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Dedicated to SSG James Hupp and SGT Joe Barnes



AUTHOR’S NOTE


Writing about the army and warfare goes almost hand in hand with the use of obscure acronyms. In this book, I have done my best to limit their use or properly explain what they mean. A glossary is provided at the end of the book as well.

Certain names of individuals mentioned in this book have been changed, whether or not so noted in the text.



PROLOGUE


“HAVE YOU EVER BEEN shot at?”

I hesitate before answering. “Yeah.”

Sure, I’ve been shot at. Some memories start to come back to me. Bits and pieces of things I put behind me, or thought I did. Machine gun fire in the streets of Mosul as I choke on diesel exhaust. A female Kurdish sniper leans against the side of a stairwell inside an abandoned apartment building and smiles. Someone walks into the middle of the street in the city of Khost, Afghanistan. They shine their flashlight in my direction, nearly whiting out my night vision optics as I pivot. Are these the kinds of memories that the Vietnam vets call flashbacks? I don’t know.

I snap back to the present after this brief temporal displacement. I’m sitting on a tree stump in Texas, two television cameras in my face, while a producer interviews me. After the army, I became an investigative journalist focusing on special operations and the intelligence community, so I have done plenty of TV news spots over the years, covering desperate firefights from Benghazi to Niger. This is the first time I’ve ever done an actual television show.

“Did you return fire?” the producer asks.

His name is Chris. He has a short beard, his daughter’s name is tattooed on his neck, and he seems like the type of dude who never runs out of energy—a great trait to have in his line of work. I pause at this question, too, as I recall the entire world coming down on top of me on a lonely mountainside in Afghanistan. It brings up a conflicted and confused churn of emotions. I can tell you that feeling lonely in a firefight can’t even begin to compare to the loneliness that comes with taking responsibility for the decisions you’ve made in combat. In the end, you walk that road alone.

“Yeah, I returned fire.”

I’m thirty-four years old. When my good friend and fellow Special Forces veteran Jim West finally convinced me to go talk to someone at Veterans Affairs, the psychologist asked me if I felt older than I really was. I said it wasn’t that so much as it was that I never felt young in the first place. The stories I could tell. The stories so many young men of my generation of soldiers could tell, if only anyone would believe them.

You may have heard of Murphy’s Law, which states that anything that can go wrong will go wrong. With my last name, I kind of stood out among some of my peers. You know you might be in trouble when a dude named Murphy is on your team.

I had rejected the notion of writing a book about myself for a long time. It seemed like kind of a douchey thing to do. I mean, who am I, really? I’ve written hundreds of articles, interviewed countless people, written about mass graves in the Philippines and dirty wars in Syria, and dodged IEDs while reporting on the ground in Iraq. Sitting in a crappy Mexican restaurant in Manhattan one day, I told Jim that I felt as if I’ve written everyone else’s story except mine. “You’re avoiding it,” Jim told me. “That’s because of PTSD. You don’t want to confront what you’ve been through.”

But tonight, during the interview, I’m in Texas, not Manhattan, not Afghanistan. I look right into the camera and tell the world that I’ve been fired upon and that I’ve returned fire in combat. Writing about the combat experiences of our soldiers and our allies has been an honor and privilege, but I now understand that it has also been a way for me to selfishly gain some leverage against the horrible experiences of war. It has been my way to try to understand combat, to conquer it. Deep down, I know there is no taming that beast. But I’m intoxicated by the horrible reality of war and always have been.

And so, yes, I’ve told everyone’s story but mine.

Until now.



PART I





CHAPTER 1

No Plan Survives First Contact with the Enemy

SOME OF MY EARLIEST memories are of watching the Gulf War on television.

I was seven years old, staring at CNN on the screen. News coverage was nowhere near as comprehensive or instantaneous as it is today. CNN would just play the same clip of an American soldier bounding forward, filmed through a night vision scope, with tracer fire skipping overhead. For all I knew, it could have been training footage and they ran it because it was the only action shot they had of the war. It didn’t matter. I was hypnotized by the images on the screen.

Years later, the Harrison Ford movie Patriot Games came out on video. I was watching it with my mom. There is a scene in the movie where the SAS launches a surprise attack against a terrorist camp in the desert. As a kid, I struggled to understand what I was watching. This wasn’t a war, not really. It wasn’t like the old movies I had seen about World War II. I expressed this confusion to my mom. What was this if not a war?

“Secret mission,” my mom replied.

“Really? Can they do that?”

“Of course they can.”

My mom was no doubt aware of things that had appeared in the press over the last few decades, from the Church Committee hearings to Iran-Contra. But this was all new and exciting information to me. Secret missions? Holy shit, I was sold.

•  •  •

I grew up in a house that was over a hundred years old, near Beekman Avenue, in what was then North Tarrytown, New York. My mom worked as a waitress, and my dad was a carpenter, electrician, plumber, pretty much whatever was needed. While my dad worked to fix up our new house in North Tarrytown, after we moved out of Irvington where we lived for that first year after I was born, my mom kept me in a basket in the living room with a space heater. I have scattered memories of this time, as I was very young. I do recall when my dad installed all the new cabinets in the kitchen and when he lifted the big stone slab in the front yard with a pry bar and we found a huge brick-lined well underneath. I recall my parents coming home with my little sister, and I recall holding her in my arms all those years back.

