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			FOREWORD

			Matt Eversmann was the first serious interview I had for my book Black Hawk Down.

			In August 1996 I flew to Columbus, Georgia, not knowing what to expect. The Army had agreed to let me interview a dozen Rangers at nearby Fort Benning. In all my years as a newspaper reporter, I had never written about the military. I had never served in the military. The truth is, the only people I knew who had gone into the military were knuckleheads from high school who hadn’t gotten into college. They tended to be roughneck ne’er-do-wells. I remember thinking on the plane ride down how hard it was going to be to elicit the kind of information I wanted. I needed detailed accounts of what had happened to each soldier during the battle, and beyond that I wanted to know how they felt about it—now and, more important, at the time. The kind of people I knew who had become soldiers would have been too impatient to reflect like that. The battle had happened three years earlier. For what I wanted, I would have to really push them, guide them through the whole process.

			I checked into the Red Roof Inn in Columbus and showed up for my first interview at Fort Benning Monday morning at 8 a.m., ready to go to work. In walked Matt. He was tall, rangy, with thinning hair and kind eyes. He sat across from me, and after a minimal introduction he started telling me his story. I haven’t listened to the tape in years, but I know I asked very few questions. Matt’s story just unfolded, with a richness of detail and reflection beyond my wildest expectations. My tape recorder was running, and I took notes, struggling to keep up. When I asked questions it was because Matt said something I didn’t fully understand—it was my first exposure to military jargon.

			And in those first two hours, my opinion of soldiers did an about-face. Here was an extraordinarily articulate, reflective young man. His story raised the fine hairs on the back of my neck. When Matt left, another came in, and then another. That interview began a process that lasted several years, as I collected story after story, among them those of Mike Kurth, Dan Schilling, Raleigh Cash, John Belman, and Tim Wilkinson, and began to assemble the story of their battle. One after the other, they dazzled me with their passion, intellect, recall, and experience. I admired these men. I was not envious of their experience—I have no deep-seated longing to be shot at. But I admired their courage, their commitment to our country and to one another. I admired the purity of their motives and the strength of their convictions. Each story was extraordinary. I felt privileged to listen. I came to feel, as I have written elsewhere, that far from my prying this story out of them, these young men were entrusting me with something precious and important. My job would be to blend them all together into a coherent whole, picking the parts I needed to tell the broader story that became Black Hawk Down.

			In most cases, the portions of the stories I used were just a small fraction of each soldier’s or airman’s compelling personal tale. In all, just a small fraction of the experiences of Eversmann, Kurth, Schilling, Cash, Belman, Wilkinson, and all the others made it into my book. In the years since, when I have met with readers, they are surprised by my ability to recall each and every character in the book. What they don’t realize is they had been given only a fleeting glimpse of all these men, while I had the pleasure and advantage of speaking with each of them at great length.

			This book allows readers to share in that experience. Anyone fascinated by the battle fought in Mogadishu on October 3, 1993, will welcome this opportunity to delve deeper into the lives and experiences of these six men.

			It is also a very fortunate choice of stories, because each of the voices in this collection is strong and unique: Matt Eversmann, one of the older, more mature Rangers, wrestling with the burden of command; Raleigh Cash, who, left out of the assault, led a convoy out into the raging battle; Mike Kurth, one of only two African American Rangers to take part in the battle; John Belman, who was roped into the biggest firefight of the battle after the first Black Hawk went down; Tim Wilkinson, the Air Force pararescueman whose extraordinary courage (and unfailing sense of humor) was such an inspiration to the men who served with him; and Dan Schilling, a well-educated, articulate Air Force combat controller whose near-total recall of the event was invaluable to my understanding of the battle.

			The experience of the battle was different for each man, and only by immersing yourself in their accounts can you begin to understand the full complexity and power of the event, one that ended many lives and irrevocably altered the course of so many others. For fans of the book and movie Black Hawk Down it is a chance to examine the raw material of those works.

			The remarkable success and resonance of this story are owed primarily to these men, to their deeds, their memories, their experience. No matter how skilled the writer of nonfiction, you are always getting the story secondhand. Here’s a chance to go right to the source.

			This is the real deal. These men were there.

