
		
			Advance Praise for A Few Bad Men

			“Among the many impressive military men and women I’ve met while producing such films as American Sniper and Flags of Our Fathers, Fred Galvin stands out as one of the most remarkable. Intelligent, honorable, and with an extraordinary list of accomplishments as a Marine, he is the real deal. His dramatic retelling of his experience as commander of Fox Company reads like a thriller—full of twists and turns—filled with unassuming heroes and deceitful villains. In dogged pursuit of justice for his Marines, Fred Galvin exemplifies the very essence of leadership and Corps Values.”

			—Rob Lorenz, Producer and Director for films including Letters from Iwo Jima, American Sniper, Flags of Our Fathers, Mystic River, Trouble With The Curve, The Marksman, and Gran Torino

			 

			“Fred Galvin’s story is a page turner that reads like the fanciful plot of an A-list Hollywood movie. It’s an extraordinary cliffhanger that deserves attention, and shows just how dangerous ‘fake news’ can be, when no one is willing to stand up for the truth. This is a cautionary tale that should be read by all who are interested in politics, war stories, courtroom drama, and international affairs as this new world we’re living in, where simple lies are being propagated as the truth, is sadly not one that is going away anytime soon.”

			—David Jung, Screenwriter and Director of films including Roam, The Possession of Michael King and Genre Summit

			 

			“A Few Bad Men reveals how the U.S. military, desperate to protect its public image at all costs, sometimes sacrifices the honor of men in combat. The country’s first Marine special operations unit was falsely accused of killing Afghan civilians, then subjected to years of lies and deceit by top generals. The unit and its commander, retired Maj. Fred Galvin, were ultimately cleared of any wrongdoing, but not before their careers were ruined and their honor stained.”

			—David Zucchino, Journalist covering the 2008 MARSOC Court of Inquiry for the Los Angeles Times

			“This book is a must read for every American who wants to know why, after twenty long years in Afghanistan, we did not win. This is a story how a small group of U.S. Marines counter-attacked multiple teams of deadly Taliban fighters during a complex enemy attack. These Marines were unfairly tried by a government-led prosecution who imposed a gag order and barred the press from most of the trial involving a deadly gun battle against a ruthless enemy. It’s abundantly clear that good Marines were expediently sacrificed to advance the careers of senior officers. In these conditions, as their own top brass turned against them, what incentive was there for the best trained warriors in the world to win?”

			—Jessie Jane Duff, retired U.S. Marine Gunnery Sergeant, Combat Veteran, and Political Analyst for CNN and FOX News

			 

			“We take for granted that our American heroes will be supported by their own country when sent off to war. In A Few Bad Men, Maj. Fred Galvin, USMC (Ret.), and Sal Manna detail the painful story of these seven heroes who, when their honor and freedom were on the line, found themselves abandoned by those they counted on most. It reads like a Hollywood blockbuster but, as Galvin tells in personal detail, it was sadly true. It’s a story I was proud to report for local news in Los Angeles, and it’s now a story every American should read for themselves.”

			—Jory Rand, Television Anchor with ABC7 in Los Angeles where he covered the MARSOC 7

			 

			“Pennsylvania Avenue is ‘paved in politics’ from Capitol Hill to The White House. But Fred Galvin has written a real page turner, that demonstrates how politics permeates The Pentagon and posts abroad…even for Marines who come under hostile fire on the battlefield—and off. I highly recommend this book.”

			—J.D. Hayworth, former Member of the U.S. House of Representatives for Arizona’s 5th District, Television and Radio Show Host

			 

			“When Marine Special Operations Commander Maj. Fred Galvin went to Afghanistan, he knew, in his own words, that the fighting there was, ‘violent, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous.’ In 2007, when he and his company survived a massive Taliban ambush, Galvin felt successful. But a day later a Taliban-orchestrated disinformation campaign alleging war crimes—swallowed hook, line, and sinker by Galvin’s Marine superiors—resulted in an abuse of the military justice system that lasted until Galvin and his Marines were vindicated in 2019. A Few Bad Men is a must-read story of valor, betrayal, and keeping the Marines’ honor clean.”

			—Jed Babbin, former U.S. Air Force Staff Judge Advocate, former Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition Planning; former Editor of Human Events; Commentator and Contributing Editor to The American Spectator, National Review Online, and The Washington Post

			 

			“I appreciate the initiative when Patriots write about our military heroes. This book is an incredible account and history of the fighting spirit of the ‘Marine Raiders’ under fire and the relentless fourteen-year campaign by their leader to clear their names and, ‘keep their honor clean.’ Many thanks to Fred Galvin for enlightening us!”