Sadly, this was not to be our childhood, as my father was diagnosed with lung cancer and died when I was seven and my sister was three. Meanwhile, my mother came down with what we now know today to be Lyme disease. Back then, the doctors thought she was just depressed because her husband had died. Meanwhile, she was getting sicker and sicker. I believed that my mom was going to die as well, and then who knew what would happen to me and my sister. It was many years before my mom found a doctor who understood what she was going through and began to treat her for Lyme.

My mom eventually remarried, and we moved to North Salem, New York, when I was about fourteen. My stepdad, Irv, has been with us ever since. He was a floral shop owner and now works as a general contractor. My mom went on to work as a teacher’s assistant for a while and then got her degree and works to this day as a social worker.

I guess middle school and high school are tough for a lot of kids, but I found them to be insufferable. I never really felt like a kid; I felt like a grown-up trapped in a kid’s world. I couldn’t relate to kids my own age. Despite going to high school in an affluent area where no one even dreamed of joining the military (that was for losers), I was still interested. I was plotting my escape from the dreary boring world that I had been trapped in.

In the meantime, I filled my mind with books about the type of life I wanted to lead. I read every book I could find about Long Range Reconnaissance Patrols, or LRRP/Rangers, in Vietnam. I read about Navy SEALs, Special Forces, marines, everything I could find. I was amazed by stories about small teams of Rangers or marines patrolling through the jungle.

I also delved into fiction. I read Robert E. Howard’s Conan the Barbarian, H. P. Lovecraft’s short stories, Robert A. Heinlein’s Starship Troopers, and best of of all, Don Pendleton’s Mack Bolan series. The Internet was just coming into the homes of Americans, and information about the military was harder to obtain than it is today. All I had to rely on was accounts from Vietnam-era soldiers. I also took an interest in computers and learned how to build them, so it wasn’t long before I was tearing up PC games like Half-Life and Deus Ex.

North Salem High School was not quite sure what to do with me. This became pretty clear when one school advisor called me into the office and asked me about applying to colleges.

“No need,” I told her. I was going to join the military and become a sniper.

“Oh, well . . . follow your dreams,” she said, smiling. A social worker at our school came to talk to us in my English class one period. He knew I was interested in joining the military, and he remarked, “Jack is going to come to class with an AK-47 and shoot all of us.” Even as a teenager, I found his comments revolting.

After Columbine happened, I guess he didn’t find his own joke so funny anymore; he approached me on the way to class one morning. He said that I had made a comment in class one day about shooting everyone with a rifle. I corrected him, pointing out that he was the one who had made that comment. I would never say such a thing. He went away after that.

As time went on, it seemed like not much was going on in the world for a soldier to do. I followed events as closely as I could, such as the 1999 Kosovo conflict, the atrocities in Sierra Leone, and the capture of PKK leader Abdullah Öcalan. Other than war criminals being chased around Bosnia or the occasional firefight in Somalia, not much was going down. By my senior year of high school, I was thinking that in order to lead the life of adventure, I would have to join the French Foreign Legion, which is known to take in foreigners looking for some action.

Then one day in computer class, Mr. Greer came walking into the room with a worried expression on his face. “I don’t want to alarm anyone,” he said. “But a plane just flew into the World Trade Center.”

At that moment, I don’t think any of us teenagers took the words too seriously. It sounded like an accident to me. I had read about small planes flying into buildings before, including the Empire State Building, so I figured it was something like that. But not long after, we learned that a second plane had flown into the World Trade Center. At that moment, everyone in America realized that something was seriously wrong.

A few years before, I had visited an older friend at his college campus in Hoboken, New Jersey. After getting off the PATH train, we’d paused as we walked uphill to his school and stared across the Hudson River at the Twin Towers. “Worth it for the view, huh?” my buddy had commented.

Now the towers were burning.

I still remember all the rumors swirling around that day. There were reports that the State Department had been bombed, which it hadn’t. There were reports of an explosion at the Pentagon, which of course was true. It was like the plot of a Mack Bolan novel come to life. Parents were picking their kids up early from school because they were so scared.

Driving to school the next morning, I was in the only car on a highway that was normally packed during the morning rush. It was just me and a police cruiser with two police motorcycles in front and two more in the back. America was changing, and the media was already hot and heavy with speculation over which country we were about to invade in retaliation. For me, it cemented the idea that I needed to join the military. My generation was going to war.

When I walked into the recruiting office, I went straight to the Marine Corps. I told the recruiter that I wanted to be a marine infantryman, and eventually try out for force recon, and was ready to sign on the dotted line. Rather than sign up a young man, he seemed like he was trying to intimidate me into signing, trying to hard-sell me. I got sick of his bullshit, went down the hall, and told the army that I wanted to be a Ranger.

