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For my brother, Mark
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REPORTING NOT A GOOD DAY TO DIE

mis Was Not an easy book to report.

Researching and explaining a complex and controversial operation fought by a dozen task forces
was always going to be a challenge, despite the advantage I enjoyed having been present at the
rehearsals for and some of the combat during Operation Anaconda. But even I, after thirteen years of
covering the military, had not expected to find so many obstacles placed in my path by a handful of
individuals with reputations to protect.

A deal struck between U.S. Central Command and U.S. Special Operations Command banned
personnel from either command from discussing Anaconda with the press. The commands
established the ban to prevent disclosure of the truth behind the Takur Ghar episode. But the gag order
caught all special operations forces, including those who had nothing to do with Takur Ghar, in its
net, slowing my ability to report on the Special Forces’ side of the Anaconda story. Meanwhile, both
commands stalled for many months before answering my Freedom of Information Act requests (in
CENTCOM’s case even claiming to have “lost” mine). When they finally responded, the results were
so heavily redacted as to be almost unusuable. Despite the efforts of the generals involved, however,
information nevertheless found its way to me from a variety of sources ideally placed to provide a
comprehensive view of Anaconda. But the climate of fear the ban created forced me to use ambiguous
phrases like “special ops sources” when attributing some of these facts. While this may seem
frustratingly vague, the reader should be under no doubt that these sources knew what they were
talking about.

The ban was only lifted in early 2004, after Generals Franks, Holland, and Dailey had left
CENTCOM, SOCOM, and Joint Special Operations Command respectively. This allowed me to
interview—usually under very controlled conditions—members of the 160" Special Operations
Aviation Regiment, the Rangers and other special operations units, with the proviso in some cases that
their full names not be used in print. These interviews helped me confirm information gleaned from
other sources and flesh out passages describing events about which I had only scant details. Other
vital information came from documents, some of which were sent to me anonymously. When it
became clear that I knew more than they wished, U.S. Special Operations Command officials launched
an internal investigation. The investigation’s ostensible purpose was to probe the alleged release of
classified material, but its real goal was to punish those who might have helped me compile the facts,
and to send a message to others tempted to break ranks and tell the truth.

In contrast to CENTCOM and SOCOM, the conventional Army was for the most part refreshingly
straightforward and easy to deal with. Its soldiers and leaders made themselves readily available for
interviews. Without their cooperation, I would still be researching and writing.



Sean Naylor
October 2004
Washington, D.C.



CAST OF CHARACTERS

LIEUTENANT Colonel Pete Blaber—The Delta Force officer who commanded AFO and believed
in “Patton’s three principles of war—audacity, audacity, and audacity.”

Technical Sergeant John Chapman—The Air Force NCO who accompanied Mako 30 into combat
on Takur Ghar.

Major General Dell Dailey—The head of Joint Special Operations Command. A special operations
aviation officer, he was opposed to AFO’s involvement in Anaconda.

Major General Warren Edwards—The Army officer who was deputy commanding general for
operations at Coalition Forces Land Component Command.

General Tommy Franks—The commander of U.S. Central Command.

Command Sergeant Major Frank Grippe—The tall, jut-jawed infantryman who was the top NCO in
1-87 Infantry.

Lieutenant Colonel Chris Haas—The highly-respected commander of 15t Battalion, 5™ Special
Forces Group, who formed a close-knit team in Gardez with Blaber and Spider.

Major General Franklin “Buster” Hagenbeck—The 10" Mountain Division commander in charge
of all U.S. forces in Anaconda except for the JSOC/TF 11 elements.

Chief Warrant Officer 4 Jim Hardy—The experienced pilot who was the maintenance guru for the
Apache helicopters that flew into the Shahikot Valley.

Brigadier General Gary Harrell—The former commander of Delta Force who Franks had placed at
the head of Task Force Bowie, the intelligence “fusion cell” at Gardez.

Lieutenant Commander Vic Hyder—The SEAL officer sent by Trebon and Kernan to oversee the
insertion of TF Blue elements into the Shahikot. Hyder’s recent history of poor judgment made him
a dubious choice for the mission.

Major Jimmy—The Delta Force officer who was Blaber’s second-in-command in AFO and also
functioned as Blaber’s liaison officer in the Mountain operations center.

Captain Joseph Kernan—The SEAL Team 6 and Task Force Blue commander. He had a reputation
as one of the best swimmers in the Navy.

Lieutenant Colonel Paul LaCamera—The commander of 1-87 Infantry. His Ranger background



gave him a bond with many of the other officers in Task Force Rakkasan.

Lieutenant Colonel Jim Larsen—The Task Force Rakkasan executive officer who represented
Wiercinski in the early planning sessions at Bagram and Kabul.

Zia Lodin—The leader of the Afghan forces who fought on the Americans’ side in Anaconda.

Lieutenant General Paul Mikolashek—The Army officer who headed Coalition Forces Land
Component Command.

Colonel John Mulholland—The 5" Special Forces Group commander who headed Task Force
Dagger. His A-teams had helped the Northern Alliance to topple the Taliban.

Command Sergeant Major Mark Nielsen—The combat-focused senior NCO in 2-187 Infantry, who
was viewed as a voice of common sense by the battalion’s soldiers.

Staff Sergeant Randel Perez—A 1-87 Infantry squad leader who had made the almost unheard-of
switch to infantry from the supply corps because he wanted more of a challenge.

Lieutenant Colonel Charles “Chip” Preysler—The 2-187 Infantry commander who was the first
field grade officer into the Shahikot.

Petty Officer First Class Neil Roberts—A SEAL NCO who was part of Task Force Blue’s Mako 30
reconnaissance team.

Staff Sergeant Andrzej Ropel—A 1-87 Infantry squad leader; a Polish immigrant fighting for a
country of which he was not yet a citizen.

Lieutenant Colonel Mark Rosengard—The TF Dagger operations officer who combined a
flamboyant bravado with a tremendous work ethic and an ability to inspire subordinates.

Captain Nathan Self—The commander of 1% Platoon, A Company, 15 Ranger Battalion—the TF 11
quick reaction force sent to the top of Takur Ghar mountain.

“Slab”—The SEAL senior chief petty officer who led Mako 30. Blaber had a high regard for Slab,
whom he knew from their days in the Balkans together.

“Speedy”—The Delta Force master sergeant called Kevin W. who headed AFO’s India Team. His
background as a triathlete and backwoods hunter gave him an edge in the Shahikot.

“Spider”—Also known as “the Wolf,” this CIA operative headed the agency’s operations in Gardez.
Well known to Blaber, he proved an invaluable asset.

Captain Glenn Thomas—The leader of ODA 594, aka Texas 14; the first U.S. officer to venture into
the Shahikot.

Brigadier General Gregory Trebon—The Air Force special operations officer who was Dailey’s
deputy in JSOC, and who Dailey placed in command of TF 11.



Colonel Frank Wiercinski—The seasoned commander of Task Force Rakkasan.

Major Paul Wille—The lead planner for Task Force Mountain forced to design a plan based on the
compromises reached between several different task forces.



GLOSSARY

AC-130—The gunship used by U.S. Air Force Special Operations Command and based on the C-130
Hercules transport aircraft. The H-model of the AC-130 is called the Spectre. The newer U-model
is called the Spooky.

AFO—Advance Force Operations, the “black” special operations outfit tasked with conducting high-
risk reconnaissance missions in enemy-held territory.

AK-47—The Soviet-designed assault rifle ubiquitous in most guerrilla campaigns. More modern
versions include the AKM and AKS. AK-style weapons are often referred to as “Kalashnikovs”
after Mikhail Kalashnikov, who designed the original AK-47.

AMF—Afghan military forces or Afghan militia forces, the terms applied to the Afghan fighters who
allied themselves with the United States in the fight against Al Qaida and the Taliban.

AOB—Advanced operating base, where a Special Forces company makes its headquarters in the field.

CAOC—Combined Air Operations Center; collocated with Moseley’s CFACC headquarters at Prince
Sultan Air Base in Saudi Arabia, the CAOC was where air support for the war in Afghanistan was
coordinated.

CENTCOM—US. Central Command, the four-star headquarters commanded by General Tommy
Franks that had charge of U.S. military operations in Afghanistan, Central Asia and the Middle East
(minus Israel).

CFACC—=Coalition Forces Air Component Command, the three-star headquarters commanded by
Air Force Lieutenant General T. Michael “Buzz” Moseley that ran U.S. and coalition air missions in
the CENTCOM area of responsibility, including Afghanistan.

CFLCC—=Coalition Forces Land Component Command, the three-star headquarters commanded by
Army Lieutenant General Paul Mikolashek that was located in Kuwait and controlled all U.S. and
allied conventional and “white” special operations forces in the CENTCOM area of responsibility,
including Afghanistan.

CinC—Commander-in-chief, the phrase used to refer to the four-star flag officers who head up each
of the Pentagon’s regional commands. Tommy Franks was a CinC. (Defense Secretary Donald
Rumsfeld banned the use of the phrase “commander-in-chief” in this context, however, and ordered
the military to instead use the words “combatant commander.”)

ETAC—Enlisted tactical air controller, the airman who accompanies a ground unit into battle and is



responsible for calling in close air support for that unit.

FARP—Forward arming and refueling point; a spot where helicopters can refuel and rearm in
relative safety without having to fly all the way back to the air base from which they launched.
During Anaconda the FARP was code-named Texaco.

GPS—Global Positioning System; the satellite system that provided U.S. forces with accurate data on
their exact location.

