needs to decide if he wants to live or die—and die here. I mean he don't wanna die here, he's gonna die here cause this is where we're just gonna leave him… he's gonna sit in prison the rest of his fucking short life. It's his decision. We can only help those guys that want to talk to us. We can only get the Red Cross to help so many guys. (Now dismissively.) He had his chance.

This too elicits no response from Lindh. Spann is still kneeling in front of the prisoner, gazing at him appraisingly.

SPANN: You know, you know the people…. Look at me. You know the people that you're here working with are terrorists? They killed other Muslims…. There were several hundred Muslims killed in the bombing in New York City. Is that what the Qur'an teaches? I don't think so. Are you going to talk to us?

Lindh refuses to respond and Spann stands, signaling for the guard to move the prisoner back into the ranks of the other kneeling prisoners thirty yards away.

SPANN (to Tyson): Did you get a chance to look at those other passports?

TYSON: There's a couple of Saudis and I didn't see the others.

SPANN (watching the guard pull Lindh to his feet and walk him away): I wonder what this guy's got.

CNN freelancer Robert Pelton, who has analyzed many a dangerous scene around the world, later commented that “For Dave and Mike to be in that courtyard by themselves was a major, major breach in just common sense…. To have two Americans way out in the middle of five-hundred foreign prisoners—it was just unbelievable.”14 On the face of it, that would seem correct. Special Forces operate on the strictest protocol of control with regard to prisoners of war, in which the searching, separation, and isolation of the prisoners are critical. Further, the complement of Northern Alliance guards, none of whom had their AK-47s trained, was only a dozen or so—a dangerously small number given the attack the previous afternoon. Research done for this book has not revealed why Spann's Special Forces comrades, who arrived later that day, were not on site that morning. The fact that the twelve-man Green Beret TIGER 02 unit had separated itself from Spann and Tyson several days before and been replaced by another mixed Special Forces unit (code-named BOXER) may have had something to do with it.

Factored into such speculation, however, should be recognition of the fact that Spann and Tyson were in hot pursuit of Al-Qaeda leaders. They were probably in the process of getting what intelligence they could before heading off to look for Al-Qaeda convoys in the white light truck Spann had parked twenty yards from the interrogation area.

In chapter 4, the training and deployment of CIA paramilitaries like Spann and Tyson is more fully set forth. Suffice it to say that over the CIA's fifty-four-year history, there has been a guaranteed nameless-ness to their black missions, an anonymity of person in both execution and casualty, as well as a certain illegitimacy built into their standing within the armed forces and the intelligence community. The regular military may give medals, commendations, and burial places to their valorous dead, but the CIA will only accord to each of their own fallen an anonymous black star—seventy-eight in all—on the white marble north wall of the headquarters entrance in Langley, Virginia.15 Spann and Tyson, in terms of their mission as well as their fate, are on their own.

11:24 A.M.


The uprising begins. There are three varying accounts of what happened in the course of about the next two to three minutes. Each account will be tested in the final chapter of this book under the rule of “best evidence.” What follow here are summaries:

• One of the prisoners kneeling in the second row stands, having freed his arms from their binding, at the moment when there is a grenade explosion at the entrance to the pink house where the other prisoners are being processed. As Spann wheels to his right, unhitching his automatic rifle, to fire on the revolting prisoners, the prisoner in front of him darts forward and, embracing Spann with one arm, detonates a grenade, killing them both.16

• Spann, with Tyson behind him, is standing in front of the kneeling prisoners, questioning them. He asks, “Why are you here?” A prisoner replies, “To kill you,” and lunges at Spann, who pulls his pistol out and shoots him dead. Another makes a move and Tyson shoots the prisoner with his 9 mm and grabs an AK-47 from an Alliance guard, opening fire. “According to eyewitness accounts given to the German [camera] team, the Taliban fighters launched themselves at Spann, scrabbling at his flesh with their hands, kicking and beating him. Spann killed two more with his pistol before he disappeared under the crush.”17