			—Major General Paul Vallely, U.S. Army (Ret.), former Deputy Commander of the U.S. Pacific Command

			 

			“Major Fred Galvin has written an incredible account of how our front-line leadership overcame insurmountable odds. A must read for all leaders.”

			—Lieutenant General Thomas McInerney, U.S. Air Force (Ret.), former Assistant Vice Chief of Staff—Headquarters U.S. Air Force

			 

			“Simply put, A Few Bad Men captures the difficult nature of raising young men to fight our complex wars—from diverse backgrounds, cultures, and political beliefs—while expecting perfection and good decision making, while under fire, in such a short time. A Few Bad Men additionally illustrates the importance of proper training, leadership, and complete trust in the men and women on the ground fighting on the front lines. This book also shows us how big of a mistake it is to allow politics to get involved during investigations while some are chasing careers at any cost, and that there should be a separation between politics and war fighters to keep those actions that are distinctly different apart, and allow both sides to properly and honestly conduct their jobs. Major Galvin captures this well and explores the thoughts behind rushed judgments, politics, and those on the ground simply doing their jobs the best they can.”

			—Sergeant Major Tom Satterly, U.S. Army (Ret.), former Command Sergeant Major of a Joint Special Operations Unit, Combat Veteran, Author, Co-founder and Co-CEO of All Secure Foundation

			 

			“A Few Bad Men is a journey into the mindscape of the warfighter, fought first on the battlefield, then in the court of opinion, where politicians and Monday morning quarterbacks rule. I believe that ‘the use of force produces many effects, not all of which can be foreseen.’ This book is a powerful depiction of combat and a battle for justice and vindication. A must-read.”

			—Jason Van Camp, former U.S. Army Special Forces Operational Detachment A-Team leader, Combat Veteran, Executive Director—Warrior Rising, Bestselling Author

			 

			“Major Galvin epitomizes ‘no better friend, no worse enemy.’ This book should be required reading for the next generation of leaders who want a real-world lesson in honor, courage, and commitment from the first commander in modern Marine Raider history.”

			—Nick Coffman, Journalist covering the MARSOC 7 case for Special Operations Forces Report (SOFREP); served in the Marine Corps in Iraq as a Sergeant

			“When America sends her Marines to war, we expect that our country will be as faithful to us as we are to our country; that our political and military leaders—those responsible for sending us to war—will have our backs; that we will always receive the benefit of doubt, especially in a war that we have been fighting for more than twenty years now—a war our political and military leaders seem unwilling to win, yet unable to leave. We sleep safely in our beds at night only because rough men stand ready to visit violence on those who would harm us. Major Fred Galvin is, and always will be, a Marine’s Marine; driven, focused, and totally committed to mission and his Marines. Someone our political and military leaders should be humbled by, or at the very least faithful to—always.”

			—Perry Puccetti, retired Marine Corps AH-1W Cobra Attack Helicopter Pilot, current Executive Director of VMLY&R

			 

			“A Few Bad Men is a blistering, top-to-bottom critique of how senior Marine Corps leaders (and the institution itself) completely mishandled a situation in which members of a Marine Raider unit were falsely accused of war crimes. I found myself unconsciously squirming in my chair as I read Galvin’s litany of shocking examples of failed leadership and unethical behavior by senior officers that illustrate the undeniable fact that he and his men were not only abandoned by the Marine Corps, but were subjected to a politically expedient ‘witch hunt’ that in some ways, continues to this day. I am hopeful that current Marine Corps leaders will publicly acknowledge the innocence of the MARSOC 7, and apologize for the grave injustices these brave Marines had to endure.”

			—Michael Ettore, retired Marine Corps Infantryman, Drill Instructor, Infantry Officer, Combat Veteran, Author, and retired from Kforce, Inc.
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Foreword

			by Lt. Col. Steve Morgan, USMC (Ret.)

			Independence Day 2021
Sarasota, Florida

			As I write this, almost twenty years have passed since the surprise attack of 11 September 2001. I was there, at the beginning, to see the start of this national heartbreak. I was assigned to Headquarters, United States Marine Corps (HQMC) at the Navy Annex. The Annex was designated Building One on the Pentagon Reservation and sat on a hill above the Pentagon and adjacent to Arlington National Cemetery. Our rally point, in case of an emergency evacuation, was the cemetery. Arlington National Cemetery is where I stood and watched the Pentagon burn. And I braced for war. Again. But this time, I doubted it would end in four days.

