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In memory of my son, Philip McKinley Schwalm.
Here’s what you never got to see.



ONE




THE WORLD TRADE CENTER was smoldering, and the nation had joined together in one voice demanding retribution. “Find who did this. Make them pay.” Gathered from Special Operations Forces across the Department of Defense, we sat in a windowless room at U.S. Special Operations Command in Tampa, Florida, discussing what our brothers would need to satisfy that demand. The Navy SEALs and Army Special Forces officers gathered with me that day would be sitting out the first phases of Operation Enduring Freedom. We were going to miss the big dance in Afghanistan scheduled for the fall of 2001.


For most of us, our war-fighting days were behind us. We no longer endured the wet and cold until our jaws and abdomens ached, or the crunching of bones after parachuting out of a night sky. The days of chasing black rubber boats on a dark sea and letting our kids grow up without us were gone.


Now we would suffer a different feeling of absence: watching through a telescope from Tampa, focused on Afghanistan ten thousand miles away, as our brothers in the teams we had left fought the war we had all trained to fight, in the land that was home to Al Qaeda. Our job as staff officers was to man the mother ship and make sure they didn’t lose.


In early October 2001, Dov Zakheim, the comptroller for the Department of Defense at the time, gave U.S. Special Operations Command (or SOCOM) around $1.8 billion to fund the fight in Afghanistan. My group’s mission was to prioritize the spending of that money. All of SOCOM’s elite units, from Fort Bragg, North Carolina, to Coronado, California, had put in their requests. Their wish lists included everything they might need to infiltrate Afghanistan and destroy the Taliban government that had facilitated the terrorist strikes of September 11, 2001. No request would be denied; nothing was too expensive. Our only limiting factor was time: We couldn’t buy everything fast enough. The units had what they really needed: a big chunk of ground, a mission that allowed for the maximum latitude of action at the lowest level, and a mouth-watering number of targets. I was one of the Army Special Forces officers at the table and, ostensibly, the leader of the group, though I often felt like a hood ornament on a race car.


My fellow Green Berets would join up with friendly Afghan warlords and call in air strikes that would hopefully pulverize Taliban strongholds. Other Special Operations units would sniff the air for signals betraying the location of influential Taliban or Al Qaeda members. Then our specially trained and exquisitely armed athletes would pile into black helicopters and disappear into the night to hunt these men down.


Our job was to make one master list from all the wish lists sent by the components. The men who would be working on the ground in Afghanistan took top priority. As we went through the possible outcomes of the situation, our list evolved. But in the rush to deliver justice in a remote part of the world and make life difficult for those who parked airplanes in office towers, one thing was easily overlooked: the need to preserve the legitimacy of our mission.


How would the world judge our actions? Right then, none of us cared. We were heady with the sense that we had absolute license to do anything we wanted to in order to kill whoever had destroyed so many lives in a single horrific day.


The world was watching, and most of its nations were cheering the United States on, memorializing those lost by lighting candles and laying flowers at our embassies. But how long would that attitude endure? I would hazard that no one anywhere in the Department of Defense, probably in the entire U.S. government, was worried about a potential loss of rapport with the world. The United States had been cut and wounded, humiliated. The global community rallied behind us, and the mandate from the American people to her war machine was simple: “Go get them. Get them all. Make them pay.” No one in the Department of Defense needed any prodding, and such enthusiasm was particularly intense among the Special Operations Forces, or SOF, the elite units funded by SOCOM.


For the sake of clarity, Special Forces (like the word paraphernalia, never written in the singular) are only those soldiers who have successfully completed the Special Forces qualification course and have a very specific purpose in life: unconventional warfare. The broad banner term, Special Operations Forces, or SOF, encompasses the Navy SEALs, select Marines, Army Rangers, Air Force pararescue (or PJs, as they are known), select Army Psychological Operation and Civil Affairs personnel, and a cadre of highly trained pilots with an exquisitely equipped fleet of airplanes and helicopters. I will focus on the SOF that operate on the ground, and of that set, the ones who famously wear green berets. That said, the uninitiated—which is everyone outside of the SOF community—require some background.


Broadly speaking, there are two types of SOF: Daniel Boone and Superman.


Superman is what most Americans believe the SOF soldier to be: a barrel-chested freedom fighter capable of bench-pressing twice his body weight and wielding lethal gadgets with an easy expertise. He practices martial arts to the point of being lethal in a fistfight. Those guys exist, and they have my unfailing respect. But of the fifty thousand people who fall within the purview of Special Operations Command in Tampa, Florida—the mother ship, if you will—fewer than five thousand meet that description.


The Superman of SOF is without equal in the world, probably in history. Collectively, these men, with their training and equipment, are a killing machine sine pari. To illustrate, when Superman arrives, he usually says, “I’m here to kill somebody. Where is he?” If you are that carbon-based life form and identifiable to Superman, you are probably going to die at his hands. People standing near you at the time of the hit are not going to fare well either.


I have heard it said, and seen it borne out in the real world, that efficiency is the enemy of effectiveness. In other words, if you have to ask how much Superman costs, you don’t understand the nature of what he does. Superman performs and consumes like a Ferrari race car. If you’re driving a Ferrari, you probably don’t care about the cost of gas or the impact of your exhaust on the planet. It’s a Ferrari. It doesn’t just go fast. It goes fast well. Likewise, Superman doesn’t just kill the enemy. Superman kills the enemy well with an alacrity and precision bordering on the preternatural.


Most Army Special Forces soldiers, on the other hand, are more like Daniel Boone and they move very differently. We’re a group numbering around sixty-five hundred, and our primary mission is entirely different. That mission is unconventional warfare, or UW. Unlike Superman, when we show up we might say, “Hello, and how is everyone today? Good. So, we’re here to train you to use your stuff more effectively and maybe bring in some American air power if we need it. But hey, while we’re waiting, how’s everybody feeling? Huh? Anybody sick or wounded? Got a pregnant wife? Girlfriend? Both? No problem. We’re here to help.” And so we begin our encounters with questions focused not on the enemy but, rather, on those we are sent to train. We are sent to train and fight alongside what we affectionately refer to as the “indig” (short for “indigenous forces”). The idea behind SF is that other countries should fight their own wars unless U.S. national interests are directly at risk, in which case we need to send Superman and maybe a cast of thousands for a conventional ground fight.