HUMINT—Human intelligence, gained through old-fashioned spying such as paying people for
information, as distinct from intelligence gained via overhead imaging systems or high-tech
eavesdropping.

IMU—The Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, the radical Islamist guerrilla movement dedicated to
overthrowing the Uzbekistan government. Considered the Central Asian franchise of Al Qaida, the
IMU provided hundreds of the fighters in the Shahikot valley.

IPB—Intelligence preparation of the battlefield, the process of building as accurate a picture as
possible of the enemy force before battle is joined.

ISR—Intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance.

JSOC—Joint Special Operations Command, the two-star headquarters at Pope Air Force Base, North
Carolina, in charge of the classified U.S. special operations forces such as 1st Special Forces
Operational Detachment—Delta (i.e., Delta Force). Major General Dell Dailey commanded JSOC
during the war in Afghanistan.

Kalashnikov—The name given to any of the AK series of weapons (such as the AK-47) designed by
Mikhail Kalashnikov.

LZ—Landing zone (for a helicopter). Strictly, this is called a PZ (pickup zone) when it refers to a
spot at which troops are waiting for a helicopter to collect them.

MBITR—Multiband Intra/Inter Team Radio, a handheld radio used by the U.S. military for
communication over short distances.

MC-130—The Combat Talon, the special operations version of the venerable C-130 Hercules,
equipped with in-flight refueling equipment, terrain-following and terrain-avoidance radar, as well
as inertial and Global Positioning System satellite-guided navigation systems.

Mi-17—The Soviet-designed “Hip” transport helicopter used by both sides in the Afghan civil war
between the Northern Alliance and the Taliban, as well as by the Central Intelligence Agency.

NCO—Noncommissioned officer, an enlisted soldier of the rank of corporal or above (in the Army);
all sergeants are, by definition, NCOs.

NSA—National Security Agency; headquartered at Fort Meade, Maryland, the NSA is the largest of
the U.S. intelligence agencies. Its job is to intercept foreign communications while protecting U.S.
communications.



ODA—Operational Detachment Alpha, the 12-man (ideally) A-team around which the U.S. Army’s
Special Forces units are organized.

P-3—The U.S. Navy’s Orion turboprop aircraft, originally designed for tracking submarines, the
Orion has spawned several high-tech offshoots, such as the EP-3, which can intercept
communications and film action on the ground from high altitude.

Rakkasans—The name given to the 187™ Infantry Regiment by the Japanese after World War II. The
regiment was a paratroop unit and Rakkasan loosely translates as “falling umbrella.” Three

battalions of the regiment made up the 3" Brigade of the 101" Airborne Division (Air Assault) at
the time of Anaconda.

RP—Release point, the predetermined location during a helicopter mission at which pilots know that
by flying in a certain direction at a certain speed for a given amount of time they will arrive at their
LZ.

RPG-7—The standard rocket-propelled grenade weapon designed by the Soviet Union and used by
guerrilla forces the world over. It consists of a reusable launcher and a grenade with a high-
explosive warhead.

RT O—Radio-telephone operator; the soldier whose job it is to man the radio.

SCIF—Secure, compartmented intelligence facility; the part of a military base at which the most
sensitive intelligence issues are discussed.

SEALs—The Navy’s Sea-Air-Land commandos.

SF—Special Forces, the Army’s unconventional warfare troops, not to be confused with special
operations forces.

SIGINT—Signals intelligence, i.e. intelligence derived from intercepting radio, telephone, computer
or other communications.

SOF—Special operations forces; in the U.S. military, this consists of all the forces under the

command of U.S. Special Operations Command, including Army Special Forces, 160" Special
Operations Aviation Regiment, Delta Force, Navy SEALSs, and the Air Force’s MC-130 and AC-130
units and special tactics squadrons.

Texas 14—The code name given to Operational Detachment Alpha 594, the Special Forces A-team
led by Captain Glenn Thomas.

TF—Task force; the designation given to any military unit that has been specially configured for a
particular mission.

TOC—Tactical operations center, the field headquarters for a military unit; in joint (i.e,
multiservice) task forces, this is sometimes referred to as the joint operations center, or JOC.

UAV—Unmanned aerial vehicle, a drone that is remotely piloted.



VT C—Video-teleconference. A meeting at which participants may be on separate continents, but can
see each other via a system of video cameras and monitors at each location.



PROLOGUE

=e first gray fingers of dawn were gripping the mountaintops as the three helicopters hurtled between
the snowcapped peaks. Packed like sardines inside each of the ungainly Chinooks were over forty
combat-laden soldiers, and the aircraft’s twin sets of rotor blades wilted visibly under the strain,
making a deeper whoompah! whoompah! whoompah! sound than normal as they bludgeoned the thin
mountain air into submission. Two minutes behind them another three Chinooks followed the same
route, hurdling saddles and sweeping through passes.

On each helicopter, cramped soldiers sat facing inward on red nylon seats along the sides of the
cabin. A third row sat between them on the floor facing the tail ramp. Wedged among a welter of
rucksacks, rifles, mortars, and machine guns, and further constrained by their bulky webbing,
helmets, and body armor, few soldiers could do more than turn their heads a few inches from side to
side. The din of the engines made conversation impossible, and many soldiers sheltered under
blankets the aircrew had handed out as shields against the icy blasts blowing in through the open side
doors and tail ramps.

The harsh, jagged terrain of eastern Afghanistan sped past a couple of hundred feet below, an alien
landscape dotted with mud-brick villages little changed since Alexander’s hoplites marauded through
the region 2,300 years previously. Those soldiers close enough to see out of one of the Chinooks’
few windows peered down to spy villagers gazing up in awe and astonishment at the war machines
thundering overhead. It was as if the sky belonged to a different century than the earth below. A few
Pashtun tribesmen hazarded a wave at the aircraft. Others pointed and gaped, and one woman threw
herself back into her home through a window, such was her haste to escape the scrutiny of the twenty-
first century warriors above her.

Sergeant Carl Moore, the lead Chinook’s left door gunner, glanced over his shoulder into the
aircraft’s interior and saw a sea of faces, most so young they wouldn’t seem out of place crowding a
high school corridor. The average age of the men in the back of the helicopter was twenty years old.
But these teens and twenty-somethings weren’t on their way to class, but to a trial by fire at 8,000 feet.
Nestled in a mountain valley somewhere ahead, their commanders had told them, were hundreds of
enemy fighters. It was going to be the job of the soldiers on the helicopters to capture or kill them
before they could escape to Pakistan or foment rebellion against the American-installed government
inside Afghanistan. When word of the mission had started to leak out a few days previously, the
young Americans were excited. They had grown tired of the tedious duty of guarding air bases, which
was all most had been doing since they arrived months before in central Asia. But now they were
minutes away from combat. For all but a handful, it would be their first taste of “real-world” action,
and intimations of their own mortality naturally intruded. Moore saw fear on several faces.

His counterpart manning the right door gun, Sergeant Eddie Wahl, also looked back inside the
aircraft and saw a range of emotions on the young faces. One soldier stared blankly ahead. Another



nervously checked and rechecked his weapon and ammo pouches, making sure everything he would
need in a fight was instantly accessible.

Specialist Matthew Edwards, a clean-cut twenty-four-year-old armed with a light machine gun
called the Squad Automatic Weapon, or SAW, kept his eye on his squad leader, Staff Sergeant Chris
Harry. As a private in the 75" Ranger Regiment, Harry had parachuted into a fierce firefight at Rio
Hato airfield during the 1989 invasion of Panama. That experience made him the only combat veteran
among the infantry in the Chinook. Edwards, a lean, thoughtful soldier with a finance degree from
Virginia Tech, tried to take his cue from Harry’s demeanor. The squad leader didn’t let him down.
When Moore and Wahl test-fired their M60 machine guns halfway through the flight, several troops
glanced up, alarmed. But Harry smiled broadly and looked around as if to say Here we go, boys; don’t
be nervous, this is what we train for. Edwards felt a surge of confidence. We’re ready for this, he
thought.

Private First Class Jason Wilson, a rascal-faced nineteen-year-old Oklahoman so short and skinny
that his platoon sergeant referred to him as “an elf,” allowed himself to be rocked to sleep by the
vibrations. His SAW leaned between his knees, barrel pointing down so in case of an accidental
discharge the bullet would shoot harmlessly through the floor, not into the rotor blades churning
overhead. Several of Wilson’s comrades also dozed fitfully, a common reaction of soldiers flying
toward combat. These troops were “Screaming Eagles” of the 101%' Airborne Division, and their
predecessors in that storied unit had slumbered in much the same way in the transports that flew
across the English Channel in the early hours of June 6, 1944, or, more recently, when Black Hawk
helicopters ferried them into battle in the 1991 Gulf War.

Wilson and his buddies had been in grade school when the United States and its allies crushed the
Republican Guard and the rest of the Iraqgi military in that conflict. Since then, the “peace dividend”
defense cuts of the 1990s had almost halved the Army that drove Saddam Hussein’s legions from the
field. As training funds dried up and peacekeeping missions proliferated, combat readiness suffered.
The privates, specialists, and buck sergeants in the Chinooks swooping through the mountains
belonged to what their elders disparagingly referred to as “the Nintendo generation.” They came of
age in the era of Internet chat rooms, gangsta rap, and grunge. Senior NCOs in the Army that Wilson
joined complained that recruits at the turn of the twenty-first century showed up at basic training
softer and less fit than their predecessors. As the United States lamented the passing of “The Greatest
Generation” that secured victory in World War II, many Americans—and many enemies of America
—questioned whether this latest generation of Americans had the stomach for a fight.

vor all the passengers aboard that first Chinook bore the stamp of fresh-faced youth. Seated toward the
front were Lieutenant Colonel “Chip” Preysler and Command Sergeant Major Mark Nielsen.
Preysler, forty-one, the senior officer on the helicopter and the infantrymen’s battalion commander,
spent the flight glued to his radio, monitoring the brigade command net. Nielsen was his wiry
sergeant major straight out of central casting—five feet eight inches and 169 pounds of weather-
beaten rawhide toughened by fifteen years in the Ranger Regiment. Sergeant First Class Anthony
Koch, thirty-four, the platoon sergeant of the infantrymen on the Chinook, thought the forty-eight-
year-old Nielsen looked grizzled enough to have been in the War of 1812. But like Koch and Preysler,
the sergeant major had yet to hear a shot fired in anger.