			For the next two and a half years, I helped plan for war and ongoing operations as combat developed. Eventually, the opportunity came to return to combat operations. I’m a Marine. Duty called. Off I went. To Afghanistan, perhaps the most hauntingly beautiful place I’ve ever been. Beauty, horror, and heartbreak. Where, to paraphrase Tom Ricks, “combat diminished my soul.” A story for another time.

			When I was there, the Rules of Engagement (ROE) were not nearly so restrictive as they later became. As time went on, the ROE became ever more inhibiting, to the point that my friends/peers returning from the war started to question why we were even bothering to continue. The bad guys had an edge, gifted by United States Government policy. No matter. Now, let’s do Counterinsurgency (COIN). And the ROE became tighter. Genius! Well, that worked. Didn’t it?

			And here we are. Approaching fifty years since Air America helicopters lifted the last evacuees off rooftops in Vietnam. Never again, we were told. As you read this story, my advice would be to remember that many of the flag officers of this war are the sons of flag officers of the Vietnam War. Never again? Oh, okay.

			Before I cast too many stones, let me clarify and fully acknowledge I am an imperfect officer. Anyone that knows or served with me can surely affirm my imperfections. When I was a young captain, and field artillery battery commander, my first sergeant counseled me that I should try to be less controversial. He allowed that I spoke too freely, drank too much, had too many girlfriends, and permitted my subordinate officers to raise “too much hell.” Guilty! I didn’t and don’t fit the mold of a career Marine Officer. But. I NEVER betrayed my soldiers, sailors, airmen, Marines, and allied troops I was privileged to command over the years.

			This is a story of betrayal. Were it not for their own misperceived self-interest, the villains of this story could have been heroes and saved their integrity. They failed mightily, though they continue to walk this earth smugly continuing to earn a living based on their military resume.

			Oddly, I was present at the beginning of the betrayal. I was in the room at HQMC where the root of the betrayal was planted. The core general staff officer leadership (at the three-star level) were meeting to discuss the implementation of what became the United States Marine Corps Special Operations Command (MARSOC) as directed by the late Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld and the high general Commandant of the Marine Corps (CMC), General James Jones. The gist of the meeting was, “this is a bad idea, and we need to find a way to get out of it.” Some might find it curious, but nothing was said about not needing another “elite within an elite.” It was a practical matter. This is going to cost money and manpower. Never mind that CMC said to get it done. Mind you, I was very much a backbencher in the room, but I was stunned. Within the Marine Corps, CMC has something of a godlike stature. I had never seen CMC openly defied and haven’t since. Because of the decisions taken during that and subsequent meetings, the betrayal was assured. As MARSOC was initially implemented, money, manpower, internal/external, and most importantly moral support were withheld by the powers that were within the Marine Corps, petty stinginess without thought to the rifleman who bears the brunt.

			I would ask the reader to bear in mind that although Kafkaesque in nature, this story is true. Aside from the author’s autobiographical comments, this is a tale based on official documents and courtroom testimony. I was a panel member on the Court of Inquiry (COI) described herein. As it pertains to the COI, I am familiar with these official documents and sat through every second of courtroom testimony. I also asked a lot of questions of the witnesses. Nothing the author offers up is outside the bounds of truth. This story exemplifies the sort of venality and narcissism that has been allowed to infect our officer corps. I have been quoted in official Office of the Secretary of the Navy correspondence that this was a case of, “a perfect storm of toxic leadership.” How did we get here? Is this “never again”?

			So. Here we are, almost twenty years after the 11 September 2001 surprise attack. Was it really that long ago? Too often, I find myself again in Arlington National Cemetery. You know, visiting friends. I never fail to look back on that nightmare Tuesday and recall that this sacred ground is where the war started for me. Is the loss of life, limb, and mind in vain? I say no. Because we died, suffered, and continue to suffer for an ideal we believe in the United States of America and the Constitution. Was the enterprise itself worth it? I say no. Our leadership, civil and especially military, failed us. Again. Just like your fathers failed ours, you failed us. The game is up. We don’t trust you anymore. And we don’t like you. You lack proper moral hygiene and are in want of a shower. Don’t you dare say “never again.” You bastards!

			This is a hard story to read. Because it happened as told, I’m proud to claim the Marines of Fox Company as friends and brother Marines. I’m always here for you.

