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For every one of the decent village warriors who saved the life of my buddy Marcus.



NOTE FROM MOHAMMED GULAB


When I discovered the wounded American soldier Marcus Luttrell outside my village, I had no idea how that moment would forever change the course of my life, my family’s life, and affect the lives of everyone in our village high up in the mountains of Afghanistan. But God spoke to me that day and said I must give protection to this man; that he fell under the Pashtunwali rules that guide our lives. Marcus Luttrell is a great warrior, and I am filled with love and respect for the man. I am happy that we were able to give him aid and help in his rescue. Even with all the hardship that has followed. This is my story and the story of those eventful days. I hope it finds you well.
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PROLOGUE

Mohammed Gulab is a Pashtun tribesman. A mountain man. His people are a remote group who’ve lived for millenniums in the high peaks of the Hindu Kush located in the back end of the Himalayas, on the uncharted borders of Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and what some Westerners might feel is God-knows-wherever-else-istan.

Their language is a specific dialect, evolved from the ancient tribal tongue of Afghanistan. More than three hundred years before Christ. The Macedonian, Alexander the Great, chatted away to them with the ease of a would-be conqueror. Today these people are understood only in the city of Jalalabad, never mind in the Western world.

Mohammed Gulab’s heritage is, shall we say, hazy. He has no birth certificate. His official entry into this world was not even recorded. I’m not sure the birth of any of his ancestors has ever been recorded; not up there in those distant, high peaks, where the Pashtuns have lived and died for thousands of years.

He believes he was born in 1973. There is no benchmark except for the oldest brother, Haji Nazer Gul, who was born sixteen years previously—but, again, not recorded.

They named him Mohammed Gulab. It might have been Mohammed Gulab Gulab. But either way, his name is Gulab. No one ever called him anything else, at least not among his friends and family. Gulab is closely related to the tribal elder in a village that clings to the edge of a towering mountain on a gradient only slightly steeper than the Washington Monument. Encounters with people from the West are, naturally, limited.

So it is particularly remarkable that Gulab’s experiences include the unlikely lifelong, binding association with a very special US Navy SEAL, Marcus Luttrell, who asserts flatly that but for Gulab, he would have died on an Afghan mountain in June 2005, along with his best friend and eighteen other US Special Forces.

Marcus was part of a SEALs mission to capture or kill one Mullah Ahmad Shah, a notorious Taliban terrorist believed to have recently blown up a truckload of US Marines. (For this book, I have elected to switch to the classified correct name of the Taliban commander. So many people have revealed the name, and the Taliban leader whom Marcus describes as “that evil little sonofabitch” is dead now, anyway. I checked with SEAL Command, and there is no longer any issue.)

The armed Americans had been deposited onto Gulab’s mountains as a small US Special Force. The four SEALs were scattered around a little stony ridge where they had made their command center, overlooking Shah’s digs about a half mile below. Danny was on comms, Axe on guard, Mikey on glass, Marcus with the sniper rifle. But before they could complete their mission, they were confronted by goat-herders, one of them just a kid aged about fourteen, who’d come upon the SEALs unawares.

The story of what happened next is well known by fans of Lone Survivor. To kill or not to kill? Marcus Luttrell understood implicitly the danger of releasing local tribesmen who might even be members of the Taliban—informers, spies, or perhaps relatives of recruited warriors. With or without the goats, they could be in that Taliban camp in a heartbeat, informing Shah that they’d just met four heavily armed American combatants. But could they just stand here, raise their rifles, and kill an unarmed teenager? The SEALs were all Christians, all with Christian souls, and the question stood stark before Mikey and Marcus: Would God ever forgive them for such a deed?

I know Marcus Luttrell better than most people, having written Lone Survivor with him. And if it makes anyone feel any wiser, I should say that those moments, and that decision to free the goat-herders, have haunted him ever since. There still aren’t many nights he doesn’t wake up trembling at the thought of it all and what it ultimately meant both to him and, more importantly, to his buddies.

Of course, the goat-herders charged straight to Shah’s army with their information. But was the SEALs’ decision right or wrong? Who can say? Marcus says, “All I do know is that if we’d voted the other way, Axe, Danny, and Mikey would be alive today, and if you want to break my heart more than it is already, just remind me of that.”

As the SEALs moved away from the Taliban encampment, Marcus saw a bearded Al Qaeda killer behind a tree, carefully drawing a bead on him. The Afghani’s AK-47 was aimed straight at Marcus’s forehead. It was the tribesman or him, and Marcus squeezed the trigger.