That requirement to dialog with foreign nationals compels SF soldiers to know languages and possess communication skills capable of transcending cultures. When I say “transcend cultures,” I mean more than not showing the bottom of your foot to a person from the Arabian Peninsula or refraining from patting a person from South Asia on top of his head. I mean understanding that when you’re talking to a military officer from Saudi Arabia, keep the conversation away from anything having to do with the Palestinian Territories. I mean knowing when you’re talking to a Turkish colonel the mention of a Kurd in anything but a pejorative context may close doors.


While SF may on occasion appear to act like an armed version of the Peace Corps, we are, at our core, soldiers, which means we are killers, and no less killers than Superman and crew. But where Superman intends traumatic amputation, SF brings cancer. We make the body, the host, kill itself. As amputation usually kills faster than cancer, unconventional warfare is unfortunately time consuming. As Superman devours money and equipment, Daniel Boone demands time, and this temporal reality hurts the cause of UW.


The reality in the twenty-first century is that Superman is always the first choice when the guy in the White House decides to employ U.S. armed forces, SOF or otherwise, and the decision is always predicated on a timetable. One word defines that timetable: elections.


Superman promises to get wherever the geopolitical fire is burning, put it out, and get back before anyone knows he’s gone. Daniel promises to get to the fire, enter the house, find a corner not immediately threatened by the conflagration, and begin an assessment process, the length of which may cost him his marriage.


From that UW skill-set, we learned how to help a body heal itself. The other side of the UW mission is counterinsurgency, or COIN. (Actually, there was another term, Foreign Internal Defense, but the U.S. government forgot how to spell it after Vietnam.) Since we understand how to foment insurgency, we know how to quell insurgency. Like check forgers and computer hackers who work for the Justice Department, just so, Green Berets can advise governments on what to do in the face of a violent insurgency.


Superman goes, does, and leaves. Daniel Boone goes, does, and stays and stays and stays. In the end, both come to the same place: killing somebody. The question then becomes who pulls the trigger.


Killing people, breaking things (the euphemism for “making war”), and then leaving quickly the destruction thus created are the organizational focus of most SOF units. In the Army Special Forces community, we perform these kinds of missions, but we also spend a lot of time thinking about how America’s actions affect the locals.


Popularly known as the Green Berets—the guys with the ballad by Barry Sadler (number one for five weeks in 1966) and the headgear shared with the British Royal Marines and the Girl Scouts—the Army Special Forces were established in 1952. President Kennedy christened us with the signature headgear in 1962, and we strive to live our motto, de oppresso liber (roughly, “liberate the oppressed”) and put into practice the one thing we do better than any other arm of the U.S. military: wage unconventional warfare.


Conventional warfare is the traditional, symmetrical, large-scale fight, conducted with tanks, warships, large formations of aircraft, an endless supply of cruise missiles, and hundreds of thousands of men and women in uniform. Unconventional warfare is categorically different. It is the art of using another country’s indigenous forces to fight in support of U.S. national interests. It is messy, asymmetrical, and can be very expensive in ways that reach far beyond money. If you mishandle this type of warfare there is hell to pay regarding reputations and lost relationships. Think of the Bay of Pigs in 1961.


But this fall day in Tampa, I noticed that there was no budget for unconventional warfare operations in Afghanistan. People in the halls of SOCOM were talking about UW, like a big party that someone was going to have because her parents were out of town. But no one had considered how such an approach would be paid for. There was no budget for arming guerrilla forces. I had heard of something called a Northern Alliance, a group of indigenous fighters that battled the Taliban. And I knew that the 5th Special Forces Group, the Green Berets from Fort Campbell, Kentucky, were in the lead to go to Afghanistan with pallets of equipment packed and hundreds of men waiting for the green light to commence the reckoning. The SOCOM leadership, generals and admirals, kept discussing a UW campaign, but no one addressed funding such an approach. I decided I needed to bring it to the table of my group.


“How much will it cost to do UW in Afghanistan?” I asked. The responses around the room were telling. The SEALs looked around at each other blankly. Though they knew what I was talking about, they couldn’t care less about it. They don’t train for unconventional warfare, nor are they meant to conduct it. But the Special Forces guys enthusiastically embraced the need to carve out funding for UW. This difference in reactions speaks volumes to the difference between SF and the rest of SOF, the rest of the Defense Department.


Conventional warfare is like a bayonet, designed to kill directly. The Special Operations component, or the SEALs, can be equally lethal, but they’re like scalpels. Unconventional warfare is a Swiss Army knife, with many modes, some of them subtle and indirect. Yes, there is a sharp blade, but it’s far from being a bayonet, and it comes attached to a screwdriver, a tiny pair of scissors, a corkscrew, a toothpick, and a multitude of other devices not intended to do any serious cutting.


By design, Army Special Forces conduct combat operations arm in arm with men and women from other countries. The only other organization in the U.S. government with this nonstandard design feature of playing well with others is the CIA, and this part of the CIA is very small, numbering in the hundreds.


Other branches of the U.S. military can do some of this, but not by design. And the return on investment for SEALs, Rangers, and others of the SOF doing what SF is capable of is not worth the effort. Imagine removing the cork from a wine bottle using a scalpel. Sure, it’s possible. Now imagine using a bayonet. Not pretty.


Green Berets get to know the people of other countries where we train (and fight) and do so intimately. Our goal: to ensure legitimacy and win rapport among people that our military is unaccustomed to worrying about very much. Our success in pursuing our interests anywhere in the world can be measured along these lines. When we have legitimacy and rapport, our folks can walk freely without body armor among the people—and rip the very heart out of the enemy’s ability to operate there. Legitimacy brings intimacy, and intimacy brings understanding—and victory. Like lovers, we get to know the people by way of an intimacy born of wanting to help. Once we have their trust we often find that we didn’t know what we were getting into.