			—Mark Bowden

		

	
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

			If one were to look at any given day in Somalia’s recent history, one would likely find famine, drought, brutal dictators, warring clans, and chaos. It is a country where fighting is a way of life, whether over boundaries like the Ogaden desert near Ethiopia or simply getting enough food to survive. In the late 1980s a severe drought crippled Somalia. The fundamental infrastructure disintegrated. The world was bombarded nightly with news of mass starvation and death on the Horn of Africa. In 1992, the 1st Marine Division, along with a small number of Special Forces and Combat Controllers, arrived on the shores to provide relief. The operation was a success. With the worst drought in Africa’s history finally over, Somalia was presented with the opportunity to attain some semblance of normalcy.

			Unfortunately for Somalia there was no “normal,” not by Western standards. There was also no functioning government. By late 1992 there were two warlords vying for power in Mogadishu’s political vacuum. On June 5, 1993, during a routine inspection of weapons storage facilities, twenty-four Pakistani peacekeepers were ambushed and killed by militia loyal to a warlord named Mohammad Farrah Aidid. In response, a resolution was passed by the United Nations Security Council to apprehend those responsible for the atrocity, including Aidid and his Somali National Alliance. At the direction of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the United States Special Operations Command formed a task force with one purpose: to capture Aidid. On August 26, 1993, Task Force Ranger, composed of Army, Navy, and Air Force special operations personnel, moved into the main hangar at the Mogadishu airport. Five weeks later, on a Sunday afternoon, the task force launched Operation Gothic Serpent, its seventh and final mission.

			The Somalis have a distinguished history of fighting. At the time of Task Force Ranger’s arrival, the average Somali militiaman had ten years’ combat experience. More directly of concern to us was that Mogadishu was a city of over a million people, many if not most heavily armed. Many of us knew going in that this warrior tradition, combined with a lack of hope for stability or improvement to welfare, and fanned by international neglect, would create a formidable foe. The Somalis were not fighters prone to easy capitulation.

			We were to assault a building with an address in downtown Mogadishu. At 3:32 p.m. our helicopters lifted off from the safety of the airfield for the three-minute flight to the target. The quarry of the day were several of Aidid’s lieutenants, who were meeting in a neighborhood known as the Black Sea. It was densely populated with Aidid loyalists. We planned on finishing the entire mission in a half hour or so. As most people familiar with our story know, the operation changed from an assault to a desperate rescue operation after one of our helicopters was shot down.

			This book is an anthology of firsthand accounts from six men who saw combat on October 3 from six very different vantage points. But while each chapter represents the individual’s perspective only, each and every man acted for his buddy, his team, and the task force. The Special Operations community, regardless of service branch, job title, or skill set, is without exception about teamwork. It is the manner in which we accomplish everything. The pages that follow allow us to tell the stories of brave men who might not have been mentioned in other works. These are men with names like Lamb and Watson, Telscher and Joyce, Fales and Rogers, Weaver and Carlson. The list is four hundred long. Unfortunately, this book still cannot tell of them all. Those not identified remain heroes who answered the call of the nation.

			In Shakespeare’s Henry V, the king’s rousing Saint Crispin’s Day speech steels his troops for the impending battle. Those moving words tell of dedication, courage, and selfless service. For the families and friends of the members of Task Force Ranger, we hope that this anthology conveys those same values. It is also our hope that the stories contained herein will prove useful to future soldiers by way of lessons learned the hard way. And in the end, despite the bad luck and misfortune that come with combat, these stories tell of what America’s soldiers accomplished in the face of the most dire circumstances. To the larger civilian population of this country, we hope you may take heart that people like these do exist, are human beings, not numbers, and will not rest at night until you do.

		

	
		
			
			OPERATION GOTHIC SERPENT

			Matt Eversmann

			
			
			
			
			
			There were four blocking positions used by Task Force Ranger to surround the target building. Matt Eversmann was in charge of one of them, Blocking Position 4. The twenty-six-year-old staff sergeant had twelve Rangers assigned to his squad that day. There were several three-story buildings around the target, and Eversmann and his men would have to insert by fast rope. They were charged with setting the blocking position on the northwest corner of the target. Their job was very straightforward: isolate the target building so that no enemy could get in or out.

			Most of all I remember the smell, that godawful, nasty smell. As soon as the ramp of the plane cracked open, that sick smell swept through the entire aircraft. It was disgusting—kind of like sulfur and something pretty rotten mixed on top. The smell, that lingering scent of burning garbage and who knows what, combined with the African heat was my welcome to Mogadishu, Somalia.