The shot echoed around the mountain. And then all hell broke loose. After an incredibly brave stand against a Taliban army numbering as many as four hundred strong, the four Americans’ luck ran out. Danny was killed; Axe, probably dying; Mikey, shot in the stomach; and Marcus—battered half to death—had nowhere to turn.

For the only time in his life, he heard the voice of God. He has thought of that moment often. And there has never been one shred of doubt in his mind. The voice was deep and clear. His God had reached down and given Marcus hope. Of that he was certain. That was when he knew somehow that he was not alone, and then he turned to face the enemy once more with a newfound confidence. And, privately, he thanked God Almighty for giving him that chance.

Marcus kept telling himself over and over, “I’m a SEAL. And I still believe we have a chance. I still have my rifle, loaded. And somehow, deep in my heart, I believe God knows that, and He is still in my corner.”

Only a lunatic, or perhaps a SEAL team leader, possibly could have viewed the overall position of the three surviving Redwings as anything beyond hopeless. Mikey had been shot again, and Axe had a deadly head wound. Aside from a left leg full of shrapnel and rock chips, and a bloodied face, Marcus might have looked and felt a bit better than his buddies, but not by much.

The trouble was, there seemed to be just as many against them as there had been at the start. They’d lost all form of comms, except for Mikey’s cell phone, which could not get transmission, jammed against this towering granite rock face that blocked out east, north, and west.

But then Lieutenant Mike Murphy made a decision. Blood-soaked, grim-faced, he stepped out into the clearing to where there was likely more of a signal, and, taking out his cell phone, he called for help. “My men are taking heavy fire. . . . We’re getting picked apart. My guys are dying out here. We need help.”

All three SEALs understood that he was sacrificing his life. As the SEAL officer in charge, however, nothing would prevent him from doing his duty.

Right then a bullet hit him straight in the back. And with bullets still flying all around him and blood pouring, he spoke one final sentence: “Roger that, sir. Thank you.”

A powerful rocket grenade blasted Marcus out of the hollow, across the rough terrain and over some kind of a ravine, knocking him unconscious. When he came around, he was blind—couldn’t see a thing. He was also upside down—everything hurting like hell—headfirst in a hole. Somehow he hauled himself out and found himself in sunlight, with vision intact. The only thing he could see was his miracle of a rifle, right there, a couple of feet from his hand, as he exited the hole.

“In my own mind, I was now entirely on my own,” he reflected later. “This Taliban army was no longer searching for a SEAL team. It was trying to hunt down me alone.”

By any reasonable calculation, Marcus had zero chance. His leg, full of fragmented metal, felt paralyzed. His pants had been blown right off, he was suffering from a serious loss of blood, and there was a definite possibility he might die of thirst. The one shred of good news was that the enemy couldn’t see him. A thousand bullets had missed Marcus that afternoon, and his faith was still strong. God did not wish him to die here today, on this desperate foreign mountain. Marcus knew he had to move into better cover. Suddenly the enemy opened up fire again, bullets flashing into this rough ground from all over the place.

For Shah, the great triumph of the afternoon had come when the US military had sent in a Chinook helicopter, packed with reinforcements, to rescue any of the four who might still be alive. The Taliban missile men had brought that Chinook down, killing all sixteen on board.

Marcus was resolved, still, to find water, and continue his crab-like progress across the face of this mountain. The pain in his leg was by now devastating. He’d had nothing to drink for a total of fourteen hours. He was light-headed, drifting between reality and hallucination.

As for the downed Chinook, Marcus would not know it had happened for several days, which was just as well, because reports of the tragic deaths of his close friends like Shane, James, Jeff, Erik, and Chief Dan, all trying to save him, might easily have sent him over the edge into insanity. Only later would he learn that when Mikey’s last, desperate phone call came through at the SEAL base—“My guys are dying”—the Quick Reaction Force hit the blacktop faster than ever before, scrambling into the Chinook, pulling on their gear, magazines snapping into position. Forty minutes after takeoff, everyone on board was dead. It was the worst day in the history of the US Navy SEALs.

In order to elude the Taliban, Marcus made one final diabolical crash down the Afghan mountain. His left leg had taken enough punishment for one lifetime and it finally buckled completely, sending him into a headlong fall. He shot past a deep pool below a waterfall at about seventy miles per hour, going straight down, no brakes, no steering.