In the cockpit Chief Warrant Officer 3 Brett Blair, the pilot in command, removed his night-vision
goggles as the light of dawn spread across the horizon. His adrenalin started pumping in earnest.
When they had taken off, the weather brief had been “Clear, blue, and twenty-two,” aviator talk for
perfect flying weather. But now the Chinooks were squeezing through a 100-foot gap between a bank
of fog beneath them and layer of cloud above. Hesitating, the three Chinooks circled as the clouds
seemed to close in. Hell, we’re gonna screw the whole thing up because we can’t get in, Blair thought.

Then, scanning the thin strip of pale sky between the fog and the clouds, he glimpsed a white-
capped mountain range in the distance. It was a moment of decision for the nineteen-year veteran.
Blair got on the VHF radio to the other two birds in his serial. “Follow me, we’re going through,” he
said. Pulling the thrust lever up with his left hand while using his right to push the cyclic lever, Blair
put the Chinook into a rapid right turn. The other helicopters followed suit.

They flew on, dead east, and the skies began to clear. Blair’s instincts had been sound. He picked up
speed and lost altitude, taking the helicopter down to just thirty feet above the ground, hugging the
terrain. About an hour after taking off from Bagram air base, he made a final sharp turn to the north
as he closed on the valley. The helicopters behind him fell in trail. Now he was just a couple of
kilometers from the release point, the predetermined location at which pilots are free to drop their
maps because they know that by flying in a certain direction for a given amount of time at a certain
speed, they will arrive at their landing zones. Over the intercom Blair told the crew in the back that
they were ten minutes out from the LZ. In a sequence repeated on each of the Chinooks, Moore and
Wahl turned to the infantrymen closest to them. “Ten minutes!” they shouted, holding all ten fingers
up simultaneously in case the troops couldn’t hear above the noise of the engines.

The word got passed quickly down the helicopter, each soldier tapping the grunt next to him on the
shoulder and repeating the “Ten minutes!” shout while showing all ten fingers. The warning
galvanized the troops. Those who had been huddled under blankets threw them off. No one was
sleeping now. There was a distinct change in the atmosphere aboard the Chinook as the infantrymen’s
restlessness to escape the cramped confines of the aircraft mingled with their anxiety about what they
would encounter on the ground. Soldiers fastened and refastened the straps on their Kevlar helmets
and cinched their assault packs a little tighter so they wouldn’t lose anything if they had to run. To
Moore, the troops’ faces reflected their realization that Oh, shit, we’re really doing this.

As if to underline the proximity of danger, the lingering aroma of high-explosive bombs dropped
on suspected Al Qaida positions near the LZs a few minutes previously now filled the helicopter. One
young soldier looked confused by the acrid smell filling his nostrils. “That’s just the Air Force doing
its job!” Nielsen yelled at him.

As Blair coaxed and wrestled the helicopter between craggy outcrops, a voice crackled over the
radio with alarming news. Special Forces troops near the valley had come under attack, and a “litter
urgent” casualty required evacuation by helicopter ASAP. Litter urgent. The words resonated in the
cockpits of all six Chinooks. It was an anodyne Army phrase that referred to a casualty so badly
wounded that he had to be evacuated within the hour to stand a chance of survival. This wasn’t good.
The infantry weren’t even on the ground yet, and already a friendly soldier’s life was ebbing away
somewhere ahead of and below them. It was the first sign anyone on the Chinooks had that events
weren’t going completely to plan.

The release point was in a draw just to the east of a ridgeline that jutted into the southern end of the



valley. Despite the fog, the Chinooks hit the RP right on time. As they flew into the valley, the ground
dropped away before them. The pilots began sweeping the terrain a couple of miles ahead with their
eyes, searching for their LZs. By now Blair was flying along what aviators call “the nap of the earth,”
scudding just fifteen to twenty feet above the ground at the base of the valley’s eastern ridgeline. A
few hundred meters to the west lay the mud-colored villages in the center of the valley. To American
ears, these villages had odd, exotic-sounding names—Serkhankhel, Babulkhel, Zerki Kale—but the
troops knew them simply as Objective Remington.

Looking out of his open window across the terraced fields toward the villages, Moore swiveled his
M60 machine gun back and forth. These were the most dangerous moments of the flight. His body
tensed as he watched and waited for the sudden appearance of tracers arcing out of the village, or
even worse, the small orange fireball of an incoming rocket-propelled grenade. Across the cabin the
part-Cherokee, part-French-Canadian Wahl did likewise, searching for any sign of the enemy in the
snow and rocks of the mountainside that stretched up for several thousand feet. Here and there cave
mouths appeared as black gashes in the rock face. But there was no sign of life. Nothing, it seemed,
was stirring. Maybe, just maybe, the air assault had achieved surprise after all.

~ fact, there were at least thirteen fighters hidden in the crags and crevices up ahead who knew the
Chinooks were coming and were eagerly awaiting their arrival. But these men were all Americans,
members of the U.S. military’s most elite units. In the dead of night they had ridden on all-terrain
vehicles and marched over frozen ridgelines through thigh-deep snow to emerge unseen in the heart
of the enemy’s last remaining stronghold in Afghanistan. They had already saved the operation from
catastrophe once and would do so again in the days ahead. But few of the men sitting in the
helicopters would ever realize the debt they owed to these secretive athlete-warriors who embodied
their commander’s credo of “audacity, audacity, and audacity.”

wm five, three, and two minutes to go, the air crew repeated the “x minutes out” warning, each alert
ratcheting the tension up another notch inside the helicopter. As the minutes wound down, Captain
Frank Baltazar, the troops’ popular company commander, insisted on repeatedly high-fiving the
soldier beside him, Specialist Dan Chapman. The twenty-one-year-old team leader understood this to
be his commander’s way of dealing with his nerves. Other soldiers made hasty, last-minute
adjustments to their equipment.

At the three-minute mark the troops stopped checking their gear and focused their gaze on the rear
of the helicopter, each mentally planning his route off the bird and going over in his mind what
actions he was supposed to take immediately upon hitting the ground. A few got a kick out of the
patch the Chinook’s rear crew chief, Sergeant Mike Cifers, had Velcroed to the back of his helmet.
“Fun Meter,” it said, with a little arrow pointing all the way to the right. Maximum fun. Yeah, right.

At “Two minutes!” Koch barked a simple yet profound order: “Lock and load!” Simple, because it
only required the troops to chamber a round in their M4 assault rifles, which they each did instantly
with a series of metallic kerr-chunks. Profound, because the order is only given when combat may be
imminent.

After careful analysis of maps and satellite photographs, the planners had given Blair an LZ next to
a walled compound just north of a gully that ran west into the valley from the eastern ridgeline. But



maps of the valley were notoriously unreliable, and satellite photos could be deceptive. A couple of
days previously the CIA had flown a Russian-made Mi-17 helicopter over the area, filming the valley
floor. Blair and the other pilots had watched the video, but it still hadn’t been clear enough to tell him
whether or not the spot picked out for his LZ was really suitable. To minimize the chance of a
helicopter being shot down, the Chinook pilots were told that under no conditions were they to double
back and fly south—they were never to fly over the same piece of terrain twice. Therefore the pilots
had agreed with the infantry officers that they would put the troops down at “the first sure thing” close
to their assigned LZs.

As Blair approached the compound, he saw a perfect spot about 100 meters south of the gully in a
tiny terraced field.

“Thirty seconds!” Wahl yelled to the soldier next to him. The Chinook slowed to a hover. Blair put
the helicopter into what pilots call its “landing attitude,” with its nose pointing slightly upward to
ensure the rear wheels touch down first. “Aircraft clear?” he asked over the intercom. It was the job of
the three crewmen in the back to check for obstacles or hollows on the LZ that might disrupt the
landing. “Clear to the left!” replied Moore. “Clear to the right!” yelled Wahl. “Clear to the rear!”
shouted Cifers.

With the Chinook facing north toward the compound, Blair slowly lowered the big helicopter to the
ground. In the cabin every infantryman was now wearing his “game face”—a look of focused
determination—and had one arm through the harness of his rucksack, ready to move. As Cifers
watched the dirt field rise up to meet him, he talked Blair through the last few seconds of the landing.
“Aft wheels off ten feet!” he yelled over the intercom. “Five...four...three...two...one.”

The moment that the Chinook’s rear wheels hit the ground, the soldiers rose as one. Some wobbled
under their huge packs before bracing themselves in an awkward runner’s stance. They were relieved
to be on the ground, where they could regain some measure of control over their fates. In the air they
were nothing but a big target. Blair brought the front wheels down gently. The helicopter bounced
along the ground for a few feet, then stopped. The troops were instantly on their feet, shouldering
their rucks. Cifers had raised the ramp a few degrees as the helicopter descended, so it would not
bang off the ground. Now he depressed the short lever beside the ramp to lower it again. Nielsen
bellowed blunt orders from the front of the helicopter: “Go! Go! Go! Move! Move! Move!” Other
NCOs took up the shout.