•  •  •

The big day came in October 2002. I had been closely following developments in our new war on terror in Afghanistan. Special Forces was over there kicking some Taliban ass. I just hoped that they’d have left some for me by the time I got there. My parents gave me a hug in the parking lot of the recruitment office in Peekskill, New York, and then I was off on a flight to Atlanta, Georgia. I was nervous as hell but ready. The bus ride to Fort Benning with the other recruits was a quiet one. I had an Option 40 contract, meaning that I would spend eleven weeks in infantry basic training, then three weeks at airborne school, then I would get my shot at joining the Ranger regiment by going to the Ranger Indoctrination Program (RIP). Is the acronym intentional or just a happy coincidence? You be the judge.

Back in those days, RIP was designed to smoke the shit out of soldiers and see what they were made of. I rather enjoyed it, because the shitbags who didn’t take soldiering seriously were dropping like flies. The cadre didn’t mess around at all—they kicked guys out of the course for a minor infraction like losing a canteen because it showed a lack of attention to detail. Back then, privates could still get drop-kicked for not paying attention—unfortunately, the army has taken a lot of these disciplinary tools away from our soldiers.

But don’t get me wrong, RIP broke me off, too.

During the twelve-mile road march, I simply could not keep up. They retested the failures, and again, I simply could not keep pace. I was not meeting the standard. It was frustrating because I had done a lot of physical training on my own and knew that I could complete the task. My body just wouldn’t let me do it for some reason. I had joined the army for the express purpose of going to war with a special operations unit and had zero interest in failing RIP and getting sent to a conventional unit.

After failing the road march twice, I was sent to the holdover platoon to receive a grilling from Staff Sergeant Phipps. As the Non-Commissioned Officer In Charge, or NCOIC, of the holdover platoon, Staff Sergeant Phipps was responsible for getting guys ready for RIP, or at least setting them on the right track. He was hard but fair.

“Do you want to recycle, Murphy?” he asked me on the field in front of the RIP barracks, the identical-looking concrete buildings that dotted most military bases.

“Roger, Sergeant.”

“Why do you want to recycle? You failed the twelve-mile road march. The next RIP class starts on Monday.” That was in three days. “What is going to change between now and then?”

“I think I should go to sick call, Sergeant,” I said. “I’ll be ready on Monday.”

Sergeant Phipps looked dismissive of my claims but instructed me to fall into his holdover formation. They were about to do afternoon PT, and then I could go to the troop medical clinic and see someone. We jogged down the road and did a practice PT test in preparation for the RIP PT test on Monday. After we jogged back to the barracks, I peeled off my bloody socks and went down to the TMC. The nurse said that it sounded like one of my lungs was halfway filled up with fluid, which would explain why I was short of breath and could not keep up on a road march.

She tried to prescribe me a week’s worth of antibiotics, but I told her that wouldn’t work; I could not be on any prescription drugs when I started RIP. She sighed and handed me a three-day treatment of pills. I took them and, as planned, started RIP on Monday to go through the course all over again, including the dreaded trip to Cole Range.

Cole Range was where RIP students conducted their land navigation testing with a map and compass. It was also where the cadre smoked the shit out of the students with physical exercises. My most vivid experience from RIP was one of those two a.m. smoke sessions in which the super-strict Sergeant Straight was having his way with us, making us do flutter kicks while we held our rucksacks in the air and all kinds of other exercises that only a true sadist could dream up.

Straight tapped out and switched places with another cadre member who was known to be a little more relaxed. This cadre told us to lie down on the ground with our faces in the dirt so that we could not see one another. I was expecting some new type of smoke session to ensue, but instead, the RIP cadre began to give us a speech about what it meant to be an American. “Listen, men, you don’t have to be a Ranger to be a good American. You can go to a conventional unit and serve your country there. There is nothing wrong with quitting, you can still be a good American, you can still be a good soldier. Your buddies can’t even see you quit now. Just stand up, quit, and you can go sit by the fire and eat an MRE.”

He stuck to this theme for maybe fifteen minutes, telling us how we could be good American patriots in some other unit. I heard the RIP students to my left and to my right stand up and walk over to the firepit and quit the course. Holy shit, I thought, this is the real deal: It is the psychological uncertainties that lead people to quit more than the physical stress. Being a Ranger requires you to be self-motivated, confident, and trust your teammates, which is possible because we all had to suck it up through some shit in training.

When it came time for the twelve-mile road march, I ran the entire twelve miles. When I arrived at the end, a cadre came walking up to meet me as if he hadn’t expected to see anyone yet. “Are you the first one back, Murphy?”

I looked around and didn’t see anyone. “I guess so, Sergeant.”

•  •  •

I was assigned to 3rd Ranger Battalion, just down the road from the RIP barracks, located behind a notorious brown fence that no one could see through. Other units on post knew not to go inside. Down the street at airborne school, the instructors would warn the students to stay away from us because we were violent and dangerous. We took this as a compliment.

Waddling down the sidewalk to 3rd Ranger Battalion, 75th Ranger Regiment, abbreviated as 3/75, with my duffel bags, I was assigned a barracks room and placed in the anti-tank section in Alpha Company. We were the “goose gunners” who employed the 84mm Carl Gustaf recoilless rifle. These were Ranger days, an exciting time for a new private in an elite unit. Every day was something new, every day a competition with everyone else.