The impact was stunning. He lay there for a while, eyes closed, feeling just about as sorry for himself as it was possible to be. Then, slowly, he tried to move, testing arms and legs, checking whether anything still worked. To his utter amazement, pretty much everything was in order, and, amazingly, his rifle had landed just a foot away. He grabbed, dug, and clawed his way up. It took about two hours to reach the waterfall. In some kind of desperate effort, he got there, scuffling over the final yards, and then he just plunged his head in. No water, he says, ever had, or ever will, taste that sweet.

He then lay there in tears, thanking God, his savior, and begging the Almighty not to abandon him, because without that merciful hand, Marcus could not have survived.

That merciful hand came in the form of Mohammed Gulab. Marcus has always been, typically, the very soul of generosity in his gratitude to Gulab. He once told me, “In the seven days following the battle, I could have died about nine more deaths. Gulab saved me, and on every occasion, he put his own life on the line, facing down inevitable death himself. Without him, I’d be in a coffin.”

The truth was, in a blink of Gulab’s dark eyes, Marcus’s enemies became his own. Gulab chose to defend and shelter the “infidel”: this gravely injured Navy SEAL. The Al Qaeda tribal killers, seeking to gun down the American, would probably have mutilated Luttrell’s face, as they’d done to Mikey, Danny, and Axe.

Outside of Marcus’s own valorous SEAL community, he swears that Mohammed Gulab is the bravest man he’s ever known, though theirs would be a friendship founded on a higher awareness—an unspoken sense of empathy. Gulab could not read or write even in his own language, and he would never learn English, as Marcus would never learn the Pashtun’s ancient tribal dialect. Since their fateful first encounter on the mountain, Gulab and Marcus have each made thousands of hand signals, one to the other.

They’ve had translators, interpreters, they’ve mimed, play-acted, and laughed. But they have never shared an understood word.

The man to whom Marcus Luttrell owes the most in all the world is ultimately silent to him. He does not even know the name of his wife, or the names of his ten children. But they are often in each other’s thoughts, even half a world away.

So much of what they both feel can never be said—will never be said. Neither of them knows how to mime words such as loyalty, concern, and anxiety. Mohammed Gulab will always stand as a pillar in the life of Marcus and his family. Gulab was once an assumed enemy, but became a devoted friend.

He and Marcus were born eight thousand miles apart, separated by every possible shred of human learning, instinct, and religion. But those days on the mountain flung them together, and the vast distances of their lives can never cast them asunder.

Through an interpreter, Gulab speaks of Marcus with unmistakable compassion, like a slightly older brother smiling at the memories of long-lost sharing.

In the ensuing years after the publication of Lone Survivor, I have been asked this more than any other question: What happened to the tribesman who saved Marcus, and did Marcus and the tribesman ever meet again?

People were haunted by the heartbreaking picture of Marcus banging on the cockpit glass, yelling at the pilot to wait—and Gulab’s tearful, anguished face as the military rescue helicopter rose up and left him behind on the Asadabad runway.

In that awful moment, Mohammed Gulab became, effectively, stateless. He could not go home. He was an outcast among many of his own people: the man who had saved the infidel. And America appeared to have abandoned him.

High above, flying through the peaks of the Hindu Kush toward safety, Marcus Luttrell was outraged at this treatment of his personal savior. And it took years for the two men to find each other again.

When they finally did, in Texas, I flew to meet them, to begin work on the book that would answer two important questions: Who exactly was the tribesman? And what happened to him?



PASHTUNWALI

The Pashtuns are a fiercely independent people who have inhabited Afghanistan since at least 1000 BC on steep mountainous terrain, completely outside government control or rule. They have their own laws, and no one is advised to try to force a different way of life upon them. Government committees and even the Taliban in both Pakistan and Afghanistan understand that Pashtun laws must be accepted in the Hindu Kush mountains. The Pashtuns have their ways, and there are forty-two million of them worldwide, twenty-eight million in Afghanistan. If necessary, every one of them would rally to defend the honor of those laws.

The codes of Pashtunwali are not inscribed upon parchment. They are handed down from pre-Islamic times, but they work in concert with the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad. They contain all ten main principles that Pashtun tribesmen adhere to:

1. Melmastia (hospitality). Hospitality and deep respect are extended to all visitors, regardless of race, religion, national affiliation, or economic status. And done so without any hope of remuneration or favor.

2. Nanawateh (asylum). This refers to protection given to a person against his enemies. People—visitors—must be protected at all costs. Even those running from the law must be given refuge until the situation can be clarified.