Our training during the six-month-long qualification course hammers home the value of waging war this way. An SF team of ten to twelve guys may be the only Americans the local people will ever meet. They make a small footprint and work in relative isolation. They live or die on their talent for unconventional warfare.


In 2001, sitting around that table in Tampa, the challenge of finding and killing the violent radicals who were bent on bleeding the United States through a thousand cuts was so immediately compelling that it was perhaps easy to overlook the principles of unconventional warfare that we in SF consider so important. Today, those principles, founded on an indirect approach, should be front and center anywhere America seeks to bend the shape of the world in line with its interests. I learned their power years ago. I earned my green beret in 1993 and went on to serve as the commander responsible for training officers at the schoolhouse in Fort Bragg, North Carolina, training known as the Army Special Forces qualification course. We call it the “Q course.”


My purpose in telling the story of my journey into the Special Forces is to show how, more than ever, the principles and ideas of unconventional warfare deserve to emerge from the shadows and inform our security policy at the highest level. Though our brand of war fighting is but a niche in the Department of Defense, it deserves to stand as the model for U.S. engagement abroad. As we draw down our large conventional forces and rely increasingly on firing Hellfire missiles from drone aircraft piloted remotely from sites in Nevada, it is critical that we remain in contact with the people on the ground. Without the people accepting us and our cause, we are occupiers, at best tolerated and at worst despised. The British during the American Revolution, the French in Spain during the time of Napoleon, and the Soviets in Afghanistan in the last century are lessons in the result of losing the favor of the people. The people are the prize unless you plan to obliterate them.


Gone is the spirit that moved people around the globe, in the days following 9/11, to light candles in memory of our dead. There are no crowds cheering us as liberators. We have buried thousands of Americans and have broken the bodies of thousands more. We’ll never know how many noncombatants died and suffered as collateral damage. In a war for hearts and minds, the number of enemy dead becomes irrelevant. Our legitimacy as a guarantor of peace without fear, and stability without tyranny, must be the new metric of victory. My own journey taught me to regard one tenet of war as sacrosanct: The most powerful army is useless in the pursuit of peace if the world regards it not as a policeman, but a bully.


Through this book, I aim to show that America’s stunning success in Afghanistan in 2001 and our equally remarkable success in western Iraq in 2003 were not flukes but the product of our deft application of a mode of warfare discounted in the days of a twenty-four-hour news cycle. Unconventional warfare derives its power from a sophisticated blend of diplomacy and shocking violence—drawn from principles and behaviors that should guide our decision-makers before they ever again send the bayonet, the scalpel, and the Swiss Army knives into battle. I came to understand these principles the hard way. This is one Green Beret’s story.




TWO




I HAVE HEARD IT SAID among leaders from every profession that success is a habit. It took me quite some time to form that habit. My first attempt to climb out of the pack and join the ranks of the Special Operations elite began with a catastrophic failure. It happened in 1985, at the U.S. Army Ranger course.


Rangers have long been known as the Army’s elite light infantry. Never shy to say “Rangers Lead the Way,” they served with distinction in World War II, leading the charge up the heavily defended cliffs at Normandy’s Pointe du Hoc. From the American Revolution to the present day, Rangers in combat are the stuff of Hollywood legend, and they have certainly earned it.


In January 1985, with seven months on as a second lieutenant beginning his army career, I signed into Fort Benning, Georgia, at a place known as Harmony Church. My wife drove her twenty-two-year-old second lieutenant, fresh from the Armor officer basic course in Fort Knox (a six-month gentlemen’s course intended to introduce new officers to the Army and show them how to command tank units) and dropped him off near a long line of nearly bald men waiting to begin the two-month Ranger course. As she drove away, the men in the line looked at me and snickered.


My coiffed hair—that is, long enough to be coiffed, though within regulation—made me stand out like a beacon in an environment where anonymity was highly prized. As I joined the line, the men at the end turned and took my full measure. Unimpressed, they were moved to pity.


“Damn, LT,” said one man, pulling a knife from his belt. “Why are you wearing all this shit?”


“What?”


“You don’t wear rank here, sir.” That was the last time I heard “sir” for several weeks. I knew we went through the course without rank, but I hadn’t been instructed to remove the marks that told the world who I was before this moment. The soldier started cutting my gold bar and tank insignia from my collar. Another man cut the stitches on my other patches with the tip of the knife. My fellow students worked quickly, and soon I was wearing the appropriate uniform. I had a pocket of mangled cloth with frayed threads and an ego in a similar state.


At the front of the line, a gigantic man in a long-sleeved black sweatshirt loomed in the doorway, peering out over the heads of the students in front of me.


“What the fuck are you studs doing?” he inquired.


“Squaring this Ranger away, Sergeant,” came the reply.


The man eyed me hard. “See if you can do something about his hair.” He turned and disappeared into the building. Comments about my hair would continue throughout the evening.


I thought we would be given the opportunity to get a haircut upon signing in, likewise to remove patches and generally get ourselves ready to go. With the clarity of a slap across the face, I began to understand how grossly I had underestimated what I was attempting. Additionally, I realized I was a lightning rod in a storm where God was slinging down the heavy stuff. As we continued to draw equipment and fill out paperwork to begin our Ranger training, the Ranger instructors (famously known as RIs) let me know I was unwelcome. I understood this to all be the result of my hair. When we were finally released to sleep, I walked into the latrine and shaved my head with disposable razors. It took about twenty minutes. When I was finished, I was bald, safe, and, for the moment, legitimate.


Such was the beginning of my sad effort to separate myself from the pack of Army officers who didn’t attend Ranger school.


Designed to test one’s ability to think and plan while under conditions of extreme duress, the Ranger course is the first taste of what life might be like in the world of Special Operations, a term that I could not define at the time. In 1985, that duress was induced through food and sleep deprivation while conducting small-unit missions, specifically patrolling. Ranger school taught and then assessed small-unit tactics, albeit in a remarkably stressful setting and with little ambiguity. But as everyone around me seemed to know what was coming, I felt clueless. And this ambiguity was born of my own ignorance.