			Over the years, Fred Galvin and I have become close friends. During Christmas 2018 Fred spent the day with my family and me in central Pennsylvania and shared a meal fit for Vikings. The following day we toured Valley Forge National Historical Park. It was a stonking cold Pennsylvania’s winter day and we were cloaked in modern-day fleece and technical outdoor gear. That battlefield walk was a stark physical reminder of what our earliest military predecessors, many clad in the thinnest of garments, lived through during a very tough winter. A memorable day completed with a beer and a burger at a nearby American Legion Post. We’ve walked the halls of Congress together, floated/fly-fished down the Bighorn River in Montana with the Bar X Project, and have talked countless hours on the phone. Fred is a classic combination of type A and type D personality, mission-focused and people-centric. For those familiar with General Lejeune’s guidance on leadership and caring for the welfare and development of subordinates, Fred Galvin should come to mind. Fred has been called a cowboy. Well now, if that’s the truth, then giddyap!

			Fred Galvin is a God-fearing, truly decent human being, a good son, and one hell of a United States Marine.
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Introduction

			One reason I wrote this book was so that every American citizen would know how U.S.—led coalition forces had won a decisive victory against terrorists in Afghanistan by 2005 and yet lost the war, ignominiously bugging out in August 2021. 

			The frontline foot soldiers of the U.S. and coalition forces did not let us down. Rather, it was the words and inactions of senior military leaders who restrained and hamstrung tactical units, while repeatedly falsely testifying to Congress and the international press that the training of the Afghan National Army would lead to an effective exit strategy. This senior military officer mantra was reinforced with their repeated pleas to stay the course for just ten years, then twelve, then fourteen, until their “forever war” finally ended. In fact, the effort in Afghanistan lacked the ability to ever succeed in the way U.S. forces guided peace and democracy in Germany, Japan, or South Korea—and our senior military and Department of State leaders were fully aware of that. Yet they prevented the American people from knowing the on-the-ground truth.

			Unfortunately, there will not be any accountability in this life for those leaders who squandered nearly twenty years, lost 2,325 service members Killed In Action, suffered 20,705 service members Wounded In Action, and spent more than one trillion dollars in Afghanistan—and only made the international terrorist threat worse. Unrestrained senior military officers unrepentantly used censure, threats of imprisonment, and professional devastation of their own forces to guide tactical units to play nice, ride out the deployment clock, and cooperate and graduate, so everyone would receive a “successful combat deployment” and end up getting promoted. All while losing a war. 

			With America threatened today by rival states and both internal and external non-state parties, our national defense is more important than ever. The twenty years that the Pentagon focused on the Middle East accelerated China and Russia’s strategy to revitalize their military technologies and aim their 21st century information warfare directly at the United States with the intention of creating a “Divided States of America.” The health of our national defense partly depends upon comprehensive policy changes to prevent the promotion and retention of military leaders who advocate and benefit from unwinnable strategies that needlessly sacrifice those who have served, are currently serving, and will serve. 

			Our military leaders must be accountable to us, the citizens. After all, our national defense is paid for in our blood and our dollars. We, the people, have been passed down an inheritance of freedom from our Founding Fathers that we should not and must not squander. When those leaders err, they should answer to us for their grievous mistakes.

			I also wrote this book to aid the future of those who sacrificed so much. Much was paid and lost, which is irrecoverable. It is important for all of us who have endured dark valleys which were seemingly impossible to survive to assist our brothers and sisters by encouraging and supporting them in their trials. I am utterly humbled to have served beside the most dedicated warriors in the world. To them, I cannot express enough my gratitude; your faithful service will always be remembered. And to the parents of the one percent of Americans who answered their country’s call, and especially to our nation’s Gold Star families who paid the ultimate price of losing a son or daughter, without your support of their call of duty, America would cease to have the freedoms we enjoy. May God always bless you.

			Yet perhaps the most important reason I wrote this book is you. Just as I have, every reader has or will eventually encounter your own life’s crucible, whether difficulties in personal or professional relationships, health challenges or tragic accidents. In the end, this is a book about unflagging perseverance in the face of seemingly unconquerable odds and crushing adversity. I hope you will find reading my story will help you tackle the struggles in your own life. 

			Surely good shall overcome a few bad men.

			 

			—Maj. Fred Galvin, USMC (Ret.)
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			Condemned

			7 January 2008
Camp Lejeune, North Carolina

			As I walked toward the courtroom, I did my best to look calm and confident. A reporter’s camera flashed in my eyes while news accounts of my “crimes” rang in my ears.