You were subject to no shortage of being broken in as the new guy. These days they would probably call that hazing and harassment, and a guy from today’s video game generation of kids would run to his congressman to complain about how his squad leader was triggering him with micro-aggressions. The reality is that building soldiers is an ancient task, one that does not require modification for the sake of political correctness. Young soldiers need tough training, discipline, and strong leaders. I was very fortunate to have all three in spades.

That summer we flew around in MH-60 helicopters, doing false insertions in the wood line before fast-roping on top of buildings at the urban training range, blasting objectives with the Carl Gustaf out at Kilo 22, doing stress shoots all over Benning with our rucksacks and rifles, then locking and loading when we arrived at the range and shooting at cardboard targets that look like a human silhouette called E-Types. For me, it was a dream come true. I was drinking from the firehose, as they say, learning about infrared laser night sights, parachuting out of a plane with an anti-tank weapon, and as funny as it seems to me now, using the focus knob on my night vision optics. I was a kid and didn’t know shit!

All the other guys in my company had just gotten back from the invasion of Iraq. Three Rangers had been lost, and the stories I was told brought home how real all of it was. My team leader teared up a little while talking about how he had used his jacket to smother the flames on his squad leader’s body after an IED went off. I could sense that the guys had been traumatized by the Iraq deployment, but no one wanted to talk about that. They were Rangers, and their concern was for the next mission. It was a quiet type of mourning that no one really wanted to acknowledge.

We were gearing up for a training deployment to Thailand, which seemed cool as hell to me, but it was not to be: 3/75’s sergeant major was upset that our battalion was not sending enough privates to Ranger School. A lot of people confuse the unit and the school. Both serve a purpose but completely different ones. The Ranger regiment is a special operations combat unit, and Ranger School is a course open to the whole army that teaches tactics and leadership. To hold a leadership position in the Ranger regiment, you have to pass the school, so for us, it was graduate or get kicked out of our unit.

Due to the small number of guys from my unit going to Ranger School at that time, the company first sergeant dictated that all privates would take a pre-Ranger PT test, and the men with the highest scores would go to Ranger School. I took the PT test, did well, and to my horror, was on my way to Ranger School. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to go, I just knew that I was about as green as they come. Usually, Rangers spend a year or two in the regiment before going to the school; I had been there a few months. However, this was not an opportunity you turned down. Until I had my Ranger tab, I would be just a Ranger private. With that said, I was off to pre-Ranger at the Ranger Training Brigade, where RIP was located. More than a few instructors looked at me and asked what the fuck I was doing back there.

After a few weeks of pre-Ranger training (including another trip to Cole Range), I departed for Ranger School where I promptly got recycled as a land navigation failure. It was kind of fucked up how I failed that event. At each point you use the hole punch strung to the pole on your test sheet to prove that you were there, then write down the number on the point. It was raining, so although I had the correct punch on my test sheet, the ink bled to the point that it was illegible, which meant that I had failed the event since the instructor could not read the number. I was given the option to recycle and took it.

I want to take a moment here to point out that, as you may have surmised, I was no Captain America. Though I failed in some of my endeavors, the army is pretty good about rewarding perseverance, which is a quality I think they intentionally cultivate. Standards are not lowered, but you are given the opportunity to retest. However, quitters are banished in the Ranger community. For Rangers, there is nothing worse you can be in life than a quitter.

Christmas was coming up, so I was placed in Vaughn’s platoon (the recycle platoon) to do details around the Ranger Training Brigade for about a month, then sent home on Christmas exodus, then back to Benning to start Ranger School again. I was in that goddamn Vaughn platoon for so long that I thought they would rename it Murphy’s Platoon.

I could tell Ranger School stories all day. I was totally lost in the sauce. I didn’t understand basic infantry tactics and had essentially zero leadership ability. I was a private second class who had been promoted to private first class just so I could attend the school. In other words, I was a dope who didn’t know a damn thing. Ranger School was a great experience for me—I learned a lot about infantry tactics, mission planning, and leadership, because we repeated the mission-essential tasks over and over until they became second nature.

One moment that stands out for me was in Mountain Phase, which takes place in Dahlonega, Georgia. I was humping the M240B machine gun once again. Like everyone else, I was exhausted and sleep-deprived, and the local ambience that day just made things so much worse. Many of our patrols took place along the Appalachian Trail, where there are loads of trail hippies; as I came to find out, some of them take up trail names.

Our patrol moved in a single-file column between two trail hippies having a conversation. As I walked between them, I heard a snippet of conversation.

“My name is Ziggy, I didn’t catch yours.”

“My name is Geo. For Geochemistry!”

He sounded like that fat nerdy kid on The Simpsons. That was all it took—my morale plummeted. Listening to these two hippies wax poetic was just more than I could take. I don’t know how I talked myself out of quitting Ranger School that day. But somehow I made it through Mountain Phase in January, went on to Florida Phase, and graduated with Class number 04-04, meaning it was the fourth graduating class of the fiscal year of 2004.

After Ranger School, I had two weeks of leave. Feeling like a big old twenty-year-old badass, I went backpacking and scuba diving by myself in Costa Rica. I ended up walking about thirty miles through the jungle out of Drake Bay. It was an amazing trip, my first time outside of the United States, and it cemented the idea that I was heading for some exciting adventures in life.