So why did I attempt Ranger school at all? Why not just be a good Army officer, regardless of special training, and go about my merry way? I, like most people uninitiated with a world defined as elite by those who speak with authority, was enamored with the thought of being special.


Early on as an ROTC cadet, I learned that all real leaders in the Army had Ranger tabs. Including the most senior generals in charge and all the senior NCOs around them, everybody who was anybody had the coveted “black and gold,” as the Ranger tab in its color form is called. One had but to watch the actions of soldiers in a group to see that a Ranger tab conferred alpha male status to the bearer. Once, during a six-week summer training exercise at Fort Bragg, the importance of a Ranger tab was explained objectively. As several hundred ROTC cadets looked on, all the officers who were Ranger qualified were brought before us, and the merits of having successfully completed the fifty-eight days of hell were explained. With eyes wide open and mouths agape, we officer-wannabes learned that the men standing before us were Rangers, embodying all that was good in Army leaders.


Thus my thoughts ran: I was to be an officer; officers are leaders in the Army; all good leaders in the Army have Ranger tabs; ergo, in order to be a good Army officer, I needed a Ranger tab.


Though Ranger school was famously difficult, I was twenty-two years old, still immortal, and fully believed that it would be hard but not that hard. I was relatively fit and had completed all the training scenarios the Army had ever thrown at me. I believed that it would all come together, and that I’d pass Ranger school. Maybe not honor grad, but hey, who knows. It can’t be that hard, right?


But boy was I wrong. I was mentally and physically unprepared to be trying what most people consider the most intense leader-training course in the world. To think I was still smoking cigarettes as I prepared for Ranger school defies all logic, unless one considers my ignorance at the time. The Marine Corps even sent men to the Army Ranger course—it was that good as a leader-development tool—and I had the idea I might just breeze right through it.


Over the course of the forty days I survived Ranger school, I came to understand what it meant to have nearly apostolic devotion to the Army. In the early days of training, a Ranger officer pulled the other officers in the course into a small circle and explained to us that it was acceptable to the Army if we died during training, that student deaths were understood to be the cost of making the men who populated the Ranger battalions. I listened to a man fall down in the dark on the side of Hawk Mountain in north Georgia and remember the blue pallor of his face under the glare of flashlights when we could not revive him. The medics told us later his core body temperature was ninety-four degrees. Conversely, I watched men fake injury in order to terminate training. Ranger school was designed to not just test endurance but commitment, honor. In order to quit, to just raise one’s hand and say “enough,” a soldier had to sign a letter of lack of motivation. An LLOM (each letter pronounced in the saying of the acronym) was tantamount to confessing to being a pedophile. No one, not any officer or soldier in any branch, would ever embrace a man who signed an LLOM. The Army made it so by the esteem shown those who had earned the tab. If the best leaders had Ranger tabs, then those without might be good, maybe, but those who had tried and quit—not failed, quit—they were bad. While quitting occurred to me almost immediately upon arrival, the thought was repugnant.


Actually, I made it through the hard stuff. But thanks to a bad ration and the accompanying food poisoning, I was misdiagnosed with a ruptured appendix about halfway through the course. When I came to after the surgery, I was lighter by the weight of a healthy appendix and had a six-inch incision bisecting the front of my stomach. The following day, the doctor who had called for the invasive procedure dropped by to see how I was doing and apologized for making the bad call. I blew into a plastic tube, raising a small ball up a scale, thereby ensuring I would not contract pneumonia, and listened as my attending physician made the following remarks.


“You really didn’t need the surgery. But hey, look at this way: You’ll never have to worry about your appendix rupturing. And you’ll be getting a nice vacation. No lifting anything over fifteen pounds for two weeks, no driving for six weeks, and you’re on convalescent leave for thirty days starting today.”


“When can I go back to Ranger school?” I asked, contemplating my situation. I had failed the test emotionally, physically, by every dimension. The bad ration was just a curtain call to a similarly bad performance. Even if I had successfully completed the course I would have never been proud of how I had comported myself. But I got it now, where “it” was a standard of conduct I have never witnessed, only read about. I was ready to get ready, to go back with feet like a Sherpa and the mind of an ox if that’s what it took to succeed in, not just survive, Ranger school.


“Oh hey, Lieutenant, that’s at least six months away. You can’t do any strenuous activity until those stomach muscles have fully healed. Yeah, at least six months.”


My convalescent leave would be longer than the entire course, and then I would have to start from scratch to prepare my body. The Army was not going to pay me to hang out at Fort Benning waiting to go back. I would be shipped to my first real duty assignment as an armor officer and would arrive gutted.


Upon leaving, the doctor smiled like a kid who just hid a frog in your car’s gas tank, and I never saw him again. He who should have diagnosed me with food poisoning had instead ripped my stomach apart and started me down a path of self-doubt. I would now go to my first assignment as a second lieutenant who had failed fabulously at trying to earn a Ranger tab. I would walk into rooms with other officers who sported the coveted black and gold and see their eyes go to my left shoulder looking for the sign that I was part of the club, the club of alpha males, the guys who had endured two months of the most severe training. Without actual combat as a measure of an officer’s mettle and propensity to lead, there was Ranger school. And the door had been slammed and riveted shut.


The notion of chasing the doctor down the hall and beating him to death with my IV stand did occur to me, but it vanished as I tried to sit up. For my entire tenure as a commissioned officer (twenty years), my incision, my Ranger tab as I came to refer to it, oozed due to the shoddy stitch job the good doctor gave me. It served as my constant reminder of the failure that began my military career, a failure I swore never to repeat. I have a collection of brown Army underwear stained in the front at the waistband with blood. I came to know that I needed to lose weight when it didn’t bleed, as I was packing a layer of fat over it.