Sergeant Scotty Mendenhall was closest to the ramp as it began to fall. His location there was no
accident. The beefy six-footer carried one of the platoon’s two M240B machine guns—heavier, more
lethal weapons than the SAWSs. If the enemy was lying in wait for the Americans as they came off the
helicopter, the firepower he laid down could provide the margin between life and death for him and
his buddies. Impatient to get out, Mendenhall stepped onto the ramp while it was still descending.
Holding the machine gun in one hand, he ran halfway down the ramp and jumped. It was just past 6:30
a.m. and the sun had not yet climbed over the mountains when his boots landed in the hard, gravelly
dirt of the Shahikot Valley.
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1.

IT was a raw, biting wind that swept down from the Hindu Kush in the first weeks of 2002, and the
militiamen guarding the Ariana Hotel in downtown Kabul stamped their feet and blew on their hands
to fight off the chill.

Behind them the hotel sat squat, yellow, and ugly. The Ariana was owned by the Afghan
government, which in reality meant whichever guerrilla army happened to be in charge of Kabul at
the time. It also meant the hotel had played several cameo roles in the decade of civil war that had
wracked Afghanistan since the pro-Soviet government fell to the mujahideen in 1992. When the
Taliban army of fundamentalist Muslim students routed the weak central government in 1996, their
first order of business had been to drag Najibullah, the last pro-Soviet Afghan dictator, from the
United Nations compound in which he and his brother had sheltered since their government fell in
1992. After torturing them, the Taliban death squad murdered the brothers and then hung their bodies
from a makeshift scaffold in the traffic circle in front of the Ariana. Thereafter, the Taliban used the
hotel as an R & R spot for troops rotating back from the front line in the war against the Northern
Alliance forces of Ahmad Shah Massoud, and as a way station for Pakistani volunteers en route to the
front. By way of payback, a Northern Alliance jet dropped a bomb on the hotel in 1997.

Now the tables had turned again. Al Qaida, the Islamist terrorist organization that had found a
welcoming home in Afghanistan under the Taliban, had hijacked four planes in the United States and
flown two of them into the World Trade Center and one into the Pentagon, killing thousands and
stirring the world’s only superpower to action. The Americans had come to Afghanistan, embraced
the Northern Alliance, and driven the Taliban from power. And so it was that the guards lounging by
the large concrete steps that led up to the Ariana’s main entrance were tough-looking Northern
Alliance fighters, hard men down from the Panjshir Valley whose fingers never wandered far from
the triggers of their Kalashnikov assault rifles. Some of these men had been fighting—against the
Soviets, Najibullah’s regime, other mujahideen militias, and the Taliban—for more than twenty years,
and it showed on their dark, worn faces and dirty, calloused hands.

But the balance of power had not shifted completely in the Northern Alliance’s favor. Not yet. The
big dog on the block was the United States, and so while the Panjshiri guards shivered outside in their
motley camouflage uniforms provided by the Central Intelligence Agency, inside the Ariana’s bullet-
scarred walls the Americans held court. The CIA had rented the entire hotel, retained the staff, and set
up its Kabul station there. It made sense for the spooks to use the Ariana. It was centrally located, just
a couple of blocks from the Presidential Palace, and the safe house being used by the Special Forces,
but it was protected from the busy street by a ten-foot wall. The only other defenses the Americans
had added were a string of concertina wire atop the wall and a sandbagged guard post on the flat roof,



manned twenty-four hours a day by a couple of Northern Alliance fighters.

Easy living it wasn’t. The plumbing was atrocious, even by Afghan standards, and the hotel was in a
general state of disrepair. But it was warm, and the dining room still offered simple but delicious
dishes of beans and rice and other staples of Afghan cuisine.

On this frigid mid-January afternoon a handful of men were gathered in one of the hotel’s upstairs
rooms for a meeting. The CIA personnel conducted most of their meetings in this room during those
first turbulent months after the fall of Kabul, but on this occasion only one agency officer was present
—a thin, bearded man with long sandy hair called John, who was the deputy chief of station. The rest
of the men were soldiers, special operators from the units that had been at the forefront of the war in
Afghanistan. Like John, they were dressed in civilian clothes and wore their hair longer than most
American soldiers are allowed. All sported the beards that were ubiquitous among American special
operators and intelligence operatives in Afghanistan. Most were armed with M4 carbines or 9mm
Beretta pistols.

It was a dark-walled room made even darker by the curtains drawn to prevent any snipers from
drawing a bead on those inside. Dust motes swam in a single shaft of intense sunlight that exploited a
small gap between the curtains. A lamp resting on an end table cast shadows on a floor covered by an
Afghan rug, and the men sat on a tatty, overstuffed sofa and similarly worn but comfortable chairs.

As the Americans sipped green tea from a service that a member of the hotel staff had set on a
glass-topped coffee table, the mood was businesslike. The Taliban had been defeated, the Northern
Alliance had swept into Kabul, and the whole country was—in theory—under the control of the
Americans and the Afghan warlords with whom they had allied themselves. But the men in the room
were not celebrating. The Taliban were gone and Al Qaida’s guerrillas were on the run, but there was
still much to do. Six weeks earlier the Americans thought they had Al Qaida’s leaders holed up at
Tora Bora in the White Mountains that straddle the border with Pakistan. Reluctant to put too many
American troops on the ground, U.S. commanders had relied on their Afghan allies backed up by
Special Forces to snare Osama bin Laden and his henchmen. But this time the Americans’ faith in
their militia allies was misplaced, and a failure to block escape routes into Pakistan from Tora Bora
meant bin Laden and hundreds of Al Qaida’s most hardened fighters had slipped the net.

So long as those guerrillas remained at large, the Americans knew they could not rest. And so as
usual in these brainstorming sessions, which John convened daily in his excuse for a sitting room, the
talk this afternoon was where to focus next.

As the meeting was breaking up, John looked across the table and spoke directly to one of the
special operators—an Army officer dressed in a thick, long-sleeved shirt with an Afghan scarf
around his neck. Clipped into the waistband of his cargo pants was a black leather holster in which
nestled a semiautomatic Glock pistol with a twenty-round extended clip. Over six feet tall with dark
hair and a goatee that framed an open and honest face, the officer was forty years old, yet still had the
lean, hard physique of the track and field champion he had been in his youth. He exuded the self-
confident air of a man used to not just living but succeeding on his wits. His name was Pete Blaber
and he was a lieutenant colonel in 1% Special Forces Operational Detachment—Delta, better known to
the public as “Delta Force.”

The agency was getting a lot of reports that Al Qaida forces were regrouping in a mountainous



region south of Gardez in eastern Afghanistan’s rugged Paktia province, John said. “What’s it
called?” Blaber asked. The CIA officer told him. Blaber, who had been in Afghanistan for a month
and thought he knew the lay of the land, had never heard of the place. “How do you spell it?” he said,
eyes narrowing with curiosity as he grabbed a mechanical pencil to jot the name down in his day
planner.

As Blaber scribbled, the CIA officer spoke each letter in turn: “S-H-A-H-IK-H-O-T.”
2.

THE spooks and operators at the Ariana weren’t the only Americans in central Asia to have taken a
sudden interest in the Shahikot Valley. Two weeks earlier, and 350 miles (about 563 kilometers) to the
northwest, at a remote air base in Uzbekistan, two Army officers had been poring over maps of
eastern Afghanistan. Major Paul Wille and Captain Francesca Ziemba were on the staff of the 10®
Mountain Division, and they were working on an urgent tasking from the division commander, Major
General Franklin “Buster” Hagenbeck.

A native Floridian and West Point graduate, Hagenbeck had taken command of the division in
August, having previously seen combat in Grenada with the 82" Airborne Division in 1983.

By late December 2001, Hagenbeck was a frustrated man. He’d left 10" Mountain’s home post of
Fort Drum in upstate New York a month earlier in the expectation that he would soon be commanding
troops in combat in Afghanistan. Although it had been America’s commandos who had carried the
fight to the enemy so far, Hagenbeck was sure the conventional Army’s battalions, brigades, and
divisions would be essential in defeating the Taliban. He was by no means alone in believing that
victory in Afghanistan would likely require conventional forces sooner rather than later. When the
first CIA operatives and Special Forces soldiers had flown into Afghanistan in September to link up
with the Northern Alliance, U.S. commanders were not planning for victory by Christmas. Their
ambitions were far more modest: to use the Northern Alliance, emboldened by the precise lethality of
America’s air power and the tactical savvy of her special operators, to carve out a foothold in
northern Afghanistan before the onset of the dreaded Afghan winter. The aim was to seize at least one
airfield in the north into which conventional troops could be flown, if necessary, in time to launch a
spring offensive.

When, against all expectations, one province after another fell quickly to the Northern Alliance, the
Americans instead began planning to introduce conventional forces in a battle for Kabul, in case the
Alliance’s attack stalled at the gates of the Afghan capital. The plan was to airdrop a brigade of the
82" Airborne Division to seize Kabul’s airport, through which would flow the conventional units
charged with taking control of the city. But the Taliban’s hasty retreat from the capital on November
13 obviated the need for such an assault. (This was fortunate. With no permission to stage the airborne
assault from bases in neighboring countries, it would have taken every tanker aircraft in the Air
Force’s fleet to refuel the C-17 and C-141 transports flying the paratroopers from Pope Air Force
Base, North Carolina, to the dark skies over Kabul. This would have left no tankers for the bombers
that would be expected to conduct preassault strikes on Kabul’s defenses.) Similar plans for a
conventional assault on the southern city of Kandahar, the Taliban’s spiritual home, also went by the
wayside when the regime failed to make the last ditch defense of the city expected by U.S.
commanders.