			I wasn’t surprised the media was present for the trial. Headlines around the world had already damned me as a poster child for American war crimes in Afghanistan. But with my future hanging in the balance, I wasn’t about to show any weakness. I marched forward in my camouflage uniform, unmoved and resolute.

			I had faced fear many times—in Iraq, Afghanistan and other war zones. Before battle, I prepared for fear and could set it aside. But on this day I faced a very different sort of battle, and inside I was gripped with a new kind of fear—fear of an enemy who wore the same uniform as I did.

			I had been the commander of Fox Company, the first Marine Special Operations Company (MARSOC) in the Corps’ 230-year history. I had led my men on what was supposed to be just another day and another routine mission. But on that day, Fox Company was ambushed. We found ourselves blown up by a suicide bomber and then under deadly fire from a coordinated, premeditated attack. We returned fire at our well-armed assailants, kept our heads on straight, and made it back inside the wire. I knew exactly what had happened that day on the road in Bati Kot.

			But the media told a different story. According to news reports, we were mass murderers, shooting to death at least sixteen men, women and children as we rushed down the road. Some witnesses said we were drunk and had gone door-to-door to execute innocent people in revenge. The “Shinwar Massacre” allegedly claimed the highest number of civilian deaths and casualties due to direct fire by American forces in the entire Afghan war. Within a week, I was publicly humiliated and relieved of command, and my company was tossed out of the country, the first Marine unit ever booted from a combat zone.

			I was thirty-eight years old, engaged to a woman I loved, and in the prime of my career. I was a major in the United States Marine Corps, a band of brothers I had joined right after high school. And now I was disgraced, about to face a military court.

			United States v. Maj. Fred Galvin and Capt. Sid East would be only the second Court of Inquiry (COI) for the Marine Corps in more than fifty years. If the COI’s three-member panel recommended us for court-martial and we were convicted, the penalty could range from a dishonorable discharge to prison time to death. And if we went down, so too would the rest of the MARSOC 7.

			Officially, the COI was supposed to be just a fact-finding exercise. In reality, nearly everyone in power had already decided we were guilty. We had been condemned by a preliminary investigation, by the press, by politicians, and by some of the most powerful men in the U.S. military establishment.

			Only two months after the ambush, while a criminal investigation was still ongoing, Army Col. John W. Nicholson said to a group of Afghan leaders, and later to the Pentagon press corps: “I stand before you today, deeply, deeply ashamed and terribly sorry that Americans have killed and wounded innocent Afghan people. We are filled with grief and sadness at the death of any Afghan, but the death and wounding of innocent Afghans at the hand of Americans is a stain on our honor and on the memory of the many Americans who have died defending Afghanistan and the Afghan people. This was a terrible, terrible mistake. And my nation grieves with you for your loss and suffering. We humbly and respectfully ask for your forgiveness.”

			[image: ]

			Colonel John Nicholson, Commanding Officer 3rd Brigade, 10th Mountain Division, U.S. Army, Afghanistan 2006-2007 (Courtesy of 10th Mountain Public Affairs Officer)

			The two highest-ranking Marines had also proclaimed us guilty, either of negligent homicide or dereliction of duty. Marine Gen. Peter Pace, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, called it “a nick on Marine pride, for sure.” He said he had discussed the incident with the Marine Commandant, Gen. James Conway, and Conway was “clearly disappointed in the performance of those Marines.” The Commanding General for all U.S. Marines in the Middle East, Lt. Gen. James Mattis, had ordered the COI to take place.

			A few politicians piled on. Rep. Adam Smith (D-Wash.), chairman of the House of Representatives panel that oversaw Special Operations forces, told The Washington Post that there was “more than sufficient evidence of wrongdoing” and “at a minimum this was excessive force” by the Marines.

			We were front page news. As journalists say, “If it bleeds, it leads.”

			 

			16 Civilians Die as U.S. Troops Open Fire in Afghanistan

			The New York Times

			By Carlotta Gall

			 

			KABUL, Afghanistan, March 4 (2007) – American troops opened fire on a highway filled with civilian cars and bystanders today, American and Afghan officials said, in an incident that the Americans said left 16 civilians dead and 24 wounded as they fled the scene of a suicide car bombing in eastern Afghanistan…

			“They were firing everywhere, and they even opened fire on 14 to 15 vehicles passing on the highway,” said Tur Gul, 38, who was standing on the roadside by a gas station and was shot twice in his right hand. “They opened fire on everybody, the ones inside the vehicles and the ones on foot.”