• Two Taliban prisoners, emerging from the basement of the pink house, throw two grenades at two guards, killing them. They seize the guards’ weapons, shouting, “Allah UAkbar” (God is great). Spann unhitches his rifle and shoots both of them dead. As more prisoners pour out of the entrance into the yard, some of those kneeling get to their feet and either rush at Spann and Tyson, or try to run away. One of those who stands to run is John Walker Lindh. But in which direction—at the CIA officers, or away from them to escape being shot? After running six meters, Lindh is hit by a bullet to the thigh and falls down. Spann fires a burst at those pouring into the yard, dropping several, but a Taliban “seated on the ground throws himself on him [Spann] while another Taliban begins beating him.” Spann disengages sufficiently to shoot three of the assailants but is soon engulfed. Spann's nearly single-handed stand permits Tyson, a Northern Alliance officer, and two doctors to escape.18

With his partner overwhelmed and the prisoners now shouldering captured automatic rifles, Tyson flees toward the northern end of the courtyard with an AK-47 in one hand and his 9 mm (held by the barrel) in the other. When he reaches the second floor of the tower, where a German camera crew has taken refuge, he is clearly in some degree of shock, unable to stick his pistol back into his belt.19 When reporter Arnim Stauth finds out what happened, he offers Tyson the use of his sat phone, and the CIA officer calls the U.S. embassy in Tashkent, Uzbekistan:

TYSON: We control the north end of the fort. The south end of the fort is in their hands. There's hundreds of dead here at least and I'm not—I don't know how many Americans are dead. I think one was killed. I'm not sure. I'm not sure…

The Taliban foreign fighters, after killing what Northern Alliance soldiers remain in the fortress (one was found days later strangled to death), break into the armory and arm themselves with automatic rifles, rocket-propelled grenades, mortars, and light machine guns. Within a half-hour of the takeover, the Taliban fighters are directing fierce fire at the upper parapets of the fortress. Dostum's troops beat a panicked retreat, sliding down the earthen berms on the outside of the fortress walls and then running through the plowed fields north of the fortress.

About fifteen minutes after the uprising starts, the British Special Air Service detachment at the Turkish school, an empty high school a few kilometers from the fortress, gets word of the fighting and the fact that a CIA paramilitary has been either captured or killed. Three SAS soldiers make their way at top speed to Qala-e Janghi to find the Northern Alliance fleeing from the prisoner assault. One SAS scales the fortress wall to get a view of the interior courtyard below and sees the body of someone who appears to be Mike Spann lying on the ground. He fires two rounds on either side of the prostrate figure. There is no movement.

2:15 P.M.


Two white minivans carrying U.S. Special Forces (both Green Berets and Delta Force) pull up on the road outside the fortress and get out. They are wearing wraparound Predator sunglasses and baseball caps and are carrying snub-nosed M-4 automatic rifles. A minute later, a Land Rover arrives with six more SAS, dressed in jeans, Afghan scarves, and pakuls, the floppy woolen hats favored by the Tajiks. The SAS have a submachine gun and automatic rifles. Finally, a platoon of the Army's 10th Mountain Division, who look like they can't be more than fifteen years of age, report in for the roadside huddle. “I want sat bombs [cruise missiles] and JDAMs [guided bombs],” Major Mark Mitchell, the ground commander, says. “Tell them there will be six or seven buildings in a line in the southwest half. If they can hit that, then that would kill a whole lot of these motherfuckers.”20

The SAS, the Special Forces A-team, the Marine platoon, and about twenty Northern Alliance soldiers move out and position themselves at the edge of the battlement of the fortress.

The U.S. radio operator gets Tyson on the radio: “Shit… shit… shit. OK. Hold on, buddy, we're coming to get you.” He signs off and says to Major Mitchell, “Mike is MIA. They've taken his gun and his ammo. We have another guy. He's holed up in the north side with no ammo.” There is more discussion. Then back on the radio: “Shit, let's stop fucking around and get in there.” Pointing to the sky, he adds, “Tell those guys to stop scratching their balls and fly.”21

A Northern Alliance general, Majid Rozi, has called in coordinates for a Taliban position in the fortress. The American radio operator relays these to the fighters high above: “The coordinates are north 3639984, east 06658945, elevation 1,299 feet.” He tells his counterpart, “Four minutes.” A minute later: “Three.” And finally: “Thirty seconds.” The Marines drop behind a mud wall. The spotters go flat. The Special Forces roll down in unison, opening their mouths to protect against ruptured eardrums.