——


Following that sixty-day convalescent leave (thirty from Ranger school and another thirty from the hospital at Fort Benning), my first assignment was to an armor battalion in Wildflecken, West Germany, beginning in April of 1985. Somehow, everyone had heard of my failure. My first company commander welcomed me to the unit, and during the course of the initial interview he explained that I was due to take the Army physical fitness test. I was still on profile with a note from the doctor saying what I could and could not reasonably be expected to do. Before I could begin the embarrassing story of how my stomach was still seeping blood and that I wasn’t supposed to strain harder than one might experience during a particularly difficult bowel movement, my commander explained that officers don’t have profiles and that no officer in his command would ever hide behind a piece of paper delivered by some medical idiot in order to avoid leading by example.


The next morning, after seventy pushups followed by seventy situps and as I started the two-mile run, the bottom of my shirt darkened with blood as the muscles strained against nondissolving sutures.


Welcome to the Army.


I spent three years in Germany, leaving in May of 1988, having led a tank platoon, a reconnaissance platoon on the now-defunct East-West German border, and finishing as the executive officer for a tank company, the second-in-command to a captain. Dogged by my failure at Ranger school, I was determined to show that I could perform with the best the Army had, that the Department of Defense had. While I couldn’t go back to Ranger school for a second shot as an armor officer, I could change branches and volunteer for Special Forces, the Green Berets.


I had not yet met anybody who was Special Forces qualified, and my view of the shadowy world of Special Operations stood solely on popular icons of movie fame. I wasn’t sure exactly what SF guys did, but I knew it had to be physically demanding. I wanted to succeed at something really difficult. I quit smoking and took up running, training for a marathon, just because it seemed like the right thing to do. Undaunted and ignorant of what I was trying to accomplish, I began to take all the lessons I had learned at Ranger school and prepared for a radical departure from the path of a normal armor officer, along a course that would take me to a table surrounded by Green Berets and SEALs at a time when our nation would eventually be desperate and grateful for what we had learned to do.


At least, I thought I was going to follow that path.




THREE




I FOUND MYSELF DETOURED from the path I chose in 1988. A baby girl arrived and put a magnet on my compass. The imagined path of what SF may have held seemed less than the ideal of being a conventional Army officer, leading tanks in mock battle in West Germany or the desert expanse of southern California. I envisioned coming home at night to play with this happy, healthy little girl who really seemed to like me. Being a dad felt important, and staying on my tank felt safe, safer than falling out of airplanes at night wearing a hundred pounds of “lightweight” equipment.


As if to affirm my decision to play it safe, my wife delivered a son on July 26, 1990. While I was on leave in Fort Riley, Kansas, enjoying this little man, Iraq invaded Kuwait.


Fast-forward to February 1991.


Our orders were simple: Go north, kill everything. I was twenty-eight years old and had 124 men watching and following me as their commander. Thankful they could not read my mind, I was certain they would follow me only out of curiosity had they known my self-doubt. We were living the moment we had waited for our whole lives, whether we knew it or not. We were soldiers in a war, living on machines that rumbled through the tabletop-flat desert of the Saudi Arabian peninsula, and waiting for the signal to attack.


The leadership above me, generals and colonels, bequeathed to us, the First Infantry Division of Fort Riley, Kansas, the distinction of being part of the vanguard that would invade Iraq and displace the Iraqi forces. A thousand years ago, in the previous August, Iraq invaded Kuwait and had been preparing for our arrival ever since. We communicated through the free press that we, the U.S. armed forces, were coming; the Iraqis watched and believed what they heard on the news, and they dug miles and miles of trenches laced with mines. I spent that time reluctantly hopeful that we, my team of leaders, were forging an ensemble of competent soldiers and lethal equipment into an effective killing machine, part of the blunt tip of a juggernaut set to launch.


Many times during Desert Storm, I sat on the turret of my tank, considering how I had come to be part of the initial wave of ground forces that would soon wash over the Iraqis like an armored tsunami. In an effort to play it safe, to avoid the uncertainty of SF, I stayed on my tank in 1988 after successfully completing the Special Forces Assessment and Selection course.


SFAS was born out of the Army’s desire to save money and the desire of Special Forces to weed people out before wasting training resources on someone who wanted a green beret for the wrong reasons, like looking good in uniform. Before 1988, anyone could volunteer if he met the basic requirements and then move to Fort Bragg for training. Throughout the years, more than a few individuals had gamed the system, moved to Fort Bragg, failed training (intentionally or not), and then sought assignment in the storied 82nd Airborne Division. Additionally, SFAS was designed to establish a base physical requirement that all of us would have to meet. Until then, the only requirements for SF were a laughable passing grade on the Army physical fitness test and the infantry requirement from Fort Benning to march twelve miles with a forty-pound rucksack in less than three hours. SF had no specific standards peculiar to the branch except language training. But SFAS was changing all that. I was going into the third such class. It was all very new, even for the cadre, the group of anointed practitioners taken from the ranks and entrusted with making more of themselves.


A three-week gut check to see if one had the physical and mental capacities required to earn a green beret, SFAS was a crucible of contrived hardship that mixed physical exhaustion and mind numbing tasks in a slurry of ambiguity. Those volunteering for SFAS were already in the Army. The candidates, as we were called, came from every specialty: infantry, tankers (like me), artillery, mechanics, cooks, chaplain’s assistants, and just about everything else except musicians. (I never met someone from the Army band trying to be a Green Beret.) Though we came from all the different branches of the Army, we had no idea where each person was from. We wore the same sterile uniforms worn at Ranger school. No saluting, no saying “sir,” except to those running the course. While among Ranger students this absence of military courtesy engenders a sense of egalitarianism, at SFAS it added to a sense of uncertainty as we were being assessed, not trained. Ranger school is training followed by testing. SFAS is testing only.