			Six weeks later, the same reporter followed up in gory detail:

			 

			Marines’ Actions in Afghanistan Called Excessive

			The New York Times

			By Carlotta Gall

			 

			KABUL, Afghanistan, April 14 (2007) — American marines reacted to a bomb ambush with excessive force in eastern Afghanistan last month, hitting groups of bystanders and vehicles with machine-gun fire in a rampage that covered 10 miles of highway and left 12 civilians dead, including an infant and three elderly men, according to a report published by an Afghan human rights commission on Saturday.

			Families of the victims said this week that they had demanded justice from the American military and the Afghan government, and they described the aftermath of the marines’ shooting, in Nangarhar Province. One 16-year-old newly married girl was cut down while she was carrying a bundle of grass to her family’s farmhouse. A 75-year-old man walking to his shop was hit by so many bullets that his son did not recognize the body when he came to the scene…

			“They committed a great cruelty; they should be punished,” said Ghor Ghashta, 65, whose daughter-in-law was killed at the door of their farmhouse compound, several hundred yards from the road and the scene of the blast. The American troops were firing from the road and raked the river bed where workers were digging a ditch and the surrounding fields with gunfire, he and other witnesses said.

			The Associated Press, Washington Post, BBC, FOX News, and other media outlets around the world carried similar accounts.

			This was not going to be a fair fight.

			Entering the building and heading for the courtroom that Monday, I glanced into a large room on the left. A group of Marines was vigorously at work, writing notes beside names and photographs on whiteboards hanging on the walls, much as I had done when targeting terrorists we wanted to capture or kill. But the names and photographs were of me and my men in Fox Company.

			Just like a battle. You try to game plan against the enemy. And, in this case, I was the enemy. It would be some time before I understood why.

			As I sat stone-faced in that stark military courtroom in Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, a stoic Marine with a high and tight haircut, hardened by combat and the Corps during two decades in uniform, I steeled myself for what was to come.

			I thought to myself, “I don’t stand a chance.”
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			Contact!

			4 March 2007
Bati Kot District, Afghanistan

			The sun was barely rising at 0600 on the rainy, windy Sunday morning of March 4th as we set out from our Camp Raider base at the Jalalabad airfield. We were headed toward Torkham Gate, thirty miles to the east, in Nangarhar Province just on the Afghan side of the border with Pakistan.

			[image: ]

			An Afghan National Army soldier trained by Fox Company with the backdrop of the Tora Bora Mountains

			Our mission was to scout the area for possible routes into the Tora Bora area of the White Mountains. Hopefully, with the snow melting, we could uncover trails from the flat, desolate, moonlike desert floor to the higher elevations that we could use to insert reconnaissance teams in the future.

			Sid East, the platoon commander, looked like Captain America—in his late twenties, blonde-haired and blue-eyed—and led the patrol. As a major, I was expected to stay at the company’s command center to oversee any operation, but this day I felt I needed to “leave the wire,” venture outside the base, to put my eyes on the ground before I sent my men there. I wanted to see for myself the terrain, the avenues of approach, and areas of cover and concealment. I wanted to know the lay of the land firsthand.

			Best known for being the hideout of Osama bin Laden following the attacks of September 11, Tora Bora was what a Marine major would call “a very complex threat environment” and what a civilian would call “one helluva bad neighborhood.” Though no one believed Osama was still in Tora Bora, Torkham Gate was nevertheless a significant pile of dust in the desert. The primary border crossing for American supply convoys and the second busiest border crossing in all of Afghanistan, Torkham Gate was also a major entry point for jihadists entering the country from their training sanctuaries in Pakistan, thanks to a paved highway built by the U.S.

			Considered the most dangerous road in the world, Highway 1 was rightly nicknamed Hell’s Highway. The only direct route between the capital cities of Kabul in Afghanistan and Islamabad in Pakistan, the road was plagued by armed robberies, kidnappings, and extortion shakedowns, along with militant attacks on U.S. convoys carrying fuel, food, and supplies.

			Controlling that corridor was essential for Al-Qaeda, the Taliban, and their sympathizers. Border guards and tax collectors were bought off, and the elders of villages along Hell’s Highway were paid generous bribes to allow access, or they succumbed to brutal coercion and intimidation.

			A beheading here or there had a way of encouraging cooperation.