3. Badal (justice). There is no time limit on seeking justice or taking revenge against a wrongdoer. In Pashtun lore, even a simple taunt (paighor) is regarded as an insult, which usually is rectified by the shedding of blood. If the culprit cannot be located, his closest male relative must suffer the penalty instead. Badal can lead to blood feuds that may last generations, involve entire tribes, and cost hundreds of lives.

4. Tureh (bravery). A Pashtun must forever defend his land, property, family, and women from invasion. He will stand bravely against tyranny, and defend the honor of his name. Death may follow if anyone offends this principle.

5. Sabat (loyalty). Loyalty must be paid to one’s family, friends, and tribe members. Disloyalty cannot be tolerated, for it brings profound shame on both families and individuals.

6. Imandari (righteousness). All Pashtuns must strive for good, in thought, word, and deed. They must behave respectfully to people, animals, and the environment around them. All pollution of the environment, or its destruction, is a direct affront to Pashtunwali.

7. Isteqamat (trust in God—Allah in Arabic, Khudai in ancient Pashto). To trust in the one and only Creator parallels the Islamic certainty that there is only one God (Tawheed).

8. Ghayrat (courage). Pashtuns must demonstrate courage. Their honor and pride has enormous importance in Pashtun society and must be preserved. Respect for others is paramount; respect for family, automatic. A lack of this brand of prideful ghayrat can mean exile.

9. Namus (protection of women). A Pashtun must defend the honor of women at any and all cost; protection from vocal and physical harm.

10. Nang (honor). A Pashtun must defend the weak around him.
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A TRIBAL WARRIOR IS BORN

When the late Lieutenant General Mikhail Kalashnikov made the final refinements to his universal assault rifle back in the 1960s, he became a patron saint of revolution. In the decades following the new production lines for the AK-47, the sixty-year-old Mikhail armed just about every disgruntled terror group on the planet.

From half-educated jihadists and the armies of rogue states to crazed Far Eastern dictators and jack-booted communist secret police. The “Kalash,” as the Russians call it, has armed millions of malcontents, from Red China to the Congo, from North Korea to Baghdad, from Beirut to Tehran and back.

Of course, it also armed the Red Army, and it was the mainstay of the army of Afghani Patriots, the mujahideen, whose country was invaded by the Soviet Union in 1979.

In the past, everyone was drawn to the AK’s gas-driven rotating bolt rifle, the cyclic six-hundred-rounds-per-minute firing rate, the four-hundred-meter range, and, of course, its famous reliability, durability, and availability. The old Soviets would sell that weapon to anyone.

The rifle was heavy. With its sturdy wooden stock, it weighed almost ten pounds with the magazine loaded, but it had a back-kick like an angry mule, which often resulted in bullets being sprayed around all over the place by would-be warriors with weak wrists—men who could scarcely hit a barn door at point-blank range.

But complaints were few. And even the genuine gripe of the home guerilla army in Afghanistan, fighting the invading Russians in the deep valleys of the Hindu Kush, quickly accepted that Mikhail’s masterpiece had a flaw: it was utterly unsuitable as the weapon of choice for the youngest mujahideen recruits, who were often around eight years old. The fact was, it was too heavy, too much of a handful, too much gun.

The mujahideen treasure their boy soldiers, the armies of the future. And local commanders expected everyone to be battle-trained by the time he reached the age of twelve. And, of course, the first great skill they needed to learn was to shoot straight.

With no birth certificates, this was all slightly hit-or-miss when assessing the kids for active infantry duty against the Red Army.

When he was eight, Gulab was taken away from his village to fight the Russians. He was small for his age and could hardly lift the Kalashnikov.

He struggled to raise it while peering down the adjustable iron sight. He pulled the trigger fast, just in case he dropped it and killed one of his own side. That rifle slammed against his shoulder and knocked him flat on his back.

The 7.62-millimeter bullet could have gone anywhere, and before he climbed back to his feet, one of the junior commanders gave him a sharp slap across the face, presumably for military incompetence. It was some years before they ordered him once more to carry the standard mujahideen assault rifle.

This was not, however, a problem to be solved by sending him home to his village, back to school, or to his studies of the Koran. Gulab was here on the battlefield, the younger brother of one of the mujahideens’ finest commanders, and if he was too small for the Kalash, they’d find him something else to fire on the enemy. Age was not an issue.