So instead of pitting their wits against the Taliban and Al Qaida, the end of 2001 found Hagenbeck
and his staff sitting on the sidelines, itching to get into the action. Hagenbeck’s mission was to be the
forward headquarters in the Afghanistan theater for Lieutenant General Paul Mikolashek, who
commanded all of America’s conventional ground forces in a swathe of the globe that encompassed
twenty-five countries stretching from Sudan to Kazakhstan. That was the territory for which U.S.
Central Command (CENTCOM)—one of the Pentagon’s five regional commands—was responsible,
and Mikolashek’s boss was CENTCOM commander General Tommy Franks. In peacetime
Mikolashek’s command was known as the Army component of Central Command, or ARCENT. But
during the war in Afghanistan, as other ground forces—U.S. Marines, as well as U.S. and allied
special ops units—were placed under Mikolashek, Franks gave it the tongue-twisting title of Coalition
Forces Land Component Command, or CFLCC (pronounced “sea-flick”).

ARCENT’s headquarters at Fort McPherson in Atlanta, Georgia, was too far away from
Afghanistan for Mikolashek’s taste, so he moved it to the high-tech facilities at Camp Doha in Kuwait.
But he wanted a headquarters element even closer, so the Army gave him the 10™ Mountain division
HQ, which is how Hagenbeck found himself at the windblown base at Kharsi-Khanabad, Uzbekistan.
He and his headquarters arrived at K2, as it quickly became known, on December 1.

By the time Hagenbeck’s troops had pitched their tents in K2, the Taliban had abandoned Kabul and
retreated to their power base in the southern city of Kandahar, where their resistance evaporated by
December 9. Meanwhile, bin Laden and hundreds of his fighters had fled to their Tora Bora
stronghold. When Franks declined to commit conventional troops to stop those fighters from
escaping into Pakistan, another opportunity to get into the fight seemed to have slipped through
Hagenbeck’s fingers. But he wasn’t about to give up. Although an even-tempered officer of patrician
countenance, the division commander was, by his own admission, “chomping at the bit to do
something.” He knew there were still enemy forces in Afghanistan. That much was clear from the
daily video-teleconferences (VTCs) through which CENTCOM ran the war from its headquarters at
MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, Florida. These video-teleconferences, in which the senior figures
from each headquarters sat in front of a TV camera—-monitor combination that automatically
broadcast the picture of whoever was talking to the other headquarters watching, were a feature of
daily life for the colonels and generals planning and fighting the war. In these discussions CENTCOM
officials referred to remaining concentrations of Al Qaida fighters in Afghanistan as “puddles of
resistance.”

Hagenbeck gathered his staff in late December and told them to collect all the intelligence they
could about the situation in Afghanistan and to draw up rough plans—concepts of operations, in
Army lingo—for missions in which the Mountain headquarters could be used to command and
control conventional and special operations forces. Hagenbeck’s aim was to demonstrate his
headquarters’ value to Mikolashek, in the hope of persuading the three-star general to give Mountain
a combat operation to head up.

Wille and Ziemba got to work. A brawny, likable and plainspoken man, Wille was the division’s
chief of plans. His job was to coordinate the efforts of all the other planners in the division staff and
subordinate units. Ziemba, a slender brunette who as a West Point cadet had somehow acquired the
incongruous nickname “Ox,” was the plans officer in the division’s intelligence section. “Okay,
where’s some enemy activity?” Wille asked the intel officer. “Right here,” she said, indicating a
digital map display on her laptop, her finger pointing right at the Shahikot. “There’s some enemy



activity in this valley.” The Shahikot area had been a mujahideen stronghold during the Soviet-Afghan
war, she added. To Wille that seemed as good a place as any for which to plan an operation. He and
Ziemba applied themselves to the task assiduously. Their “office” was the plans tent, the only unheated
tent in the entire command post. In the chill of the Uzbek winter, they often typed with their gloves on.
Operating on two hours of sleep a night, supplemented by copious amounts of coffee, the two
officers scrutinized maps, analyzed intelligence reports, and put together a rough plan.

Their job was made all the harder by the fact that no one at the Mountain headquarters, including
Hagenbeck himself, had access to the most current intelligence about events in Afghanistan. This was
a function of the compartmentalized approach to intelligence gathering in the war, in which, for
reasons of operational security and bureaucratic turf protection, intelligence gathered by one U.S.
agency or command was often not shared with other senior U.S. officials or military commanders in
the region. CENTCOM even held back intelligence from Mikolashek’s headquarters. Nevertheless, by
the end of December, Wille and Ziemba produced a well-developed concept paper that showed how
the Mountain HQ could use conventional and unconventional forces to crush Al Qaida guerrillas in
the Shahikot. Wille presented it to Hagenbeck, who liked what he saw. The concept was forwarded to
Mikolashek and his CFLCC planners in the first week of January.

Hagenbeck heard nothing back from Mikolashek. His frustration gave way to resignation. On
January 25 he boarded a plane and flew to Kuwait, there to brief Mikolashek on another plan his staff
had drawn up: the one for their imminent return to Fort Drum.

3.

WITHIN forty-eight hours of his return to K2 after briefing Mikolashek on his plan to take his
headquarters back to the States, Hagenbeck was finally read in on some of the compartmentalized
intelligence hitherto denied him. The man sharing the intel was Colonel John Mulholland, a bear of a
man who commanded 5" Special Forces Group. Mulholland had every right to be pleased with the
course of his war so far. Under his command a task force of just 316 Special Forces soldiers had
entered Afghanistan, organized, trained, and, in some cases, equipped the Northern Alliance and the
anti-Taliban Pushtun militias, toppled the Taliban government in Kabul and routed its fielded forces.
The entire campaign, from the first A-team flying into Afghanistan on October 19 to the collapse of
the Taliban’s home base in Kandahar on December 6, had lasted only forty-nine days.
Notwithstanding the critical contributions made by the CIA, air power, and other special operations
forces, the defeat of the Taliban was Special Forces’ finest hour.

Special Forces have been part of the Army since 1952. For much of that time they have been treated
like a bastard child. The “big Army” never really felt comfortable with the independence bred and
trained into SF soldiers. Unlike the conventional Army, which often maneuvered in 600-soldier
battalions, Special Forces’ cutting edge was provided by twelve-man operational detachments alpha,
more commonly known as ODAs or A-teams. By 2001 Special Forces focused on “unconventional
warfare”—teaching insurgents how to wage war against enemies of the United States. Afghanistan
seemed to validate their approach. But that didn’t stop CENTCOM from ensnaring Special Forces in a
confusing and often conflicting chain of command that was to affect with nearly disastrous results the
rest of the war in Afghanistan.

The commander of all of CENTCOM’s “white” (i.e., those whose existence is not classified)
special operations forces was a former head of SEAL Team 6, the Navy’s rough equivalent of the



Army’s Delta Force. That officer, Rear Admiral Albert Calland, split the special ops command in
Afghanistan. In the north, where the Northern Alliance’s presence offered great opportunities for
unconventional warfare, he created Task Force Dagger, with Mulholland’s 5™ Group at its core. To
special ops planners, the south offered more potential for a force designed to conduct special
reconnaissance and direct action; in other words, a force that specialized first in finding the enemy,
then killing him. The force Calland established to do that—Joint Special Operations Task Force
(South)—was led by another SEAL, Commodore Robert Harward, and comprised largely special ops
units from allied countries, rounded out by some SEALs and Special Forces. It was called Task Force
K-Bar.

Many, especially those in the Army, worried about Navy operators being thrust into extended land
operations. But in the north the plan worked better than anyone had dared hope.

wm Mikolashek’s support, Task Force Dagger put unconventional warfare (UW) doctrine to work on
a massive scale in Afghanistan, allying with the warlords who would become American surrogates
or, in the language of UW, “G-chiefs” (the G stands for guerrilla). According to Lieutenant Colonel
Mark Rosengard, Dagger’s operations officer, the key to understanding and implementing that
doctrine was to reduce it to its bare essentials. For a UW operation to work, a potential G-chief must
be able to answer “yes” to three simple questions, he said.

“The first one is ‘Do we have a common goal today, recognizing tomorrow may be different?’ The
second question is ‘Do you have a secure backyard?’” Rosengard said. Without a sanctuary in which
Special Forces could meet with and organize indigenous troops, “we’ll only run away from the
enemy all the time and never get anywhere.”

The third question is even more basic: “Are you willing to kill somebody?”

“With those three things, I can do business,” Rosengard said. “It’s no more complicated than that.
Bragg [Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where Special Forces doctrine is written and taught] will make
that a mile long and teach people a course for eight weeks.”

In the Northern Alliance, Task Force Dagger found an organization whose leaders could answer
with a resounding “yes” to each of the three questions. Despite the assassination of its charismatic
leader, Ahmad Shah Massoud, only two days before the September 11 attacks, the alliance remained a
force in being, with its own “secure backyard” in northeastern Afghanistan. Once the A-teams got
their feet on the ground and put their heads together with their chosen G-chiefs, the combination of
American know-how and air power with Northern Alliance muscle proved unstoppable when
opposed by the Taliban’s ragtag army.