			To dissuade coalition forces from interfering, the militants used suicide bombers and Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) to sow fear among our troops. Commanders grew hesitant to venture outside the wire because of the danger to their soldiers as well as civilians.	

			As a result, Al-Qaeda and the Taliban could avoid the treacherously steep snow-covered passes of the White Mountains, with its summits of more than fourteen thousand feet, which they crossed on foot or horseback to smuggle poppy into Pakistan or jihadists into Afghanistan. They could simply drive their cars and trucks on Hell’s Highway.

			Bati Kot, the first village inside Afghanistan as you crossed the border on Hell’s Highway, was a strategic logistical hub for the Taliban. They owned Bati Kot, and surrounding villages such as Spin Pul, having fully established a shadow government through the area’s tribal elders. Foreign fighters flowed through the border control point, and then their Taliban handlers would coordinate their missions across Afghanistan.

			Three weeks earlier, just after we had arrived in Afghanistan, intelligence assets had informed us that four men recently radicalized and sworn to be suicide bombers had entered the area from Pakistan. We knew who they were and where they were—they were in Bati Kot.

			But we could not go after them on March 4. That day we were a Level Zero mission—we were supposed to do little or, better yet, nothing except show our faces to the populace.

			Level Zero meant there was no coordination needed with adjacent troops, which would have been Level One, and certainly no expectation of kinetic or direct action, such as killing or capturing any enemy, which was Level Two. A Level Zero was so inconsequential that if the command did not object to the Concept of Operations (CONOP) we submitted beforehand, we were good to go.

			My commander, Army Col. Christopher Haas, Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force – Afghanistan (CJSOTF-A), warned me that he didn’t want a repeat of Operation Red Wings when a four-man Navy SEAL team was ambushed in June 2005 in the province to the north.

			Three were killed in action, leaving seriously wounded Marcus Luttrell the lone survivor (his book about the incident would be published two years later). The tragedy became even worse when the helicopter sent to rescue them was shot down, killing the eight-man crew and eight more SEALs.

			The imposing, broad-shouldered Haas said he didn’t want another such debacle under his watch and insisted that we stay out of trouble.

			Back on the hardball road of Hell’s Highway, our convoy of six Humvees carried twenty-seven Marines, most of them experienced combat veterans from the elite 2nd Force Reconnaissance Company, plus two Navy corpsmen and an Afghan interpreter. We moved uneventfully through the Mar Koh bazaar, a cluster of small shops and market stands, outside Bati Kot. A couple of hundred villagers, young and old, men and women, as well as children, strolled through the busy bazaar alongside the road as we passed. Unlike the boys and girls happily running around and waving at us, most of the adults paid little attention.

			Just another day on Hell’s Highway.

			I sat behind the platoon sergeant, Gunnery Sgt. Mike Clarke, a hard-nosed veteran of Iraq, Somalia, and Yemen, who was in the passenger seat in Vehicle Six. From my position, I could bird-dog the mission, viewing all the “chariots” in front of me, each 150 to 200 feet apart.

			At 0645, we arrived at the coalition base at Torkham Gate, where I had arranged to meet Lt. Chelsea Gabel, the platoon commander for the Army’s 66th Military Police. Gabel had been stationed there for about a year and presumably had information that could be valuable to us newcomers. Communicating by voice or email was not enough for me. I wanted to interact face-to-face.

			I didn’t like what I saw. As we exited our vehicles, we were stunned to watch her troops rehearsing for a mission later that morning. We were stunned because the base was on low ground, in plain sight of any daytime observer in the surrounding mountains. Her troops were clearly telegraphing their intention to move onto Hell’s Highway.

			Surprise turned to dismay when we saw what they were rehearsing. Whenever her sergeant yelled “Contact front!” or “Contact right!” or “Contact left!” the turret gunner, encased in a big bubble helmet and wearing an explosive-resistant suit, dropped down into his vehicle out of sight. They were training to duck and run! Their slogan should have been “death before dismount.” Apparently, they didn’t realize they were also training the enemy, emboldening them to attack because there was no fear that the Americans would fire back.

			Gabel, disheveled, her dark hair a wild mess and her boots unlaced, as if she had just rolled out of the bag, briefed us about the local warlords and the opium trade funding the jihadists. This area was the second most important for the cultivation of poppy in the country, behind only Helmand Province. But that was it. She didn’t say anything about nearby terror cells, including the one our other intelligence sources had identified.

			She seemed satisfied for her troops to patrol rather than probe.

			I shook my head in disappointment.