			On August 26, 1993, I arrived at a small airfield on the Horn of Africa as part of a task force of soldiers who were given the mission to capture a local Somali warlord named Mohammad Farrah Aidid. At the time, I was a young staff sergeant with about five years’ worth of experience in the Army. My first four years of service were spent in Watertown, New York, with the 10th Mountain Division, and I had been with the Ranger Regiment only since March 1992. In my seventeen months of training with the regiment, I had deployed all over the world. We trained with the British Parachute Regiment in the United Kingdom. We traveled to South Korea to experience the harsh Korean winters and mountainous terrain. We even trained with the Thai Rangers in Lop Buri, Thailand. We traveled all over the globe to develop our combat skills. Now, after five years of good, hard training, I was on my way to battle.

			Between August and October 2, 1993, Task Force Ranger conducted six combat missions. On our thirty-eighth day in country, we conducted our seventh and what would be our final mission. We launched a raid from our base at the Mogadishu airfield on Sunday, October 3, at around 1530 hours. That mission would go down in history as the fiercest ground combat seen by American forces since the Tet offensive in 1968. During what would become known to the men there as the Battle of the Black Sea, eighteen soldiers made the ultimate sacrifice, and some seventy others were wounded in action, many seriously. The fighting continued when one member of Task Force Ranger died during a mortar attack a few days later, on October 6. Much has been written and plenty said about that mission. I have read and heard about as much as I can about it and am convinced about one thing and only one thing: that mission—that horrifying event, that brutal experience, that episode of complete savagery—will be, without exception, one of the finest examples of American tenacity, selfless service, courage, and commitment ever witnessed in modern times.

			Most soldiers, and infantrymen in particular, live with one question all the days that they wear a uniform. It doesn’t matter if they are newly commissioned second lieutenants from the school on the banks of the Hudson or eighteen-year-old high school graduates right out of basic training. Somewhere deep inside their psyche, every single man who joins the infantry wants to know how he will react when the bullets start flying. When you get right down to it, I do not think I have ever met a man who didn’t want to go to war in some way, shape, or form. Many wax philosophical about the thought of combat and all that it entails, but I’ve never met a guy who, deep down, didn’t want to go for the test. Why else would men subject themselves to the endless hours of training? Why would they put up with the long periods of separation from loved ones? Why would they suffer for the low pay and the stress? Why would they push themselves to the extreme day after day? I can think of only one reason: to go to war, to get a shot at the title, to pass the final exam—whatever cliché one uses to describe battle. That’s what soldiers do, I thought; that’s why we exist, to go to war and win. At least, that is how I looked at it in 1993.

			In December 1989 I was waking up at Fort Benning, Georgia, two-thirds of the way through Ranger School. My class had come back to Benning from the swamps of Florida to begin our two-week exodus for the Christmas holiday. Bright and early on the morning of December 21, 1989, the commander of the Ranger Training Brigade held a formation. With no introduction he said, “Last night we invaded Panama. The regiment jumped in to seize an airfield. Several casualties were reported.” I was in shock. At that time, so early in my career, I didn’t know too much about the 75th Ranger Regiment. I knew enough to know that if there was a fight anywhere in the world, the Rangers would be the first ones to go.

			I fully expected that my unit, the 10th Mountain Division based at Fort Drum, had already been called to action, and I was upset that I was not with them. But I soon found out that all my mates were still in Watertown, away from the fight. We would have to wait for the next one. Interestingly enough, a couple of my Ranger buddies actually signed out of the Ranger Training Brigade for leave and wound up deploying to Panama for some follow-on operations with the regiment, resuming the last phase of Ranger School later on. I was amazed at their mettle: go off to war, do the mission, and then return to school. The word impressive hardly does justice to them.

			When the Gulf War started, I was still at Fort Drum. I remember scheming with my roommate, Mike Evans, to get assigned to a unit that would surely get called to the fight. We desperately wanted to go to war, and felt stifled in the light infantry. I say this not as an indictment against the 10th Mountain Division. Not by a long shot. They were a very good unit. They just weren’t suited for the mechanized, desert battle that we expected would take place an ocean away. Even though our forces would go on to decimate Saddam Hussein’s Republican Guard, I was still zero for two.