My friend dropped me in front of a building that had housed troops bound for Germany during World War II, and I fell into a line with others beginning the quest. No one snickered at me this time. Following predictable military bureaucratic processes, we signed our names dozens of times, received old kits, like canteens and ammo pouches intended solely for training, and moved to barracks built before any of us were born. Inside, we found rows of metal bunks and dilapidated wall lockers. We were given the evening to move into the barracks and square away our stuff. Among the stuff we had to square away were four heavily used Vietnam-vintage olive green uniforms and a stack of eight white cloth strips measuring approximately two by four inches. We were instructed to sew, using dental floss, one of the strips on each leg of the pants under the cargo pocket. On the strip, each of us wrote his roster number in large block characters. My new identity was now Roster Number 186 and would remain so for the next eighteen days.


At 0430 the next morning, the lights came on and we were informed of the day’s activities. The first test for assessment was a simple aquatic event: swim fifty meters while wearing uniform and boots. Following breakfast and a short bus ride, a class of over a couple of hundred candidates made a line that snaked around the deck of an indoor pool. While we were waiting for instructions, the senior noncommissioned officer, the command sergeant major, jumped into the water.


“Everybody look at me,” he commanded, as if we hadn’t noticed the oldest guy on the deck step into the pool fully clothed. He swam the length of the pool and back, hoisted himself out, and ran a hand over his thinning hair. He had executed a solid freestyle-form swim about as fast as anyone could while wearing a full set of fatigues and leather combat boots.


“That’s how you do it,” he said. “Any questions?” The gauntlet had been dropped. A man old enough to be a father to most of us had just set the bar high.


Most made the swim look easy. Some, like me, struggled to the end but made it. Still others failed and usually by a wide margin. A few had to be rescued.


At the end of the swim test, about sixty men were told to pack their gear. They could reapply for SFAS at a future date.


That was it. Game over. Go home, loser. Those men had signed in to start the Green Beret pipeline and couldn’t last twenty-four hours.


The failures would go back to deserted barracks and empty their wall lockers filled only the night before. Equipment recently drawn would be returned. Phone calls would be placed asking wives or girlfriends to pick them up at the airport.


It was now time for the Army physical fitness test, which was composed of three events: pushups, situps, and a two-mile run. Passing the test was not a milestone that called for heavy celebration. But still, achieving a maximum score was not easy. As future Green Berets, most of us expected to max it or at least do very well. While a perfect score was 300, below a 290 indicated (to us SF wannabes at least) a character flaw, perhaps something genetic. Passing was a 180.


On this day, around forty students failed, and I remember thinking their failure was borderline immoral. Later, I found out that some of the candidates had come from assignments in Turkey and Korea; they were running on less than four hours of sleep in the last two days. One man had lost a bag to the airline coming over from Europe. He was doing all the events in borrowed clothes and shoes.


That night we were told to pack our stuff for movement out to Camp Mackall, where the assessment would begin in earnest. The next morning, after a breakfast of eggs, bacon, hash browns, toast, a doughnut, coffee, juice, chocolate milk, and anything else I could cram into my maw—we didn’t know when we would eat again—we loaded trucks and left the main reservation of Fort Bragg. After an hour, we arrived at the small gated community known as Camp Mackall.


If Fort Bragg is the Mecca of Special Forces, Camp Mackall is the Qa’aba. In 1988 it was a small cantonment area of nondescript aluminum buildings set on 7,900 acres. Approximately five hundred yards square, the cantonment area had barracks for roughly five hundred students, two cavernous classrooms, a mess hall, a miniature exchange store that sold junk food along with various forms of tobacco, and a latrine facility known as the “million-dollar shitter.” Like the Qa’aba, what Camp Mackall lacked in appearances it exceeded, by several orders of magnitude, in significance to those who found themselves walking around it.


Set apart from the new aluminum structures were six decrepit buildings, each about twenty by thirty feet and sheathed in black tar paper. These were the last of the “tar paper shacks” and were famous among the old hands as the buildings that had housed them as they prepared for Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia in the early sixties. Scheduled for demolition, they looked forlorn and abandoned, and I’ve never forgotten them. They seemed out of place among the new construction, yet they had produced the very men we all sought to join, to follow in a type of war that had not changed since the Maccabean revolt against the Greeks 150 years before the time of Christ.


We jumped off the back of military trucks and, with duffel bag and rucksack, shuffled past the old and into the new. The irony of the name “million-dollar shitter” became apparent as we observed a long row of portable latrines that lined the road we walked to get to our new barracks. The newly completed massive facility meant to service the hygienic needs of hundreds of men training at Camp Mackall did indeed cost a million dollars but as yet could not handle the waste produced by over two hundred soldiers. We could shave and shower in it, but biological functions were to be performed in the fiberglass less-than-a-million-dollar units. We were directed by name into one of seven large buildings, and each man looked for a bottom bunk, as midnight trips to any latrine made negotiating the rails to the ground an unwanted adventure.


We stowed gear on the bunk that would be home and talked of what we thought was coming while waiting for the next set of instructions. That night, we filled one of the classrooms to take a series of tests—one on math and two on our psychological makeup. One question stood out: Do you torture animals? Years later, the question about torturing animals was dropped because guys were answering yes due to a sense of guilt born of hunting.


We were put to bed around 2100 (nine o’clock). Muffled chatter and the occasional nervous laugh floated through the darkness of the open bay between row after row of metal bunks. My hearing locked on to a distinctly Hispanic voice describing the moonlighting exploits of a male dancer. The speaker’s engagements had audiences with members of the officers’ wives’ club, and his story transported me to a high-school gym locker room and the exaggerated conquests told to the rapt attention of the uninitiated. Still, his story rang true, and I feel asleep as he described how a general’s wife had demanded a picture of him in his thong while she put her tongue in his ear.


The training cadre, all noncommissioned officers, entered the sleeping bays the next morning with the air of policemen walking into a bar looking for trouble. Though we had all been to basic training and had served for at least two years (many of us four or more), we were trying to gain access to their world, and they were the gatekeepers. Walking quietly among us as we swung out of the bunks and started dressing, they wore black sweatshirts, pressed camouflage trousers, and low-cut black hiking boots, and most had their lower lip protruding from snuff. There was no yelling or screaming as they turned on the lights at 0500, and they moved among us like smoke.