Suddenly, and very briefly, a giant silver missile can be seen streaking overhead, making the sound of a braking train. There is an enormous explosion, with a concussion that seems to shake everything, even the fortress. Shrapnel sings overhead. A large plume of smoke and dust leaps up. The Northern Alliance soldiers burst into applause. The elite-force unit calls in six more cruise missiles. At the end of each, there is the same, almost defiant, clatter of Taliban machine-gun fire within the fortress.

An SAS soldier gets Dave on the radio and advises him to make his escape with the German camera crew. The Northern Alliance soldiers produce a sort of comic-opera cover fire, some standing on each other's backs to get their rifles aimed over the fortress wall. Dave advises the Germans, “Time to go.” They must make their way across an open roof that has been raked with rifle fire. A one-legged Northern Alliance soldier, caught in the north tower with Tyson and the Germans, goes first. With his crutches, he hops across the roof to safety. Tyson and the German crew then do the same. Reaching the outer wall, they then slide down the sixty feet of steep earthen berm.22

5:10 P.M.


The twelve-man squad of SAS, Green Berets, and D-boys (Delta Force) moves back in a hurry to where their vehicles are parked, as grenades and mortar shells, lobbed over the fortress walls by the Taliban fighters, explode near enough for danger. With Tyson out, the elite force has one man to go—Mike Spann. According to author Robin Moore, there is communication between the insurrectionists in the fortress and the American Special Forces; that “they wanted Mike back and would negotiate for his release.” Moore reports that the Taliban fighters refuse.23

The presence of the press, especially with their video cameras, adds an odd element of theater to the battle. Northern Alliance officers strike emphatic, sometimes mock-heroic, postures as they huddle with their American and British advisers in view of the camera. The British SAS studiously avoid the press and stick tightly to themselves, but the American Special Forces, once disengaged from the battle operations, exhibit a sort of self-dramatic exuberance about the great show they're putting on. Outside the fortress, one of the D-boys stops Arnim Stauth of ARD-TV with a request: “We do a lot of cool stuff and we never get to see it. Can we get a copy of your video?” Stauth gives him his card and the American gives him some friendly advice: “Listen, whatever you do tonight, don't be inside the fortress. You can be around because you're going to see an amazing show, but don't be inside the fortress tonight.”

The next day, when the elite unit is preparing to go into the courtyard amid heavy fire to get Spann dead or alive, the encouragement of one of the Special Forces types to Stauth's crew is different: “Turn the cameras off, or I'm going to fucking shoot you.” The Germans stand their ground, with a British voice (probably Alex Perry's) reminding the Americans, “You're not in the United States, you know. We have just as much right to be here as you do.” The press stays.*

By late Sunday evening, a freezing wind coming off the great mountain clears the aerial debris enveloping the fortress. Lindh, by this time, according to two statements made by him a few days later, is in the basement of the pink building.24 Despite the flesh wound to his thigh, he is able to hobble around.25

At around 11 P.M. that night, the soldiers and Special Forces camped around the fortress can hear the low hum of a blacked-out, invisible plane, an AC-130 “Warthog.” The gunship flies via an array of night-vision technology, reading the heat of humans and equipment below. Circling in low elliptical orbits, it begins pouring a golden rain of explosive fire via its auto-loading 105 mm and 40 mm cannons as well as Chain and Gatling guns on the targets below. Around midnight the Warthog hits an ammo dump and a huge bright blast erupts above the fortress. The essence of America's new theater warfare is to avoid combat engagement, except when necessary, and direct laser-guided or carpet bombing of exponential explosive power against an aerially defenseless enemy.26 After a two-sortie, four-hour “dump” of withering fire, it is the conclusion of the Americans and their Northern Alliance confreres that the battle is over.

*At General Rashid Dostums thunderously triumphant parade through the streets on Mazar-e Sharif on November 9, who should be seen seated next to Dostum as he receives, pasha-like, the sworn allegiance of local chieftains, but one of Mike Spann's CIA buddies (who, for purposes of his clandestine station, will remain nameless). The man can be seen on CNN's videotape, hulkingly muscular, swathed somewhat absurdly in Afghan costume with his wraparound Predators on, and a blazing grin on his bearded face. Whatever modular assembly the twenty-first-century centurion may require (as Robert Kaplan rather grandiosely suggests), the violation of the old rule of spies and irregular forces is basic: you don't blow cover. When you do, people die. Spann, according to interviews done for this book, was scrupulous in maintaining cover.