To a Westerner, it does seem cruel to hear of children being recruited for a ferocious and historic tribal army pledged to fight to the death for its hilly homeland. But fighting is just a way of life in their culture, and Gulab will confirm endlessly that it was not strange for him, nor for his family. And at the time, they were at war with invaders. There was no other life. Gulab comes from a Pashtun tribe. Mountain men and women. His tiny village, high in the Himalayas, has always been under attack, from gangsters, smugglers, thieves, warlords, and, more recently, Al Qaeda, the Taliban sect who covet the seclusion, and other rival factions who covet the lush, timbered slopes and relatively prosperous way of living.

Gulab speaks thoughtfully about his own birthplace. “Sabray is just a little village,” he says. “And I suppose a Westerner might consider it a primitive place. There are only two houses which have an iron stove in which to bake our bread, and this we share every day. Our electricity supply is limited to one generator, and water comes from a mountain river.

“Sabray is built on a steep gradient, well over three thousand feet above sea level in the Hindu Kush range, with peaks towering many thousands of feet above us all. Sounds echo across the valleys, bouncing off the walls of the mountains.”

The village stands slightly north of the world’s 33rd parallel, in Central Asia, in a time zone nine and a half hours ahead of the East Coast of the United States.

It’s close to the Pakistan border, and 135 miles from the Afghan capital of Kabul, which lies across high mountains and seems like half a world away if you’re walking, as most Afghanis do.

For centuries, the people of Sabray have fought like lions for what they owned. There was a family Kalashnikov always ready in the main room of every house, magazine clipped and loaded. Everyone carries a tribal knife. Thieves are likely to meet a quick end.

If the men are away working, the women are equally dangerous. The chances of any thief getting out of any house with his life intact are remote. The Pashtuns traditionally shoot to kill and, if necessary, deliver the precision slash to the throat from an Afghan tribal knife.

“Every house and family in the village is similar,” says Gulab. “The citizens of Sabray are renowned throughout Kunar Province as fighters, fearless soldiers, skilled in the art of war. Men from Sabray have long been considered the very heart of the mountain armies. It is often said that a hundred thirty warriors from Sabray will seem like ten thousand to any enemy.”

US Special Forces will confirm how these mountain men move swiftly, silently, and ruthlessly. They are experts at moving over every inch of those rocky, barely charted escarpments. They have never cared for outright confrontation with the fire and steel of any occupying army, like those of Great Britain (nineteenth century), the Soviet Union (1980 to 1989), or the United States (now). Their specialty is ambush. And no one is too young to learn that.

Which is, more or less, why young Gulab was marched off to war at such an early age and why such high expectations were leveled upon him.

He still recalls the moment when he was flung to the ground by the kick-back of that AK-47. “The incident ran close to a family disgrace,” he said, frowning at the memory. “I was not aware of it at the time, but I was aware of the immense reputation of my brother, Commander Nazer Gul, a very, very dangerous man.

“Eighteen times he’d been wounded in battle. And eighteen times, he fought back to resume his command. Gul is a trained killer, once jailed for twenty years for ending the life of a tribal enemy. In fact, they let him out after only five years, on the simple condition that he immediately raise a mujahideen army of Sabray fighters—men everyone knew would follow him into hell.”

His mission was to train them and join in the mujahideens’ fight against the occupying Russians. By the time Gulab arrived on those treacherous high peaks, Gul was one of the senior officers.

“I’m not sure he ever knew his kid brother had been flattened by my own rifle,” says Gulab. “But I do know an order came down from very high up that I was to be inducted immediately into guerilla warfare using a more manageable weapon.”

For this the Afghanis chose the heavy, lethal Soviet machine gun the DShK-38 (the Russians call it the dushka), with its huge 12.7-millimeter cartridge, two-thousand-meter range, fifty-round ammunition belt, armor-plated shield, and heavy-wheeled mounting. The gun alone weighed seventy-five pounds and, once, handled erratically by the Irish Republican Army, knocked a six-ton British army Westland Lynx helicopter clean out of the sky and dumped it on the shores of the Cashel Lough in County Armagh.

The eight-year-old Gulab could not believe the size of it when they led him to the machine gun station. The good news was that he did not have to lift it. The bad news was that he could not reach it to look through the crosshairs.

The DShK-38 was in a fixed firing position, its three-prong stand jammed into the ground, and they had to get Gulab up there somehow. Huge, flat stones were collected to build a platform for him to stand on and start blasting away with one of the most deadly large-caliber weapons in the world. It shook like hell, but it did not kick back like the Kalash. And Gulab remembers enjoying himself, banging away at distant rocks and trees. His teachers were right: it was a lot easier to handle than a Russian infantry assault rifle.