The Taliban’s collapse heralded an extraordinary success for Task Force Dagger, but it also posed
new and difficult challenges. The Northern Alliance had proven worthy allies in the fight to topple the
Taliban. But once that victory had been achieved, the alliance’s leaders were more interested in
consolidating power for themselves in Kabul, or in fighting among themselves, than they were in
crushing the Al Qaida forces that, along with the remnants of the Taliban army, had fled to the
mountains that lined the border with Pakistan. This was to be expected. The Northern Alliance was
dominated and led by fighters from the two largest ethnic groups in northern Afghanistan, the Tajiks
and the Uzbeks. The Taliban, on the other hand, was a movement that emerged from the Pushtun tribes



concentrated along both sides of the border with Pakistan. The Pushtuns had traditionally controlled
Afghanistan’s central government, and what the Northern Alliance leaders were really interested in
was ejecting their hated Pushtun rivals from power, and then enjoying the fruits of victory. They had
little incentive to risk their lives chasing Al Qaida’s highly motivated foreign fighters through the
mountains.

At this point American interests diverged from those of the Northern Alliance. U.S. commanders
had little interest in rounding up the Taliban’s foot soldiers, most of whom had returned to their
farms and villages or fled to Pakistan. But the Americans had every intention of killing or capturing
the hundreds—perhaps thousands—of Al Qaida fighters now on the run in eastern Afghanistan, as
well as Taliban leader Mullah Mohammed Omar and his immediate subordinates. Task Force Dagger
was given permission to extend its unconventional warfare campaign into the Pushtun lands of
southern and eastern Afghanistan. However, having allied themselves with the Northern Alliance,
dominated by the Pushtuns’ historical enemies, the Americans had—perhaps unavoidably—set
themselves a difficult task when it came to winning Pushtuns over to their cause. To make matters
worse for the Americans, Al Qaida had also been a stronger presence in the eastern provinces than
elsewhere in the country, buying friends and influence with cash.

The TF Dagger leaders realized allies would not be as easy to find in eastern Afghanistan as they
had been in the north. Working out of bases in Pakistan, Dagger teams cobbled together a few Pushtun
tribal militias and tagged them the “Eastern Alliance,” as a counterweight to the Northern Alliance.
For a time this approach seemed to be working. It was Dagger, with help from the CIA and other
special ops units, which brought Pushtun leader Hamid Karzai into Afghanistan from obscurity and
exile in Pakistan, then fought with him until the Taliban were vanquished and he could assume power
as the United States’ handpicked head of state in Kabul. Other A-teams found Pushtun chiefs willing—
for a price—to help them pursue Al Qaida in the mountains of northeast Afghanistan. But the
Americans’ luck ran out at a place called Tora Bora.

4.

NESTLED in the White Mountains on the north edge of a finger of Pakistan that jutted fifty miles into
eastern Afghanistan, Tora Bora was one of several complexes along that part of the border that had
served as bases for the mujahideen during their war against the Soviets and had since been taken over
by the Taliban or Al Qaida. The bases were in the Pushtun heartland, just across the border from
Pakistan. This meant they could be easily resupplied by Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence
Directorate, which in the past had supplied both men and materiel to the mujahideen and the Taliban.
Most of these bases shared the same features: natural and man-made caves, bunkers, antiaircraft
defenses, logistics depots, and convenient escape routes back into Pakistan.

In late November intelligence reports indicated that a significant Al Qaida force was coalescing at
Tora Bora. There were strong suggestions that bin Laden was also there, although firm intelligence
on the movements of bin Laden and other Al Qaida leaders was hard to come by. Bin Laden had lived
among the Pushtuns for all but six of the last nineteen years. Many families in the region had
benefited from his generosity. Like bin Laden, the Pushtun tribesmen were fiercely Islamic, but the
Pushtuns also lived by a strict honor code that set great store by the sheltering of guests from their
enemies. Few were willing to cooperate with the Americans. Fewer still could be fully trusted. Even
with a $5 million reward on his head, bin Laden was safer among the Pushtuns than he was almost
anywhere else on earth.



Without good intelligence, the Americans faced a daunting challenge in assaulting Al Qaida’s
mountain fastness in Tora Bora. They went with the modus operandi that had worked for them up to
now: unconventional warfare. Dagger’s success around Kandahar with Karzai and his fellow Pushtun
leader, Gul Agha Sherzai, had given the task force’s leaders confidence that they could take the
momentum they had gained with the Northern Alliance and transfer it to the Pushtun heartland. They
found a few local militia leaders they thought they could work with in the Tora Bora area and, with
CIA officers handing out wads of greenbacks, set about using them to hunt bin Laden down.

But the truth was it didn’t matter much whether or not the Dagger leaders or the generals at CFLCC
headquarters in Kuwait thought unconventional warfare alone would be enough to destroy the Al
Qaida forces at Tora Bora. They had no other option. From the very start of the war, CENTCOM had
been extraordinarily reluctant to introduce conventional forces into Afghanistan. This approach
reflected what Franks was being told by Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld. “The message was
strong from the national level down: ‘We are not going to repeat the mistakes of the Soviets. We are
not going to go in with large conventional forces,’” recalled Major General Warren Edwards, who
was Mikolashek’s deputy commanding general for operations at CFLCC. “This was so embedded in
our decision-making process, in our psyche.”

“We don’t want to make the same mistakes as the Russians, we don’t want to look like an invading
force” became a mantra, an article of faith for U.S. officials from senior figures in the Bush
administration to field grade officers in Afghanistan. This represented a very simplistic view of the
Soviets’ defeat in Afghanistan, which owed as much to their attempt to impose an alien, morally
bankrupt political system on the Afghan population using scorched-earth tactics as it did to the raw
number of troops they put into the country. It also ignored the possibility of a middle ground
somewhere between the 120,000 troops that the Soviets had in Afghanistan at the height of their war in
the 1980s and the few hundred special operators that the United States had in Afghanistan. Even had
the United States put two light divisions—say the 101t Airborne and 10™ Mountain divisions—into
Afghanistan, the numbers would not have exceeded 30,000, only a quarter of what the Soviets
deployed.

Inside the Pentagon the three figures at the head of the Army—Secretary of the Army Tom White,
Chief of Staff General Eric “Ric” Shinseki, and Vice Chief of Staff General Jack Keane—argued for
a larger role for their service. Afghanistan was a large, landlocked country, after all. It had no air
force to speak of, and no navy. But when Shinseki, who represented the Army when the Joint Chiefs
of Staff met to discuss strategy, pushed for a greater deployment of regular Army units to
Afghanistan, he was repeatedly rebuffed by the defense secretary and the loyal coterie of political
appointees who surrounded him in the Pentagon. “Ric was always for more conventional force than
the guys down the hallway, and Rumsfeld in particular,” White said. It didn’t help the Army leaders’
cause that Shinseki’s relations with Rumsfeld had been strained since the early days of the defense
secretary’s tenure. Rumsfeld arrived at the Pentagon in January 2001 determined to restructure the
military so that it could more efficiently and effectively meet the challenges of the twenty-first
century. In an ironic twist he called this process “transformation,” hijacking a term Shinseki had been
using since October 1999 to describe his plans to modernize the Army. Rumsfeld spoke of
transforming the entire military, but he had the Army foremost in his sights. The Army’s senior
generals, he believed, were too wedded to their Cold War-era heavy armored and mechanized
divisions and lacked the imagination necessary to break with the ways of the past in order to create
the more flexible formations and doctrine Rumsfeld believed were the keys to success on future



battlefields. In the months prior to September 11, the media had been full of stories suggesting that
Rumsfeld was looking to do away with two of the Army’s ten active duty divisions and use the
savings to fund the development of precision munitions, which he and his advisers viewed as the
route to success in future conflicts. Although Rumsfeld’s rhetoric about transformation in many ways
echoed Shinseki’s, the personality clash between the brash, arrogant defense secretary and the low-
key chief of staff did much to create an atmosphere of mutual distrust between the office of the
secretary of defense and the Army leadership. In this light, it is hardly surprising that Rumsfeld
resisted the Army leaders’ suggestions to deploy more conventional forces to Afghanistan. As the
combination of Special Forces and airpower helped sweep the Taliban from power, it appeared the
Afghanistan campaign was validating Rumsfeld’s vision of twenty-first-century warfare.

The Pentagon’s—and, by extension, CENTCOM’s—obsession with minimizing the presence of
U.S. conventional troops in Afghanistan translated into an arbitrary cap on the number of U.S.
personnel that Franks would allow on Afghan soil at any one time.

mus the attack on Al Qaida’s positions at Tora Bora that began November 30 followed the same pattern
as previous operations: an assault by Afghan fighters, advised by Dagger A-teams, Delta Force
operators, and CIA operatives, and supported by a massive aerial bombardment. For the first time the
formula failed. The CIA and Dagger had recruited a local Pushtun militia led by a warlord named
Hazrat Ali for the assault. But Ali and his troops did not share the Northern Alliance’s enmity for the
Taliban’s foreign allies and prosecuted their attacks halfheartedly. Even had they been more highly
motivated, the challenges of assaulting such inaccessible, heavily defended positions would almost
certainly have proved beyond the capabilities of the hastily organized force.

“That was the most formidable terrain that we fought in,” said Rosengard, Dagger’s operations
officer. Valleys were no more than snow-filled defiles whose sheer rock walls soared skyward to
become jagged peaks up to 15,000 feet high. “Given the availability of that cover and concealment [to
the enemy], with the Afghans, and particularly with the Pushtun Afghans—the General Hazrat Ali
guys—we did not have the fire and maneuver available to us to get in there and root guys out,”
Rosengard said. “We just didn’t have the skill to overcome the combination of that enemy and that
terrain.”