When I arrived back at my company in 3rd Ranger Battalion, my unit was deployed to Afghanistan. Yes, I was pissed, as I’d missed out on both Thailand and a combat deployment so I could freeze my balls off in January on the Tennessee Valley Divide in Dahlonega, Georgia. However, we had a new squad leader in Alpha Company, or A/co, whom I got to talking to. He asked me if I would have any interest in going over to the sniper section. Hell yeah, I would. He walked me next door to Headquarters and Headquarters Company (HHC), where I met Staff Sergeant Jared Van Aalst and one of my pre-Ranger cadre, Sergeant First Class Randy, who was now helping stand up our new reconnaissance, or recce, detachment, which would act as scouts for our battalion and gather intel on Ranger objectives prior to raiding them. They asked me to come back for an interview, which I did. Afterward, they allowed me to join the sniper section.

•  •  •

Sniper section had an odd dynamic. Sniper section liked to sell itself as being a more relaxed adult environment than the line squads, but that really wasn’t the case. I got to suffer the harassment of being the new guy all over again, and this time without the coaching, teaching, and mentoring that I had experienced in Alpha Company. I was never given any real instruction other than at the very last minute, when we were out at a range. I felt ignored until I went to sniper school in the summer of 2004 and learned how to shoot at long range. I graduated the course that summer, spending every day sweating through my uniform.

In time, I began to feel quite a bit of resentment toward Van Aalst and some of the other leaders in the section. It struck me that their passive-aggressiveness was an attempt to gloss over a lack of combat experience. VA was the type of guy you could say hi to and he would walk right past you as if you didn’t exist. While other Rangers were deploying to war, Van Aalst had been at the Army Marksmanship Unit, shooting on the flat range. Now he was substituting crappy corporate tactics that kept his subordinates perpetually scared of losing their jobs in place of actual leadership. I quickly learned that I was never going to fit in with this crew personality-wise. I will never dispute the amount of talent in that sniper section, including Van Aalst, arguably one of the best shots in the army, but because of his idiosyncratic leadership style—you never knew where you stood with him—I never felt that I could trust him.

After the Fort Benning sniper course, it was a relief to deploy. I would be partnered up with Joe and deployed with Charlie Company to Khost, Afghanistan. Joe had graduated from the Benning sniper course, the Special Operations Target Interdiction Course, and the Marine Corps Scout Sniper School, and had his hog’s tooth around his neck to prove it. The hog’s tooth is a 7.62 bullet strung on a piece of nylon parachute cord that is worn like a necklace by graduates of the scout sniper course. For the Marines, this is a really big deal. Joe was a short guy who could run like the wind. He had spent a significant amount of his life living abroad before joining the military.

Joe knew his stuff and really took me under his wing to teach me how to be a Ranger sniper. In the army, you get to learn real, practical skills, and you see the results. Steady body position, proper trigger control, and correct sight alignment end with rounds on target. Of course, there is a bit more to it than that, as snipers have to calculate for the effects of wind, gravity, and a number of other environmental frictions, but you get the idea.

Another thing you should understand about the Ranger Battalion is that it is a closed culture and generally very insular. With its own unique culture and traditions, as well as a huge distrust of outsiders, the Ranger Battalion is almost like a cult. Many Rangers are going to be quite mad at me for writing this book; others have ostracized me in the past for sharing parts of our Ranger culture. One thing I’ve avoided writing about is operational security (OPSEC, relating to specific tactics, techniques, and procedures used in combat), which is seen as paramount.

That’s why it seemed a little weird when our battalion commander mounted a podium with a microphone rigged to loudspeakers behind our battalion headquarters to give us a rousing war speech. He addressed each platoon in the battalion, saying things like “First Platoon, you will be deploying to Baghdad and working with the British SAS! Alpha Company, you will be working with Delta Force in Mosul!” You could hear his voice echoing across Fort Benning. We all kind of looked at each other, wondering what the fuck we had just witnessed. It must have been the biggest OPSEC violation in Ranger regiment history.

Joe and I boarded a C-17 aircraft with elements of Charlie Company and flew to Afghanistan. The ramp lowered when we were still taxiing on the tarmac in Bagram, and we could see the snowcapped mountains beyond. We were only in Bagram for maybe a day, which suited me just fine. The special operations compound at Bagram looked like Auschwitz, and the guys there were treated like dirt. There were rules posted everywhere for everything. Rules for the coffeemaker, rules for the showers, rules about which days of the week you are allowed to jack yourself off, it seemed. I later found out that things were so bad there that a lot of squad leaders ended up coming home on antidepressants. The deal with Bagram was that the guys there were on 24/7 standby to go roll up Osama bin Laden once intel figured out where he was, so they were just training in Afghanistan every day, waiting for the word to stand by. It was a miserable existence for those dudes, and they rightfully hated it there.