At around 7 A.M. Monday morning, the Special Forces, consulting with Commander Rozi, begin positioning for the mop-up assault. BOXER (the Green Beret-led unit) and three British SAS establish a forward position in the northeast tower of Qala-e Janghi. A Soviet-era T-55 tank, belonging to Dostum, clanks through the main gate and wheels its turret at the pink house. Boom. Direct hit. Then again. Northern Alliance troops edge in behind the tank. The U.S. Air Force combat controller in charge of close air support (CAS) calls up the laser-guided JDAM (Joint Direct Attack Munition), a 2,000-pound bomb with a GPS device in its nose. He “lazes” the target with his SO FLAM (Special Operations Forces Laser Marker), a beaming device that fixes the coordinates. He repeats them to the pilot tens of thousands of feet above. The pilot responds, “Be advised. You are dangerously close. You are about a hundred yards from the target.” The spotter replies that they are ready now—the target lazed—to pull back. He confirms the coordinates.

PILOT: Good. Copy.

SPOTTER: Mitch [Major Mark Mitchell] and Syverson [Captain Paul R. Syverson] are making their run now. Two minutes.

The “run” the spotter refers to is the positioning of four of the Special Forces up along an inner wall of the southern edge of the fortress. When the mega-explosion detonates, they're going into the fort to get Spann, one way or another.

SPOTTER: One minute… Thirty seconds.

Everyone drops down, but the pilot has made a terrible mistake. He has punched in the coordinates of the spotter, not the target. The stupefying explosion utterly obliterates the Special Forces-Northern Alliance position. Thirty Northern Alliance soldiers are killed, some fifty wounded. Nine of the Special Forces and SAS are seriously wounded, one of the Brits perhaps mortally.27 The T-55 s turret is blown off and spins like a top above the fray. Outside the fortress, where the Marine platoon, the cameras, and various Northern Alliance forces are gathered, there is a brief cheer followed by the realization that they have taken out their own command position. The Special Forces rescue team withdraws from its mission to find Spann.

That night the AC-130 Warthog comes back pouring more fire into the courtyard. The next morning, as the anti-Taliban coalition prepares for the assault, three more JDAMs (these accurately placed) blast sections of the fortress away and, presumably, its inhabitants. The ground assault goes forward at around 1 P.M. Tuesday afternoon. Using bazookas, grenade launchers, and AKs, Northern Alliance soldiers breach the main wall and swarm into the enormous courtyard from the north. From the eastern side, the rescue team of Deltas and Green Berets goes in again. After killing several Taliban fighters, they enter one of the labyrinthine mud passageways along the inner walls of the fortress.28 But it is a Northern Alliance soldier who finds Spann's body, lying beneath the corpse of a foreign Taliban with a booby-trapped grenade rigged against his (Spann's) stomach. One of the American Special Forces disarms it and picks up Spann's body and moves it outside the fortress.

In the yard, there is a veritable chaos of scattered human and horse flesh and limbs, the charred remains of vehicles, including Spann's light truck, and an immense litter of spent and live ordnance amid the rubble of shattered buildings and trees. Fires are burning in several locations as the Northern Alliance soldiers begin stripping the dead. Of particular value are gold teeth, whose extraction is achieved by bashing in the mouths of the corpses. They also take cigarettes, money, and the new shoes that many of the dead foreign Taliban are wearing. Two Taliban fighters are embraced in death. Dodge Billingsley, the Combat Films producer, who is making his way through this war-made hell, spots a still-living Taliban fighter whose head is being crushed with a rock by a Northern Alliance soldier. He is revolted.

The Northern Alliance forces are now pouring gasoline from five-gallon jerry cans into the shafts on the subterranean buildings and dropping grenades to ignite the gas. A T-55 tank enters the courtyard and, crunching over the corpses, proceeds to start blasting away at places suspected of housing surviving Taliban. Suddenly, from both sides of the stables on the southern end of the courtyard, squads of Taliban emerge, spraying fire on the Northern Alliance, who panic as they take serious casualties. The Northern Alliance forces flee back up the ramps to the parapet, where they mostly dive headlong down the outside of the castle walls.29 The ferocity and close-quarter skill of the foreign Taliban are without parallel.