The Dagger leaders assumed a portion of the Al Qaida force would fight to the death, but only to
protect their comrades, including bin Laden and other senior leaders, as they tried to escape. This is
exactly what happened. The Tora Bora base backed on to the porous Pakistan border, across which
lay the Pushtun tribal areas of the Northwest Frontier Province, whose inhabitants were sympathetic to
the Taliban and largely beyond the control of the central government in Islamabad. With no U.S.
conventional forces to block their escape, hundreds of Al Qaida fighters slipped into Pakistan.

It seems incredible in retrospect, but this turn of events had not been foreseen at CENTCOM or
CFLCC. “There was some knowledge that this might be the last great stand, that bin Laden might be
there, the senior leadership might be there,” said Edwards, Mikolashek’s deputy. “But the mindset was,
we’re gonna push forward, we’re gonna strike ’em with air, we’re gonna kill ’em all up here in the
valley. Not, they’re gonna flee outta there.” A few days into the fighting the Americans intercepted a
radio communication out of Tora Bora from bin Laden himself. But even then, with the prospect of
their highest-value target escaping with the core of his remaining force, U.S. commanders remained



oblivious to the strategic disaster unfolding. “When Tora Bora started to bog down, I'm not sure
anybody understood how many were escaping,” Edwards said.

The American generals might not have realized how many foes were escaping, but after several
days of inconclusive fighting around Tora Bora, they became frustrated with the operation’s slow
pace. “The whole issue between CENTCOM and CFLCC and Dagger during Tora Bora was keeping
up the momentum,” Edwards said. The Afghan allies would make an attempt at an attack, then go
home and drink tea. “It wasn’t moving fast enough for the CinC [commander-in-chief, i.e., Franks].”

American surveillance planes spotted scores of intense heat sources—interpreted as campfires—in
the snowy heights. There were no settlements at that altitude. The perception at CFLCC was that these
fires were keeping enemy fighters warm as they made their way to Pakistan. The generals in Kuwait
recommended bombing the positions as soon as possible. But Franks and his staff did not see it like
that. “They might be shepherds” was Central Command’s attitude, according to two officers who sat
in on video-teleconferences in which the matter was discussed. At CFLCC that theory didn’t wash. The
idea that scores of shepherds were tending their flocks in drifting snow at 10,000 feet in the middle of
winter was implausible. But the higher headquarters prevailed and refused to target the hot spots
because no one could prove that they were enemy campfires. Whoever set the fires—Al Qaida
fighters or a midwinter gathering of shepherds—survived to make a safe passage over the border.

At least two Dagger A-teams were sent across the border to help Pakistani troops whom the
Americans wanted to block Al Qaida’s path. This was a vain hope. The Pakistani military was
reluctant to stray into the Pushtun tribal areas that straddled the border, and the effort foundered. The
Pakistanis intercepted about 300 Al Qaida troops, but roughly 1,000 escaped. Among those who got
away, almost certainly, was Osama bin Laden. Franks would later say that he remained unconvinced
that bin Laden was at Tora Bora. Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz told Congress in June
2002 that Franks had believed that conducting the Tora Bora operation with U.S. conventional forces
would have required “a massive, highly visible buildup” of troops that would have tipped off the Al
Qaida forces, allowing them to flee. But among American officials familiar with the battle, Franks
was in the minority. The prevailing opinion was that, despite the scores of enemy fighters killed by
American bombs, Tora Bora represented a failure, a defeat for the Americans, and CENTCOM was to
blame for not using conventional forces.

For the first time the unconventional warfare approach had come up short. The point was lost on
neither TF Dagger nor the higher-ups in CFLCC and CENTCOM. “Certainly [Tora Bora] has got to
be quantified as a failure for not having drug out of there who everybody believed was there,”
Rosengard said. “[That failure] drove home to much greater clarity the fact that we did indeed lack the
fire and maneuver to do all things for all people in Afghanistan.” But to CFLCC’s planners, Tora
Bora also underlined the consequences of CENTCOM’s bias against committing the conventional
forces required to destroy the remaining Al Qaida elements in Afghanistan. “There was a constant—
in our mind—disconnect between mission and assets allowed to be available to do the mission,”
Edwards said. That disconnect would reassert itself ten weeks later in the Shahikot.

5.

IN the cold, muddy tent city at K2, the Tora Bora failure prompted long conversations among the
senior Dagger officers as the unconventional warfare maestros reconsidered their approach to what
remained of the war in Afghanistan. As the officers talked long into the dark Uzbek nights, one thick



Boston accent rose loudly above the whine of C-17 engines and the roar of MC-130 Combat Talon
turboprops from the nearby runways. The voice belonged to Lieutenant Colonel Mark Rosengard.

Until October, Rosengard had been deputy commander of 10™ Special Forces Group, which is
headquartered at Fort Carson, Colorado, but specializes in operations in Europe. Then he received a
call from Special Forces Command at Fort Bragg telling him to pack his bags—he was headed to K2
to serve as Dagger’s new operations officer. (A Special Forces group’s operations officer was
usually a major, but when transformed into a joint special operations task force, the group was
entitled to a lieutenant colonel in that position.) Even if he’d been a bland operator who preferred to
stay in the background, Rosengard’s job as the officer in charge of coordinating Dagger’s current
missions while planning future operations would have made him one of the most important of the
fifty-plus augmentees who arrived at K2 to beef up Mulholland’s staff. But Rosengard wasn’t that
type, and the inspiring force of his personality rendered his impact on the task force, and the coming
operation, all the greater.

Possessed of an exuberant self-confidence, the forty-four-year-old Rosengard had been seasoned
by years spent operating in Bosnia, Kosovo, and northern Iraq. That experience, combined with his
extraordinary energy and drive, meant he commanded instant respect among his subordinates in the
“3 shop,” as an Army unit’s plans and operations directorate is known. Rosengard was “a fireball”
who motivated his men to work eighteen-hour days, seven days a week, said Captain Tim Fletcher,
who, as commander of 5" Group’s Headquarters and Headquarters Company, observed Rosengard at
close quarters for several months.

Rosengard’s ability to work long hours with no apparent diminishment in his judgment or
equilibrium astonished his subordinates. Fueled by a constant intake of caffeine and nicotine,
Rosengard would literally work until he dropped. “He wouldn’t sleep unless he basically just shut
down,” said Fletcher. After being evacuated—against his will—to a U.S. military hospital in Incirlik,
Turkey, suffering from chest pains that turned out to be nothing more serious than acid reflux,
Rosengard quit his pack-a-day-of-Marlboro-Lights habit on January 1, impressing colleagues with
his ability to do so without becoming short-tempered. But that was his only lifestyle concession. He
only relaxed when reading letters from his wife and two children. Then he would slip into a comalike
sleep. On those occasions his staff would let him doze through small crises or moments of decision,
because he needed the rest, even though they knew their failure to rouse him would bring a rocket
when he finally awoke.

Rosengard was a man who found it easy to get along with others, and for whom subordinates
would gladly work themselves into the ground. This was an invaluable trait for an officer who
arrived as an unknown quantity in the pressurized atmosphere of Dagger’s headquarters. “He’s a
phenomenal man that I'd work for again in a heartbeat,” Fletcher said. Rosengard quickly formed a
good working relationship with Major Perry Clark, 5" Group’s operations officer who now worked
for him. Clark knew the personalities in the headquarters and the operators on the teams. Rosengard
brought experience.

But there was also a flamboyant side to Rosengard, a former college hockey goalie whose black
mustache was as thick as his vowels were broad. He gave briefings at high volume, accentuating his
remarks by using a red laser aiming device attached to his 9mm Beretta pistol. His over-the-top, all-
action style unsettled some soldiers, who had to suppress laughter when confronted with this



vociferous, pistol-waving officer. But Rosengard never used his outspokenness to demean. If he was
angry with someone, he let them know privately. “If you ever got pulled aside, and talked to nice and
quietly, you knew you were in a world of hurt, because that’s when he was serious,” Fletcher said.

American bombs were still falling on Tora Bora when Rosengard and his staff met December 8 to
consider where next to focus Dagger’s energies. There were probably still some Taliban elements in
the desert provinces south and west of the city of Kandahar city, but U.S. commanders considered
these an insignificant threat. “We knew where we had a problem, where the sanctuary was, where there
were people that would support [the enemy] we were going to get,” Rosengard said. That sanctuary
was Paktia’s mountainous border with Pakistan. “The place where we had the littlest influence that had
the most significance was Paktia province....We knew there was order of battle [there]that we had not
yet encountered and had not accounted for in any way,” he said. Dagger’s planners concluded that
“tactically, Paktia was the biggest deal left on the plate.”

But as they were figuring out where they should next take the fight to their enemy, U.S.
commanders were also rethinking their “all UW, all the time” approach. The war had changed course.
They were now facing a different enemy than they had encountered—and conquered—using
unconventional warfare. For the past two months Dagger’s Special Forces operators and CIA
operatives had used the Northern Alliance to roll back an enemy that consisted largely of the
Taliban’s peasant infantry. But by now the Taliban had been evicted from all major towns. Most
Taliban fighters not killed or captured had returned to their farms and villages or crossed into
Pakistan. Al Qaida, however, was another matter. Its fighters had no hometowns or villages in
Afghanistan to which to return. The option of simply surrendering or switching sides, as many
Taliban-affiliated militias had done when it was clear which way the war was headed, did not exist for
Al Qaida. They were outsiders, foreigners from Uzbekistan and Chechnya, as well as Saudi Arabia
and other Arab states. They could expect no quarter from the Northern Alliance and little from the
Americans. Nor could they return to the homes they had left. Most were on the run from the
authorities in their native countries, who preferred to export Islamic extremism rather than let it fester
at home.