We loaded up on ammo and frags, then boarded a C-130 aircraft bound for Forward Operating Base (FOB) Salerno in Khost Province. At FOB Salerno, we Rangers had a small compound within a compound. As snipers, Joe and I were put in a tent with our battalion’s brand-new recce teams. For years, the Ranger Reconnaissance Detachment had done the recon work for Ranger Battalions, but now they were getting absorbed into Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) operations and expanding into a company-sized element called the Ranger Reconnaissance Company or RRC, which would keep them doing recce missions for Delta Force or whoever else. Years later, I found out that they took part in the Omega Program, in which RRC seconded Rangers to the CIA, but I knew nothing about that at the time. So now each of our three battalions needed its own recon team. This was the first deployment for our recon teams. It was mine, too.

The tents we were in were called GP mediums, the GP standing for General Purpose. They are just OD green canvas tents that we were crammed into on cots alongside our rucksacks, black tough boxes, rifles, and the occasional portable DVD player or game console scattered around. I had brought about a dozen books with me, planning to read up on Alexander the Great and the Nepalese Gurkhas, both of which had history in this part of the world. The boys soon scored a bootleg copy of Team America: World Police, and I shit you not, they watched it several times a day.

The other new thing about us was our facial hair. Rangers were notorious for their spit-and-polish image. We had a little blue book filled with Ranger standards that were followed to the letter; it had to be kept in our uniform pocket at all times. This wasn’t Special Forces (Green Berets); there was no room for deviation. (Go figure, the regiment is very regimented.) Anyway, we had a “high-and-tight” haircut that had to be fresh every Monday morning. Frankly, it was a stupid-looking haircut that made us look like giant penises. All that was changing now. Our regimental command sergeant major rightly pointed out that our distinctive Ranger haircuts were an OPSEC violation in and of itself: You can take the patches off your uniform, but when a whole battalion of dudes with high-and-tights shows up, everyone knows they are Rangers. Furthermore, recce and snipers were expected to do low-visibility work, sometimes dressed in indigenous garb. All recce and snipers were ordered to grow out their hair and beards. Having a beard was also kind of a status symbol in special operations; it meant you were one of the “cool guys.” This led to quite a bit of consternation in the regiment. The old guard just could not let go of their high-and-tight haircut.

Randy, who was the recce platoon sergeant, was already on the ground when we arrived, as he had deployed with the advanced party. He helped us get off to a good rolling start as we relieved 2nd Ranger Battalion, who were now heading home. We had to get familiarized with our NSTVs, or nonstandard tactical vehicles. These were Toyota Hilux pickup trucks that had been modified with some improvised armor: chest plates strapped in the doors; racks installed for radios; tow straps prepositioned; generally packed with spare magazines and hand grenades. The recce guys were to use them for close-target reconnaissance, and I often found myself riding with them.

When my first live operation happened, Joe and I split up on the objective. Some of you have this vision of a sniper/spotter team formed from the Vietnam experience, Carlos Hathcock in Elephant Valley. Yeah, I read that book, too, but this wasn’t ’Nam. As Ranger snipers, we normally worked in a direct action capacity, supporting the assault elements on the ground. My first operation was an example of this.

Our ground assault force convoy pulled up to the objective. I jumped off the Humvee I was in and dashed up a cliff. I had an idea where I was going from looking at the maps and other imagery products we had during mission planning. At the top of the hill, I found a small shrub that would serve as concealment but not cover. I pretty much got into position just after the assault force hit the compound. From my vantage point, I was able to scan ahead of the assault teams with the high-powered optics on my SR-25 as the Rangers below leapfrogged from building to building. Once the compound was announced to be secure, I turned around and pulled security on our perimeter.

The mission went down without a hitch, though I don’t recall that we found any bad guys. This was 2004, and the U.S. military was in the eye of the storm. American military forces had shocked and awed the Taliban and Al-Qaeda, sending them fleeing for Pakistan, if they were lucky. A lot of them were just killed outright. My battalion conducted a combat jump on an airfield in Afghanistan during that first deployment. Now we were looking for Taliban holdouts and Al-Qaeda foreign fighters.

What the larger plan for Afghanistan was, if one existed, was never articulated to me. Our instructions were to keep up the pressure on the Taliban and the Haqqani network. Our regimental commander visited at one point and said he didn’t care if we hit dry holes to keep the pressure on the enemy. That never made much sense to me, because if it is a truly dry hole you are hitting, all you are doing is pissing off the locals and missing the enemy by a mile. How that keeps pressure on them is difficult to understand.

My second mission with Charlie Company came perhaps a week later. I found myself laying my SR-25 on the hood of one of our Humvees and pulling security. This was early on in the war in Afghanistan. The Taliban had been roused during the initial invasion and were still on their heels, trying to get their shit together. Sometimes we would go weeks in between missions. Joe and I made use of our spare time to train: We often went out to the range and fired our sniper rifles, practiced range estimation, reconfigured our gear. Joe taught me how to shoot a pistol, which I had really sucked at up until his instruction. On other occasions the recce teams would do ad hoc training missions in which one team had to recce out a target designated on our FOB while the other team acted as the enemy aggressor. Sometimes these training missions could be a lot of fun and all kinds of hijinks would ensue.