What led to Gulab being attached to that machine gun were the momentous events of December 25, 1979, when the Red Army marched into Afghanistan from the north and attempted to subjugate the people to the unwanted purposes of the Soviet Union, under the leadership of President Leonid Brezhnev.

Gulab was about six years old at the time and not aware of the significance of that invasion. In fact, it took some time for the nation to understand precisely what had happened and what it might mean. But there was a very definite sense of consternation, and there were meetings of the village elders and a call to arms was issued by the mujahideen.

It was the first time Gulab ever experienced mass tension in the village. He knew that his brother Haji Nazer Gul was “away” but was never told he was in jail for murder. And he does recall his return, liberated by the authorities in order to lead the men of Sabray into battle. He scarcely understood that the mujahideen would fight, and keep fighting, until the Russians marched right back out of Afghanistan and stayed out.

At the age of six, Gulab might not have been totally focused, but he understood the word enemy—and everyone knew there was an enemy close by. They did not know exactly what he wanted, or why he was there, but they did know he worshipped a different God and therefore was an infidel. Abstractly, the villagers knew that the tribesmen would, in time, defeat the Russians and drive them away. Equally vaguely, every young man in the community understood that he would be required to fight in the not-too-distant future.

The daily prayers in the village mosque contained a heightened awareness of the battles that loomed ahead, and they recited the eternal cry of the Islamic creed: “La Ilaha ill Allah Muhammadur-Rasul Allah”: “There is no god but Allah. Muhammad is the messenger of Allah.”

Other new but ancient words also echoed throughout the village, and that translation read: “Oh, God. Please make us successful in our fight. Please help us to kill the infidel. May God bless us.” The learned men drilled it into those very young minds.

The words were simple, and they were part of the prayers offered five times a day, beginning at dawn and right through to sundown. And every single time, when the gathering turned to face Mecca, in Saudi Arabia, the village elders and the learned men prayed with the Imam; prayed for a just victory over the intruders from the North.

This was the mantra for Islamic life, even for those so young. The senior men frequently went to war and frequently came back. But not always. Gulab understood swiftly that friends had lost fathers and brothers in the Russian conflict. They all knew the dangers and understood the risks. They knew that the children, too, would one day follow them out onto the steep, dusty slopes of guerilla warfare, where they would kill to survive, as their ancestors had always done.

For the people of Sabray, the tradition of “blooding” boy soldiers to join the line of battle in the Hindu Kush was as timeless as life itself. It’s entirely foreign to Western culture. But Gulab found nothing strange in it. The right to fight and kill an invading enemy is instilled in Pashtun culture.

Every young boy was taught the last great triumph of the tribal warriors of Afghanistan: how the bearded Islamists had destroyed the British army in the infamous retreat from Kabul in January 1842. Everyone was taught how the English major general Sir William Elphinstone, attempting an orderly retreat out of Afghanistan, was wiped out in the mountain passes. Out of sixteen thousand men, only one made it home to the garrison in India. The last stand of the British was made in the Gandamak Pass along the road from Kabul, when those renowned veterans of Waterloo, the Forty-Fourth Regiment of Foot (the Fighting Fours of Essex), were annihilated by Afghan warriors, fighting from the heights.

The Afghanis were the supreme exponents of ambush combat. One hundred fifty years later, Britain’s Spectator magazine described that combat as an “almost perfect catastrophe.” As it was then, so it will always be: the ancient Afghan promise of “You try to conquer us, in the end you die.”

That British retreat is known in the Hindu Kush as the Massacre of Elphinstone’s Army. And it should be said that the Forty-Fourth Regiment fought back with great gallantry to the last man, refusing to surrender despite British losses of 4,500 troops and almost 12,000 civilian workers, family members, and camp followers.

All nations are formed by their history and their heroes of the past. And the Pashtuns were most certainly created by theirs. From their earliest years, the village teaching was simple: We may be attacked, we may even be conquered, but we will always fight back, and we will never give up. . . . We battle, if necessary, until there is no one left. If we run out of ammunition, we will use our rifles as clubs, and if we run out of rifles, we will resort to our tribal knives, and night after night we will cut the throats of our enemies, until they leave our territory.

Gulab became very confident with the Russian dushka, and in the coming eight years of warfare, he was recognized quickly as a master gunner, firing the mounted heavy machine gun with precision. The very young learn very easily. In Afghanistan, that’s especially important.