The Northern Alliance brings in more reinforcements, having taken some four to five hundred casualties at this point. The BOXER team does what it does best: calls in more JDAMs. General Dostum himself repairs to Qala-e Janghi on Wednesday. Thursday morning the courtyard seems secure enough for Dostum to enter, accompanied by three black-turbaned Taliban mullahs.30 The smell of rotting flesh is overwhelming. With the mullahs imploring the chambered Taliban to give up, three health workers feel sufficiently secure to go down the steps of the stairway leading into the basement of the pink house. One is immediately shot dead and the other two are wounded.

Having failed to kill the remaining Taliban by twenty-first-century means, the Northern Alliance tries something medieval on Friday morning. By diverting a stream, they flood the basement with water and are satisfied to hear screams of drowning men emanating from below. Overnight the temperature drops below freezing. Saturday morning toward 11 A.M., there is shouting from the subterranean area. The fighters offer to surrender. The Northern Alliance, arms-aready, expecting only a handful of these devil-men to emerge, are amazed when no fewer than eighty-six of them stagger and crawl out, hirsute, stinking, many moaning terribly from wounds and burns, all severely hypothermic.31 Someone begins giving the survivors, who are starving after having eaten only raw horsemeat for several days, fruit—bananas, apples, and pomegranates. One of the survivors, propping himself up on a stick, takes an apple from one of the soldiers and, in whispered English, thanks him.

Saturday, December 1
Qala-e Janghi fortress

By late November, more foreign journalists have died in Afghanistan (eight) than American soldiers. Between murderous thieves and raging Taliban in retreat, journalists have become fair game. Having begged, borrowed, and stolen his way across northern Afghanistan en route to Mazar, thirty-three-year-old Newsweek stringer Colin Soloway, a veteran of the “shithole patrol” in places like Bosnia, walks into Qala-e Janghi at around 3 P.M. that Saturday in search of a story. Accompanied by his interpreter, Najib, Soloway comes upon Red Cross personnel getting the Taliban survivors into the backs of flatbed trucks. Northern Alliance and Green Beret soldiers are overseeing their loading. Soloway is wearing a sage green parka and jeans and has the look and the build of a CIA type. When Najib tells him that there could be an American in the back of one of the trucks, Soloway jumps up on the bumper and surveys the devastated men. A guard points him toward one, sprawled in the truck bed, who looks very different from the rest.32

“Are you an American?” Soloway asks. “Yeah,” answers Lindh. Thus begins the short interview that would rocket back to the U.S. with an explosive impact equal to a precision-guided missile. He tells Soloway that he'd come to Afghanistan to support the Taliban because he wanted to help create a true Islamic state. When Soloway asks him if he supported the September 11 attacks, Lindh hedges: “That requires a pretty long and complicated explanation. I haven't eaten for two or three days, and my mind is not really in shape to give you a coherent answer.” Soloway then presses him and Lindh adds, “Yes, I supported it.”

The extraordinary photograph taken of Lindh—with his long, wild hair, cornered-animal eyes, and soot-covered face making him look like a diabolical troll—seems to sustain the admission of treachery. That afternoon, one of Dostum's commanders comes by the general's home, where adventure journalist and CNN freelancer Robert Pelton is staying with Delta Force and Green Berets seconded to Dostum. The commander says that there is an American prisoner at the hospital at Sherberghan. Accompanied by a Green Beret medic, Pelton rushes to the hospital where Lindh is being treated.33 With his video camera rolling, he walks into the main floor of the hospital. Some eighteen fighters, some dying, some moaning, are lying on the floor. Toward the back of the room, the head of the hospital is slapping one of the survivors in the face. “What is your name?” he asks. “What is your name?” “John” is the reply.

Pelton and the Green Beret medic go over to where Lindh, vacant-eyed and intermittently delirious, is lying on the floor. The Green Beret offers to shoot Lindh. Pelton, thinking he's kidding, suggests, “Not yet.”34 They need to do the interview. Young tells Lindh that he can get him medical treatment, referring to the medic beside him. Lindh is suffering from shrapnel wounds, the bullet wound in his thigh, and has lost a toe.

LINDH (suspiciously): Who are you?

PELTON: CNN.

LINDH: Look, you don't have permission to film me.

PELTON (still filming): OK. Well, that's not our concern right now. Our concern is, uh, your welfare.