Charlie Company had their fun, too. I remember young Leo Jenkins, one of the company medics, participated in a classic Ranger birthday tradition. He and a few other guys flex-cuffed a Charlie Company Ranger to the fence that surrounded our compound and covered him in shaving cream; they left him out there and went back to their tent to watch episodes of Friends on DVD. Eventually, someone came over and set him loose. On one of my birthdays, the guys got me good back at Benning. They flex-cuffed me, covered me in shoe polish and shaving cream, then threw me in the shower. While I was walking back to the barracks to clean myself up, several groups of Rangers waved and wished me happy birthday.

Another mission came down to us: to go and capture a Taliban intelligence officer named Jamal Adin. We hit the compound at night, and ol’ Jamal and his pals were marched outside the front gate blindfolded and flex-cuffed. I noticed that all of our prisoners were shaking like French soldiers. That was when I realized that these Taliban goons were not used to dealing with American soldiers who follow a code of conduct. They thought we would behave the way they did, or perhaps like the Russian troops who had been in Afghanistan in the seventies and eighties. These dudes thought we were about to execute them. Of course, this was not to be the case. We also found a decent-sized cache of weapons and ammunition on the compound, which was at the top of a hill. I got to carry one of those wooden crates down the hill on my shoulder. Soon we were off on another midnight ride through dusty streets, navigating through the green tint of night vision goggles. Jamal Adin was released a few weeks later due to lack of evidence.

Afghanistan was a frustrating experience in many ways. It was 2004 and no one was sure if we had won the war or not. No one thought we would be in that country a decade and a half later.



CHAPTER 2

Friendly Fire Isn’t

AFGHANISTAN IS A DIFFICULT place to explain if you haven’t been there. It is beautiful, deadly, and beyond maddening all at the same time, but this has always been the case for soldiers in that country since time immemorial. Alexander knew this. The Russians knew this. We should have known better.

The terrain reminded me of Robert Howard’s fictional Afghulistan in his Conan novels: sharp crags withered away by centuries of cold and wind, jagged ridgelines, flat expanses that look like the surface of the moon. You might believe you are on a different planet. Kids walk up to you with wide eyes, curious but standing off at a distance, just watching. Nomads pass leading a camel. Men with broken teeth sit around for days at a time picking at their feet. Afghans feud with one another and hold grudges for decades if not longer. I learned early that local conflicts involve local people, and the fighting often happens regardless of American troops in the area. We’re not always as important to the local people as we might like to believe we are.

In subsequent years, various Afghan expats and other apologists have pointed to some mythical era in 1960s Kabul when liberated chicks wore skirts and attended college. Afghanistan was a nature preserve for bunny rabbits until evil Western colonial powers showed up, or so they say. This is a load of bullshit. Sure, Kabul was okay for a certain class of people for a brief period of time, but Afghanistan has always been tribal, primitive, and ungovernable. If you took away the cell phone, the automobile, and the AK-47, then the people of Afghanistan would be indistinguishable from those living in the times of Jesus, all flip-flops and man pajamas.

But Afghanistan also offered an allure to a young man like me. In each valley was the unknown, a new adventure, something that few had ever laid eyes on or, if they had, probably hadn’t lived to tell the tale. This was very much the opposite of the dreary predictable lives that we had back home, where every day was exactly the same, where we were all expected to fall into sequence, where we followed a predictable life trajectory as dictated by social norms that someone we’d never met laid down a long time ago. From my perspective, combat would prove that I existed.

It was my feeling that our lives were just a series of false faces, unrealities projected on one another because we were so afraid of the truth. But in combat, one could see and experience the truth, because when the bullets started flying, there was no place to hide.

As I’ve grown older, I have not really changed my mind about this. It seems that spending your youth fighting and dying alongside other young men in combat is a much more powerful and important experience than that had by others of my age who attended college and led comfortable lives. They got to fall in love with the cute girl in the school library while my peers and I were fighting in Afghanistan and Iraq, but it is truly those most difficult times that come to define who you are as a man.

Back then, I had no idea how true that would be.

•  •  •

Some of the coolest missions were the ones that never went down, although you might argue that this was for the better, considering the risks that were often involved.

In one instance, we were all given these massive horse pills to start taking, which would supposedly help fight altitude sickness when we were scheduled to be inserted into the Hindu Kush Mountains to take down some Iranian Al-Qaeda member. Snipers and the recce teams were to insert ahead of the main assault element while pre-assault fires from U.S. fighter aircraft would be ongoing. Due to the high altitude, there would only be two or three guys on each MH-60 helicopter. After high winds and a little math were taken into account, it became clear that long-range sniper shots would be out of the question. While we got eyes on target, the Ranger element in Bagram would fast-rope in from MH-47 helicopters. In the end, the whole mission got scrubbed.

In another instance, “Other Governmental Agency,” or OGA, asked Joe and me to provide sniper support for one of their operations. The CIA’s paramilitary component is called Ground Branch, and they worked with indigenous commandos whom they trained out of the nearby FOB Chapman. We were going to go in and hit a series of three compounds and provide sniper support, but that one ended up not getting the green light. I never found out why, but this isn’t uncommon. Maybe the target moved, maybe the intel just never panned out.