Back in the village, they heard the outbreak of the Russian war from the sustained gunfire out of a deep valley, about eleven miles away across the mountains.

The sounds of that first battle had a pattern: long, drawn-out gun bursts, short and sharp at first; and then louder, more serious, as the mujahideen commanders switched to the heavy machine guns, firing on the Russians from the high walls of the valley. In the end, there would be, possibly, four massive explosions, like detonating a mountainside, and then a strong, shuddering, lingering aftershock. Then silence.

Long before his eighth birthday, Gulab knew what those sounds represented, though it took him several weeks as a junior machine gunner to understand the most important part of mujahideen strategy. This occurred in the hours of profound silence that preceded an Afghan opening attack.

These were the hours when the mujahideen commanders ordered battle lines into position. The ambush site had been selected, always above a valley being approached by a large Russian convoy. The mountain warriors moved swiftly and quietly up to the heights, crossing their native ground, utilizing the “dead spots” behind rocks and trees, from where they could not be seen from the valley below.

The first time Gulab saw them, it was like watching shadows: these brave, fearless tribesmen moving across the shifting shale escarpments, leaving scarcely even a footprint and certainly not causing any sand or rock to slip down the steep slopes. He once told me, somewhat sardonically, “Anyone can do it like us—after about two thousand years of practice!”

No enemy of Afghanistan has training like the natives. Certainly not the Russians, nor the Brits nor the Americans. Those mountains are the mujahideen training grounds; all their lives are spent moving across them, making no sounds, because of the endless dangers. Gulab remembers his first battle. It took many hours to prepare firing positions, and then they waited, high above the valley floor, with no one making a sound.

“Mostly,” he told me, “I remember my brother Haji Nazer Gul. Sometimes he was the only man moving, making signals, checking ammunition belts, adjusting aim-and-fire placements, always with his big Russian rifle slung over his shoulder.

“When, at last, he was finished, we could see him above us, in conference with the senior commanders, while our lookouts—positioned high on the rocks—stared down into the valley, searching for the dust cloud, which swirled inevitably above the Russian convoy.

“As soon as they came rumbling into the valley, with no escape, neither to the left nor right, our orders were simple. Upon the command, we would open fire on the armored vehicle drivers and commanders—those we could see clearly. They could not, of course, see us, since we were ducked down behind huge boulders a long way above them.”

Mujahideen strategy was to level sustained fire down on the enemy, concentrating on the rearguard, and thus driving the leaders forward to the end of the valley. And there the Afghanis finished them with their biggest bombs, planted in booby-trap order, sometimes in the valley floor. Often there were few survivors.

Once, in a summer ambush, Gulab was in a strange quietness from the shattered convoy. And then, as the commanders walked down to finish off any still-breathing Russians, he recalls a huge black cloud rising from the bodies, way up into the sky, blotting out the sun. This was a flock of crows—looked like millions and millions of them—feeding off the corpses. It was absolutely horrible.

And for the first time in his young life, he thought war was a really terrible business. “Up till then,” he said, “I thought it had something to do with heroism.”

The Russians considered those ruthless ambushes barbaric, but the mountain men don’t really go much for subtlety. They go for death, especially to the infidel. And if the Russians did not like it, well, perhaps they should have thought about that before they invaded the ancient Islamic homeland of the Pashtun people.

It worked against the earlier British invaders and it would work again against the Russians. The mujahideen were perfectly willing to face death. And they could melt into those mountains, invisible in an instant. Pursuit was impossible.

The war had been going on for about a year when Gulab was first called to the front line. The timeline began on the Christians’ holy day of December 25, when the Russians staged a massive military airlift into Kabul. It involved nearly three hundred transport aircraft and more than twenty-five thousand men, and after a savage battle in the city, they took the Tajbeg Palace. Kabul fell.

Simultaneously, Russian tanks rolled out of the ancient Uzbekistan city of Termez, which was no stranger to war, having been conquered by Alexander the Great in 329 BC, and then, more than 1,500 years later, destroyed by Genghis Khan. In that wild northern territory, the Amu Dar’ya River divides the two countries, Uzbekistan and Afghanistan. The bridge across those swiftly flowing mountain waters is called the Friendship Bridge, but it should have been renamed. In the decade after the Soviet attack, more than a hundred thousand Russian soldiers marched out of their Termez military headquarters and over that highway, heading south into hostile Afghan mountains.