LINDH: All right. If you're concerned about my welfare then, don't film me.

PELTON: Would you like some food, Johnny? I've brought some cookies.

LINDH: Yes, please. I haven't eaten in about more than a week. I haven't eaten or slept in a long time. I can't think very clearly right now.

Young gives him a cookie, and the American medic talks to an Afghan doctor about giving Lindh a blood transfusion. (Minutes later, he is IVed with Hespan, a blood expander.) Lindh, looking very frightened, identifies himself as “Abdul Hamid.”

PELTON: Abdul. Can I ask you how you ended up here?

LINDH: It's, uh, a long story.

PELTON: I'd love to hear it.

LINDH: If you asked at a different time, I could give you a better answer.

There is a pause here. The medic steps into the view of the video camera and injects Lindh, who winces. The substance has been variously described as “toranel,” “morphine,” or a “sedative painkiller.” 35

PELTON: Just a little happy juice.

As the opiate takes effect, Lindh warms to the exchange, first with the Green Beret medic, then with Pelton, providing full and direct responses to the questions about how he got to Afghanistan and how he joined the al-Ansar brigade.

Six minutes into the interview, Lindh's face takes on color and his eyes seem progressively clearer. Pelton then asks him to recount what happened in the uprising.

LINDH: Well, what happened was we spent the night under the basement. Then they let us out one by one. They would search each one of us. Then they tied us up and they put us out on the lawn. So, as they were taking us one by one, someone they started fighting with—starting with the grenade. One of them grabbed the Kalashnikov from one of the army forces and so the fighting began. As soon as the gunshots started, everybody stood up and ran. I ran maybe two meters and I was shot and wounded and fell down.36

In the final chapter of this book, we will consider what evidence there is regarding Lindh's movement when the uprising began: did he run toward Spann and participate, either in intent or act, in the assault? Or did he run away from him in an effort to save himself? The probative quality of the charge of conspiracy to murder hangs, in part, on that instant of movement.37

Later in the interview, Lindh appears to regret none of his actions.

PELTON: Was it your goal to be a shaid (martyr)?

LINDH: Its the goal of every Muslim.

PELTON: Was it your goal, though?

LINDH: Huh?

PELTON: Was it your goal at that time?

LINDH: I tell you, to be honest, every single one of us, without any exaggeration, every single one of us was 100 percent sure that we would all be shahid, all be martyrs…

PELTON: Was this what you thought it would be? Was this the right cause?

LINDH: Its exactly what I thought it would be.

December 2001
Washington, D.C.

Every network and most of the major newsmagazines run excerpts of the interview, which touches off a national paroxysm of rage. Lindh's seeming lack of repentance only stokes the fire of public fury. To a nation, as haunted as it is enraged by the Twin Towers attack, the picture of the American Taliban supplies a missing element in the mass-media passion play: betrayal. Like Lee Harvey Oswald, the biographical description of John Walker Lindh becomes chorus-like: the restless loner, the hate-filled teenager from the broken family imbibing an alien philosophy, with Marin County replacing Dallas, Texas, as the fertile seedbed of America-haters.

The right pounces on Lindh with a snarling fervor that, in many of the commentaries, borders on the comic. Rob Long in the National Review concludes that “he's a child of hot tubs, massage therapy, cultural relativism, amicable divorce, racial guilt, vegan diets, Chardonnay anti-Americanism, and ‘Teach Peace’ bumper stickers.” The left mewls a bit about Lindh's “drug-induced confession” but mostly rolls over and plays dead.38 Senator Hillary Clinton of New York identifies Lindh as a traitor, and the Bush administration lets it be known that it is considering the full range of punitive options, including the death penalty.

The unremitting cascade of lurid images—the Trade Center towers exploding, bin Laden gloating in a home video, and the “American Taliban” captured and cowering •—produces what Henri Baudrillard calls, “hyperreality,” a personal and public condition in which the simulacra of reality replace reality itself. Thus CNN's blazing red-white-and-blue set announcing “America at War,” or President Bush's brave pose at Ground Zero, so irradiate public sentiment as to suspend a commonsense consideration of what happened and what should be done. The Bush administration, after promising a white paper on the intelligence failure regarding 9/11, uses the Afghan invasion to stampede Congress into silence.39
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