What’s more, Al Qaida troops’ religious fervor made them highly motivated soldiers. During the
war with the Northern Alliance, the Taliban’s 55" Brigade—composed entirely of Al Qaida fighters
—was one of the Taliban order of battle’s most effective formations. Al Qaida fighters were also,
almost by definition, vehemently anti-American. With their most senior leaders still at large, they
would not consider themselves defeated. Some had made it into Pakistan from Tora Bora or
elsewhere. There they might find refuge in the tribal areas. A few leaders, perhaps, could hide in plain
sight in the sprawling metropolises of Rawalpindi, Lahore, or Karachi. But most Al Qaida fighters
would remain close to their bases along the border. Many had traveled thousands of miles to learn the
skills of jihad in Al Qaida’s Afghan training camps. Now the infidels had come to Afghanistan. The
prospects for jihad could not be better. With no way home and the chance for victory or martyrdom
before them, they could be expected to fight.

The disappointing performance of Hazrat Ali’s forces at Tora Bora, where the Americans’ nominal
allies accepted bribes to allow Al Qaida safe passage, combined with the knowledge that they now
faced a more skilled and determined enemy, forced Dagger’s senior officers to reassess the wisdom
of relying on local militias. Unconventional warfare was yielding diminishing returns. Perhaps it was
time for a new approach.



s mid-December a new place name was appearing in reports being sent back to K2 about Al Qaida
activity in eastern Afghanistan: Shahikot. When used by the Special Forces’ indigenous allies, it
referred to an area south of Gardez, rather than to any particular valley. The focus on Paktia, where
the Shahikot was, sent the Dagger folks searching for copies of two books Mulholland had arranged
to have shipped to them before they left 5 Group’s home post of Fort Campbell, Kentucky: The Bear
Went Over the Mountain and The Other Side of the Mountain. Translated and edited by Lester Grau, a
retired U.S. Army officer who worked at the Army’s Foreign Military Studies Office at Fort
Leavenworth, Kansas, The Bear Went Over the Mountain was a collection of tactical vignettes from
the Soviet war in Afghanistan, written by Soviet officers. The Other Side of the Mountain, written by
Grau with Ali Ahmad Jalali, a former mujahed, followed a similar format, only with a different set of
vignettes seen this time from the perspective of mujahideen commanders. Both books featured
detailed analyses of combat operations in eastern Afghanistan in general and Paktia in particular.
When read together, they provided Dagger personnel valuable insight into how their enemies might
operate in Paktia, and which tactics would work best against them.

While most Dagger staff boned up on eastern Afghanistan’s recent military history and
brainstormed on what to do next, one officer adopted a more scientific approach. Captain Brian
Sweeney was attached to the Dagger staff from the Land Information Warfare Activity, an Army
organization that specialized in tracking patterns of enemy activity in order to discern enemy
networks and command and control nodes. Beginning in December, on his own initiative, Sweeney
patiently correlated the information that Dagger and CIA teams were sending back from eastern
Afghanistan with technical information on the location and movement of Al Qaida forces provided by
spy planes and satellites. Sitting in Dagger’s secure, compartmented intelligence facility, or SCIF—a
long tent, surrounded by razor wire, guarded by 10th Mountain troops and permeated by the smell of
burnt coffee—Sweeney worked to paint a picture of Al Qaida’s network of safe houses, transportation
nodes and escape routes out of Afghanistan, which he called “ratlines.” He identified three separate
ratlines.

Although working as an information operations specialist, Sweeney, described by a colleague as a
tall, dark-haired, “James Bond-looking guy,” was also a Special Forces officer. This was a key
attribute. As an SF officer, Sweeney “brought a Special Forces background and mindset to the
analysis process that the technicians had not previously thought about,” Rosengard said. Dagger’s
intelligence cell was dominated by Air Force personnel who had been brought in to aid 5 Group’s
transformation to a joint special ops task force, but even the SF soldiers from 5™ Group’s intel shop
failed to put the pieces together as well as Sweeney. “It was brilliant,” Rosengard said.

As the Shahikot assumed a higher profile in Dagger’s planning, the special ops staffers began
feeding intelligence tidbits to their Mountain counterparts and K2 neighbors, allowing Wille and
Ziemba to draw up their own plans for how to deal with the Al Qaida force said to be assembling
south of Gardez. But despite the growing frequency of references to the region in intel reports,
Dagger did not make the Shahikot its primary focus until mid-January. When it did, it was partly on
the basis of information received from an A-team code-named Texas 14.

6.



THE convoy of mud-splattered pickup trucks that wound its way through the muddy, crowded streets
of Gardez on January 4, 2002, was manned by a motley crew of Americans and Afghans, and led by
an American who looked like an Afghan.

The Americans were the SF soldiers of Texas 14, the call sign for ODA 594, an A-team from 57
Group’s 3" Battalion, along with a couple of CIA operatives. The Afghans included the beginnings of
a private Pushtun army that Texas 14 and the agency were starting to assemble. And the American
who looked like an Afghan was Texas 14’s leader, Captain Glenn Thomas, an officer of Japanese
descent whose black beard and longish black hair meant he could pass as a local for as long as he
could go without speaking.

Thomas and his men were tired, but still hungry for action. While other A-teams had distinguished
themselves in actions around Kandahar, Kabul, and Mazar-i-Sharif, Texas 14 had spent most of the
last two months in Afghanistan but had yet to find itself at the center of a major operation.

In mid-December the team relocated to Logar province—south of Kabul, but north of Paktia—to
work with a couple of small militia factions. Afghanistan’s ethnic boundaries merge in Logar, and
few of the forces with which Texas 14 was working were Pushtuns. But on January 2 a group of thirty
Pushtun fighters from Logar arrived on the team’s doorstep. Already vetted by the CIA, they were
clearly of a higher caliber than the other Afghans Texas 14 was training. The A-team was particularly
taken by the anti-Taliban firebrand who led this new group. The man’s name was Zia Lodin, and,
unbeknownst to him, Americans he had never met would soon assign him a key role in the biggest
battle of their war in Afghanistan.

A scion of the Lodin tribe, whose patriarch had nominated him to lead the American-paid force,
Zia was estimated to be in his thirties or early forties. At least six feet tall, he had dark brown hair, a
short dark beard, and puffy cheeks. He did not have a fighter’s background. But to the men of Texas
14 and their bosses at K2, Zia had enormous potential. They immediately entrusted his men with their
personal protection. Within a few days of being introduced to Zia, Thomas decided the charismatic
Zia met all three rules of UW. Zia’s fierce animosity toward the Taliban and Al Qaida impressed
Texas 14, as did his personal courage and other qualities the SF soldiers and CIA operatives
associated with strong leadership. But the Dagger men were also drawn to Zia because he seemed to
represent an enlightened sort of Afghan strongman, a rare commodity among their G-chiefs. “He was
not interested in just doing what other people told him to do,” recalled Rosengard, Dagger’s
operations officer. “He was a young man with his own vision, which didn’t include hanging women
because they looked at him strangely one day, and it certainly didn’t include not sending his kids to
school, and his vision probably didn’t include a society that allowed exportation of terrorism. He was
a pretty idealistic young man. He was a young man of moxy.”

When Mulholland ordered Thomas to push south into Paktia toward Gardez, Texas 14 decided to
form their collective of little militia factions (now emboldened by CIA cash) into one warrior band,
which they would use as armed reconnaissance during the move to Gardez. By the time Texas 14’s
small convoy reached Gardez, their faith in Zia was solid. “Everything that he had said he would do,
he did,” Rosengard said. “He was willing to go with us and take us places, and everything he told us
turned out to be true.” With the help of the CIA’s open bags of cash, Texas 14 had found their G-chief.



= town into which Texas 14’s little convoy was making its way had a feel of past grandeur gone to
seed. A couple of the downtown streets were almost European-style boulevards, bisected by median
strips and flanked by buildings whose paint had long since worn off. The town’s veneer of affluence
had peeled away, but its population was booming and its barely paved roads were choked with people.
In 1979, when the Soviets invaded Afghanistan, Gardez had a population of fewer than 10,000. By
2002 it had swelled tenfold. The increase could be mostly attributed to an influx of people who had
fled to Pakistan as refugees during the Soviet war and returned—many with new families—in the
1990s. Like many of those refugees, when Texas 14 rolled into Gardez, their first order of business
was to find themselves a home. The technical term for what the SF soldiers and their CIA counterparts
were seeking was a “safe house.” But when the CIA found and rented the perfect place on the town’s
eastern outskirts, that phrase did not do it justice. Typical of the compounds inhabited by families of
means in Afghanistan, it was more of a fortress than a house. Protected on all sides by tapered mud-
brick walls about 100 meters long, twenty-five feet high, six feet thick at the bottom, and about four
feet thick at the top, the square, Alamo-like compound had an enormous dirt courtyard entered via a
steel gate that, when opened, was wide enough to accommodate the Americans’ pickup trucks.

The Americans moved into the compound. Their Afghan allies camped outside. To eliminate the
threat of a drive-by shooting from the main road that ran east to west in front of the compound, Texas
14’s Afghans established check-points over a mile from the safe house in each direction. Normal
traffic was blocked and had to take a long detour—a clear indication that, in terms of the local
population, at le