“Formation at zero six, candidates,” one of them said, as if announcing the arrival of a plane at the gate. “We’re going to do some running this morning. Fall out in PT gear. And make sure you grab three rations.”


Boxes of MREs (meals ready-to-eat) were stacked by the door. Without pausing to choose, each of us shoved three of the slick plastic bags into our rucksacks.


The space we filled with bodies and bunks took on the air of a football locker room on game day. As the clock ticked to six, some of the men shaved with electric razors; others sauntered off to the million-dollar shitter. At the door, the chatter was light between spits of toothpaste and large gulps from green canteens. The uniform for the day was T-shirt and shorts with running shoes. By 0545, everyone was standing outside. At 0600, five rectangles of forty-plus men stood ready to receive whatever instructions might come.


“Right, face,” barked a sergeant, obviously cadre. In unison, we pivoted to the right ninety degrees. “Forward, march.” We marched out the gate of the cantonment area and down a dirt road. I admit there was relief in the certainty of being told what to do. But that vanished quickly.


“Halt.” We came to a stop.


“Left, face.” We were now looking at cadre members. They stood with the same detached indifference one might expect from ranchers appraising a new herd of cattle. Holding flashlights and clipboards, they formed a line along the road, like a gauntlet.


One walked up to my group. “When I call your roster number, sound off,” he said, loudly but dispassionately. He called our numbers, and each responded, “Here, Sergeant.” Two numbers called received no response. Our new leader, who never identified himself, walked over to another anonymous member of the cadre and conferred. When he returned, he informed us that two of our group had quit during the night.


“Nothing wrong with that. Better here than in the Q course,” he said.


As the sun was coming over the pines, we toed a line drawn on a dirt road. Like a mass start at a marathon, we waited for the signal to go. But unlike a race, we were never told the distance we were going to run. When asked, the cadre would only say, “Until you’re told to stop.”


At the word “Go,” we took off like horses on a racetrack. The sand alternated between soft and hard. I tried to keep what I estimated to be about a seven-minute-per-mile pace. After the first mile, the pack had become a line of men in gray running clothes strung along a dirt track flanked by tall pines with shafts of golden sunshine dancing on their backs. Our breaths made jets of steam in the cold morning air, and we were pouring sweat by the time we rounded a corner an hour later and were told to stop. A cadre member was sitting next to a pickup truck listening to a radio station, and upon announcing that this was the finish line, he noted our roster numbers and times. Based on how fast some of us had run and the time it took for completion, the run had to be over seven miles.


Afterward, we marched back into the gated area to do physical training. In teams of eight or nine, we performed every manner of calisthenics known. By the end, my arms and legs were involuntarily twitching like a horse’s after a race.


A cadre member then told us to clean up and assemble in classroom number two in duty uniform with a writing instrument. We jogged back to the barracks and headed en masse to the million-dollar shitter. The chatter in the shower was punctuated by nervous laughter.


“What do you think the time standard for the run was?”


“I saw one of the cadre write down my roster number. I don’t think I had done anything wrong though.”


“This place is just a giant mindfuck.”


We ate our MREs and headed to the classroom. At the entrance and hanging in simple black frames were black and white photos of those who had gone before us and the trophies they had bagged. Most memorable of them was the one of Che Guevara, taken just after he was executed by commandos in Bolivia. Legend has it that a team from 8th Special Forces Group was advising the commandos when they captured him, and that a U.S. government Skilcraft pen taken from the revolutionary’s pocket still adorns the wall of a Green Beret. Che was not looking so good in this picture.


A very slight (by U.S. soldier standards, anyway) sergeant with the carriage of a gymnast told us to take our seats as quickly as possible. We winded our way on a sloping concrete floor between long tables and steel folding chairs. On the tables were maps and thin hard plastic squares—protractors for measuring distance on the maps and plotting grid coordinates.


Cadre members, gargoyles in crewcuts, lined the back wall, silently eyeing us.


The NCO at the front of the class encouraged us to move with a sense of urgency and explained that for the next several days we would be executing land navigation, what the civilian world commonly referred to as “orienteering.” This was 1988, and we were years away from the global positioning system that would come to be as ubiquitous as leather boots. He further explained that we would navigate on foot with map and compass both day and night, and that we would be measured against time standards. A hand went up among the sea of candidates.


After the NCO instructed us to keep all questions until the end, he paused and then said something that stuck with me. “By the way, there are such things as stupid questions. Like, a train leaves New Jersey going west at seventy miles per hour and one leaves Las Vegas going east at eighty miles per hour, then how much does Santa Claus weigh?” He watched us for a reaction, which was dead silence. “See, that question has nothing to do with the speed of trains. So make sure you really have a question and are not looking for a reason to speak when you really should shut up and listen.” The confidence pouring off of this guy as he explained life to over two hundred desperate Green Beret candidates left its mark on many of the officers sitting in front of him, as indicated by the comments overheard during our few breaks. He knew there were officers in the crowd, though hidden beneath a roster number on white cloth, and he didn’t care.


He continued to describe how we would know what we needed to take each day as we left for training. The packing list for the rucks was simple and included two two-quart canteens or a gallon of water, a change of uniform and boots, socks, food, foot powder, and other sundry goods as well as a safety kit.


He explained the safety kit like this. “If you get out there and don’t have a clue where you are, do not walk to Charlotte [a distance of 130 miles]. Just walk until you hit a paved road and sit down. Somebody will be by in a truck to get you. And no, you’re not automatically put out for getting lost. We’ll take you back to your last point and you can keep trying.


“But”—and here he leered at the class—“if you decide that this Green Beret bullshit is just not for you, grab that red star cluster out your safety kit and pop that puppy. We will come to you, wherever you are, and give you a ride back here. And you’re done. No harm.”


I’m sure he saw every emotion expressed in the faces staring back at him.