			Unlike Gabel, I believed in total commitment to the mission. In Iraq, I had earned the unflattering nickname Filthy Fred because I was so busy doing pre-mission planning, executing missions, and creating post-mission reports that I rarely showered.

			“Man, what’s that smell?” one of my fellow captains once asked, sniffing the air. He looked at me. “Geez, it’s you!”

			My mom wouldn’t have liked the name, but I took a perverse pride in being Filthy Fred. There was no time for a shower, not when the bad guys were shooting at us and placing bombs on the roads, in the desert, in cars, on motorcycles, and even in animals, to blow us up and burn us to bits. In the hierarchy of what-needs-to-be-done-right-now, personal hygiene was low on my list.

			Leaving Torkham Gate at about 0800, with the rain stopped and the wind having died down, we conducted our visual reconnaissance south into the foothills for about an hour, checking out trails that were growing increasingly muddy from the recent snowmelt.

			Heading north on dirt roads, we then passed through a series of very small villages. At the first one, the people seemed friendly, smiling and waving at us. At the second, closer to Hell’s Highway, the people briefly glanced at us but then turned away. At the third, the people saw us and quickly pulled whoever was with them back into their houses. That was odd—and ominous.

			We hung a left and returned to Hell’s Highway, driving west past large, walled compounds we were told were home to Afghan warlords. There was a lot more traffic than earlier, with some drivers playing cat and mouse with us, seeing how we would react when they would drive toward us.

			When a large white bus accelerated and sped directly towards the convoy, Sgt. Alberto Ruiz, the gunner on top of Vehicle Three, tensed and gently laid his finger on the trigger of his medium machine gun. If the bus posed a threat, Ruiz was ready to fire.

			But that would be the last resort. The military had recently adopted a new Escalation of Force (EOF) doctrine as part of our Rules of Engagement (ROE).

			When confronted by a vehicle, we were supposed to first go through a series of nonlethal actions, beginning with yelling and waving our arms to motion them away. If that didn’t get the driver to pull off to the side and stop, sometimes the turret gunners would launch a small pen-sized flare or throw a water bottle or a rock. Though they were neither approved nor condoned, rocks were stored in ammo boxes for just such cases. Denting a hood or cracking a windshield usually persuaded a driver.

			If the driver still didn’t yield, only then could we fire into the ground in front of the vehicle or shoot into the engine to disable the vehicle.

			Last on the list?

			Shoot through the windshield to kill the driver.

			As Ruiz, a street-smart thirty-something from Puerto Rico, targeted the bus through his gunsight, Sgt. Jack Lester, the cool-handed twenty-three-year-old from Boston who was the turret gunner in Vehicle One, threw a rock that smashed one of its front windows. The bus pulled off the road and stopped.

			Ruiz raised his finger off the trigger. A rock was better than a bullet, he figured.

			Presumably, the bus driver agreed.

			On our way back to Jalalabad, we again approached Bati Kot, where I hoped for a meet and greet with key tribal elders. They probably wouldn’t tell us much, but perhaps we’d at least get a sense of what was going on in the town. We would drink some chai and maybe make some personal connections that could help our intelligence gathering in the weeks ahead.

			This wasn’t our first “get to know you” mission.

			A few days earlier, we had traveled to a small village near Khogyani, where we’d set up a forward operating base for Fox Company, to suss out the elders in that area.

			Along with Staff Sergeant Marvin Milton, who was part of our intelligence team, I hatched a scheme to try to get as much useful and reliable information from them as possible: I allowed him to pose as the commanding officer.

			With the elders focused on Milton as the leader, perhaps they or other villagers would let their guard down a bit with the rest of us. Also, rather than being tied up with the hospitality of a tea ceremony, which the chitchatty Milton was far better at than I, tight-lipped Fred could move around more freely and take the temperature of the village.

			I knew that tribal elders were just that—the eldest of the tribe. The true power, the muscle, was the Al-Qaeda and Taliban shadow government, which would never sit down to sip chai with the Americans. They would try hiding in the crowd around the edges of our meet and greet so they could do the same thing I was—gauge the strengths and weaknesses of the enemy. We were engaged in a strange dance, mujahideen and Marines, each of us thinking we were leading.

			I could tell who the warlords and fighters were not only because their harsh experiences were written on their tough leathery faces but because the faces of the ordinary villagers registered fear when they approached. The heads of those villagers were in the hands of the militants behind the scenes.

			The elders were their pawns, helping the insurgents sniff out the new boys in town. Recognizing that we wore
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