In another strange would-be mission, Joe and I were told that a “non-American” entity was holding an Al-Qaeda leader’s family who had divulged his location. After we bombed the living hell out of the target, Joe and I were tasked to mop up whoever was left standing. But military planners could not make sense of the information until they realized that they were looking at the wrong valley—it was actually the next valley system up on the map they had. Just another mission that never ended up happening for reasons that were never really explained.

•  •  •

Others did get the green light. Charlie Company hit three targets in one night, taking down an illicit passport-making operation. Joe and I provided sniper support. By now I had taken to carrying an AK-47 with me in the vehicle in case of an ambush or other short-range engagement in which my SR would be unwieldy.

Things took on a new level of cool when Little Bird helicopters showed up at our FOB one night. We were going to have one night of training for an aerial platform support mission, then, during the next period of darkness, we were going hot for a high-value-target strike against a Taliban leader. Remember, I was a twenty-one-year-old Ranger. I was living out every special operations dude’s dreams. In the past, this was stuff that probably only seasoned Delta Force operators got to do. Since 9/11, things had changed. Everyone was expected to step up to the mission before them.

Since I had never fired a sniper rifle, or any weapon, from a helicopter, I asked Joe if he could give me a little class on how to go about it. Joe was a sniper god, as far as I was concerned, and knew his precision marksmanship forward and back. He was a shorter guy with sandy-colored hair and a long red beard, which was why we would joke that he looked Chechen. In conversation, I learned that he had grown up all over the world and had a pretty rough upbringing prior to joining the army. Joe was a tough customer, and this definitely wasn’t his first rodeo.

“It’s simple,” Joe replied. “You know how you have to lead a moving target?”

“Sure.”

When you fire a bullet at long range, depending on the range and the type of bullet, it could take a second or a second and a half before your bullet impacts its target. This is called time of flight. When you are shooting at a moving target, you need to lead him—that is, fire in front of where he is when you pull the trigger, so that he walks into the bullet by the time it arrives at his location. You are shooting where your target will be rather than where he is.

“So, it is just the opposite: You are the moving target, because you are on a helicopter,” Joe replied matter-of-factly. “So you just use a reverse lead and fire behind the target.”

Wait.

What?!

Eventually, I got up to speed on how to snap-link myself to the exterior pod on the Little Bird so I didn’t fall off (that’s important), how to snap-link my SR-25 to myself so I didn’t lose it in flight (that is also important), and how to fire at any enemy combatants. The safety aspect isn’t a joke. One time a Little Bird landed on an incline. The Delta operator on the pod got off and moved out, not realizing that the pitch of the rotors was tilted due to the incline. The rotor blades took off the top of his head. His teammates found the top of his helmet with the top of his skull inside it, sheared off in a perfect straight line.

It was actually pretty straightforward. I would straddle the pod as if I were riding a horse, John Wayne–style. The SR would just lie in my lap, and I would use my infrared laser—which I could see with my PVS-14 night vision goggles—to shoot any bad guys. At night, the pilots walked us through a familiarization of their aircraft before we got started. The Little Bird is like a little black egg of death, one that can deliver troops on target or be specially outfitted with machine guns and rocket pods.

Targets were set up on a nearby range for us that night. We snapped into the pod on the Little Bird, gave the pilots a thumbs-up, and lifted off. So, do you think riding outside a helicopter in flight, during the night, under night vision, and shooting guns from it sounds cool? Well, I won’t lie to you. It fucking is. Joe and I lit up some targets that night as the Little Birds took us overhead on several passes. The SR would chirp in my lap as I oriented the IR laser onto the targets and squeezed the trigger again and again. Then the pilot would bank and peel off, with me suddenly looking straight down at the ground below.

The following night, we were waiting around for the green light for our mission, and I got to talking to the pilot. He seemed like a super-cool dude. He told me that this was his last combat operation before he went home to run the flight simulator and train new pilots. Needless to say, he was hoping to go out with a bang and really wanted the assault force from Charlie Company to get their man. Before long, word came down from higher. Charlie Company had launched their ground assault force in Humvees. We waited back at the FOB, timing our departure so that the air and ground elements would arrive on target at the same time. These dudes definitely knew what they were doing. If you read about the history of special operations forces, you will notice that 160th was created after the Desert One debacle in Iran. In 1980, the newly established Delta Force was tasked to rescue American hostages held in Iran, but the mission was a failure, largely due to conventional helicopters being used; America simply did not have a special operations aviation capability back then. Afterward, this very special helicopter unit was formed to undertake the most dangerous missions in the most adverse conditions.

After an hour or so, the pilots cranked their engines and we lifted off. It was winter in Afghanistan, and I had come prepared. I wore a heavy Columbia winter jacket over my plate carrier. Under that I had on more snivel gear, because I was expecting to be turned into an icicle on the side of this Little Bird. I was excited and ready to roll. Once the pilot brought his helicopter around and nosed us in the proper direction, he hauled ass. I was John Wayning it on the pod, which became an endurance event for my abs due to the wind pushing me backward. We blasted over mountains, dusty dirt roads, valleys, and walled compounds that looked empty aside from the faint traces of light that you could see only under night vision.
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