“And please don’t shoot it into your head.” We chuckled. The star cluster was a foot-long metal cylinder about an inch and a half thick. One end had a removable cap that, when placed over the other end, acted as a firing pin for the rocket housed inside the cylinder. Holding it at arm’s length with one hand and smacking the cap into the bottom with the other launched five pieces of burning phosphorous over fifty feet in the air. The power required to launch this phosphorous was easily capable of maiming or killing the person unfortunate enough to mishandle it. I know one officer with a steel plate in his head after such an encounter. (His men called him “Rocket Man” behind his back. He never lived it down.)


“If you decide to kill yourself with it, please leave a note. The investigation will be much easier if we know you meant to shoot this thing into your mouth.” Nervous laughter answered him.


He then asked if everybody had a map and protractor, and requested that whoever didn’t raise his hand. We all had what we needed.


“Everybody knows how to use these, right?” Silence enveloped us as we exchanged glances. He didn’t wait for a response. “The answer is ‘Yes, Sergeant.’ See, I know that’s the answer, because navigating with map and compass is a basic soldier task. And you guys are all soldiers, and you have to have done this before in order to be a soldier, so I’m not going to stand up here and bore you with a class on the five colors of the map, converting grid to magnetic angle, and how to read a scale. Because all you guys already know that or you couldn’t be soldiers. Right?”


We stayed silent.


He explained that the cadre was not here to teach us anything. They were here to assess us and then select the best, assuming that we all met the standards (though we would never know what the standards were even after we completed the course). We had been here three days at this point and had just found out how SFAS worked.


“Just do your best,” he concluded. We were then instructed to take out something to write with before beginning more testing. We took standardized tests and wrote essays about why we wanted to be SF. These mental exercises lasted until dark, at which point we were released to eat one of our MREs.


When we reassembled in the classroom, we were missing a few people. More had quit. A pickup truck carrying several candidates and their gear had left Mackall, headed back for Bragg.


I remember thinking: We really have not done anything yet. Why are people quitting? I discovered later in my career that stress of the unknown is enough to make many people quit what they think they wanted to do before they started, regardless of their previous experiences. SFAS hit some soldiers as too odd to make sense enough to stay.


That night brought something new: debates. Groups of randomly chosen candidates were given a topic to present to the rest of the class. For each topic, two groups were arrayed against each other to present point and counterpoint arguments. All the topics were taken from the daily headlines. A recent headline in December 1988 was the refusal of the United States to grant Yasser Arafat a visa in order to address the United Nations general assembly. The move had prompted calls from the international community to relocate the UN to a more neutral country, like Switzerland. For this debate, it was one-on-one, no team. Each candidate was given a position to support regardless of how he felt (if he felt anything) about the topic. As fate would have it and unbeknownst to the cadre running the “gong show,” as we came to call it, the candidate chosen to support the idea of relocating the UN was an officer, fairly conversant on events of the day and (theoretically, at least) capable of critical thinking. The candidate with the ostensibly patriotic position of keeping the UN in the United States was an enlisted man from one of the Ranger battalions. Physically, he looked like a shaved gorilla. Academically, he still looked like a shaved gorilla. After five minutes to think, the combatants squared off in front of over two hundred sleepy soldiers. Thus the battle unfolded.


The candidate who supported the move went first, and as soon as he started speaking, the whole room knew he was an officer. On the fly, he had crafted a reasonable line of logic as to why the UN should move. We all nodded our approval.


The cadre told him to take his seat and then instructed the other candidate to begin.


As soon as this man opened his mouth, we all knew this matchup was lopsided. His words have stayed with me through the years.


“You cannot move the United Nations,” he began in a hard, New England streetfighter accent. “It is made of concrete and steel and glass. This building is huge. I have seen it.”


At first, many of us thought: Good on you, buddy. That’s the way. Just load this place up with bullshit and let’s go to bed.


But he continued. “It was built by Americans, with American steel and hard work.” As he continued in this vein for a few more minutes, he convinced all of us that he was no longer pretending. He really thought the most salient point of the argument was the physical relocation of the thirty-nine-story building.


Among the less compassionate of us arose the hummed strains of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” provided as a musical backdrop to the hyperobvious pronouncement delivered with the sincerity of a political speech. One guy sitting nearby quipped, “Now we know what the n in Ranger stands for: knowledge.” We muffled our laughter.


“Okay, that’s good,” the moderator said, cutting the speaker off. “Well done to both of you. Go ahead and take your seats.” With a face that was saying “Wow! What was that?” he told us to return to our barracks and stand by for inspection. It was after 2130.


At 2200, the cadre rolled in—not like smoke this time, but more like tornados. As instructed, we were standing by our bunks, some recently vacated, while several NCOs went from bed to bed rifling through our kit, each of which was laid out in accordance with a hand-drawn picture posted on the wall. Every snap, snapped; every button, buttoned; every zipper, zipped. Infractions were noted on the spot and publicly.


To my left, I heard, without turning to look, “You can follow instructions, right?” Again, dispassionate but terse, loud.


“Yes, Sergeant,” came the nervous reply.


“Then why are the snap fasteners on your rucksack not snapped?”


“I don’t know, Sergeant.”


“You don’t know? You think someone came in here and undid them?”


“No, Sergeant.”


“Then you must have failed to check them, isn’t that right?”


“Yes, Sergeant.” This was followed by the most unnerving question a candidate could be asked.


“What’s your roster number?” The question was intended to intimidate, as we all wore our numbers under the cargo pocket of each leg. The cadre had but to look down.


The scene was repeated throughout our area. Every infraction was noted loudly but without anger.


He came to me and found no infractions. Obsessive-compulsive disorders are rewarded in some circles.


After an hour, the area looked like it had been hit with a hard wind. Canteens, socks, boots, rucksacks were everywhere.


One of the cadre stood at the door and before leaving told us to be ready to go at zero five in boots and uniform. (We turned off the lights at 2300). Someone whispered, “I bet we’re doing the obstacle course in a few hours.” As soon as my eyes closed, I instantly fell into a deep sleep.


By the time the lights came on 0415, I felt like I had just blinked. Cadre were among us, watching us, not talking, only making notes. Two NCOs were standing over a still-sleeping candidate.
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