Whatever Mr. Brezhnev said about supporting the Kabul government, there was nothing friendly about his armies. And their ultimate fate was sealed very early in 1980.

The mujahideen, the historic jihadist army, declared that the Russian invaders had defiled both Islam and Afghani culture. And they immediately declared jihad, citing the literal meaning of that old Arab word: “struggle.” And they vowed to go on killing the Soviets until they left.

This was a holy war, and they conducted it fiercely, in the name of Allah, reviving the nineteenth-century creed of the iron-souled mujahideen tribesmen who massacred the forces of General Elphinstone.

Communications in the valleys of Kunar Province were limited, but in the ancient ways of the Pashtun tribes, the call to arms flashed through the high peaks, man to man, village to village, like a kind of tribal bush telegraph. Gulab was not yet seven years old, but he still remembers the men of Sabray gathering their rifles and leaving together, many of them led by his own brother.

It was fitting somehow that the conflict’s very first battle was fought in a valley not eleven miles from his village. He was always told the mujahideen won it, but even at his tender age, he already understood that the men of Sabray would never admit defeat no matter what the outcome really was.

And from that moment, in the opening days of the Christian New Year, the Russians would meet ferocious resistance all along the main Kunar road that runs along the river. In fact, the Russians ran into heavy-handed opposition whenever they ventured out of their city strongholds and into the countryside. And they probably never understood why the men of the mujahideen fought with such venom.

The truth was, they had to win those early skirmishes for one practical reason: the mujahideen needed to grab the Russian weapons and the explosives. There was no way to buy them, so they had to be stolen in battle. And the tribesmen did not care how many of the enemy they killed—anything to get those rifles, machine guns, hand grenades, rockets, and bombs.

They never took tanks or armored vehicles, because they were useless in the steep-walled valleys, and anyway, the mountain men were not sure how to work them. They usually just blew them up with the Russians’ own high explosives, on the basis that if the tribesmen couldn’t use them, neither could the occupying army.

The mujahideen stuck rigidly to the strategies of guerilla warfare: ambush and surprise attacks, plus murderous assaults on the enemy guards and young officers in the dead of night. No training was needed for this.

Gulab estimates that he was called in 1981. By that time, the Russians had taken some bad losses and in many ways were already on the run, especially out in the wild country, where they were hit hard over and over. Once he had recovered from being flattened by the AK-47, Gulab moved up onto his platform of mountain granite and began work as a gunner.

This was his first job, and once he mastered the terrific vibration of the dushka, he was able to aim it pretty well. After a three-day walk from Sabray, they positioned themselves high up over a valley, on both sides. The heavy machine guns were already in place, the barrels aimed down at the road through the central pass. Behind just one of them, the flat stones awaited him, and they made camp up there in the hills and waited.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE

LION or
SABRAY

THE AFGHAN WARRIOR
WHO DEFIED THE TALIBAN AND SAVED
THE LIFE OF NAVY SEAL MARCUS LUTTRELL

PATRICK ROBINSON

Touchstone
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi














OEBPS/images/f00xi-01.jpg
sIajoWONY 05

—
Sa[IW 0§

NVLSIIVd

o
S 4 o350
\ ipurdyesey S
\.

" xpeqewesy \
' s o
& \ hmzw.n—MUAHm

) 38 °

¢ peaerere(

reSeurige R ,. m..mn_mﬁoﬁ—n_< ¥
.\o peqepesy

1nqe
1 H

..
/

N, ®

\

e~

NV.LSDIIV.L

a8pug dryspuarsg

SI2J9WOI 0§

sa[Iur 0§

NV L

*
TeMEYSI
st~

%\

-\n

(s

Jeyepueye

J[ED o

r

7
/-
%

sso g 4agAid] (.

SIJAVd

p————

&« M:E:Eg\ B

\7

7M " D40],

mqed
*
PRy

wviSvg

~ vaam—w—w—.
u\.
./ eprqepesy
NVESINVYHDAV

¢

NVLSINVHODAV

Jueyg-r-Iezepyy
°

) N
RN,
/. zowIdY, /

y /
.

N

N

—— o

mudn:.ﬁmﬂz






OEBPS/images/9781501118005.jpg
THE AFGHANI WARRIOR
WHO DEFIED THE TALIBAN AND SAVED
THE LIFE OF NAVY SEAL MARCUS LUTTRELL

COAUTHOR OF THE #1 NEW YORK TIMES
BESTSELLER'LONE SURVIVOR