			In November 1991 I took the plunge and reenlisted for an assignment with the Ranger regiment. I flew to Fort Benning, successfully passed the assessment course, and was assigned to the Third Battalion. There are three battalions that make up the 75th Ranger Regiment. The First Battalion (1/75) is in Savannah, Georgia, at Hunter Army Airfield, the Second Ranger Battalion (2/75) is near Seattle at Fort Lewis, and the Third (3/75), stationed at Fort Benning, Georgia, would be my new home.

			I remember arriving at 3/75 as a brand-new staff sergeant with absolutely no special operations experience whatsoever. Though I had been to several good Army schools—sniper, airborne, Ranger, and SERE (survival, evasion, resistance, and escape)—I felt that I was still way behind the curve compared to my peers. It was pretty intimidating to assume a leadership position only to find that many of the subordinates were combat veterans of Panama. They proudly wore their combat infantryman’s badge over the left breast pocket of their uniforms, and I heard the stories of the Rio Hato and Torrijos Tocumen airfield assaults that the men had been part of. Every day I would see the tiny gold stars centered on the suspension lines of their airborne wings. The “mustard stain,” as we call it, signals a combat jump. They had been to the show. These men were larger than life, and I did not want to make any JV mistakes in front of them.

			The best course of action for me, it seemed, was to listen and learn everything I could from these men. As I got to know the men of 3/75, I realized that they were certainly a different breed of men, a different caliber of soldier. Not necessarily better, just different. It was impressive to see young privates and specialists performing tasks that I previously would never have seen executed by anyone below the rank of sergeant first class. They were expected to perform difficult and dangerous things because that is what they would have to do in combat. Everything we did in that unit was focused on our combat mission. Young men were given a lot of responsibility and taught to be problem solvers. I heard the regimental commander, Colonel David Grange, say, “We teach these men how to think, not what to think.” It was all starting to make sense.

			More than anything, I was fortunate to fall ass backward into the arms of some very talented young men who took the time to help me learn the skills necessary to survive the rigors of life in the regiment. For that, I am eternally grateful.

			I learned how to parachute out of airplanes in pitch darkness. We took marksmanship to a new level, and for the first time I started to really learn how to shoot my M-16. I learned how to use explosives, though I am definitely not the guy you want making the charge to blow the doors. I learned how to fast-rope out of helicopters in order to fight in an area otherwise unreachable by air. I learned how to navigate with a compass and by using the terrain. Most of all I simply . . . learned. Everything was new and everything was exciting, and I felt like sooner or later the chance would come to see if I could answer that eternal question.

			Mathematically, I figured that since the First and Second Ranger Battalions had jumped into Grenada in 1983, in Panama in 1989, and in Iraq in 1991, the longest I would have to wait would be five or six years. When describing the necessity of repetitive training, the command was fond of saying, “It is not a question of if we go to war, it’s a question of when.” Prophetic.

			In August 1993, after a hellacious tour of the world, we landed in El Paso, Texas, for another training mission. On the night of a particular airborne mission, I remember that the battalion commander was not present for the parachute issue. As we rigged and began the jumpmaster inspection, someone said he’d overheard that there was a real-world mission going down and the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Danny McKnight, was receiving the warning order. I thought that was all bullshit—just wishful thinking. A little while later, as we stood around the aircraft, the night’s mission was canceled and everyone was sent back to their tents.

			Sometime that evening the platoon leader, First Lieutenant Tom Di-Tomasso, and the platoon sergeant, Sergeant First Class Chris Hardy, told us to pack our bags because Bravo Company was deploying to Fort Bragg, North Carolina. That was it. No information—just pack our gear and be ready to load the aircraft when they call. It was hard to tell what was going on. It could be just an exercise from our higher command to pick a company at random and test their skills. I did not recall anything particularly disturbing in the news—at least nothing out of the daily CNN newscasts. I could not think of anything, at least nothing from the nonstop news spectrum, that might have “real-world” stamped on it. The more we thought about it, the more we thought it was probably just an exercise.

			Later we loaded into a C-5 Galaxy and flew to North Carolina. In the dark of the night we arrived at an isolated site out in the middle of nowhere. It was still hard to decipher what was next for us. I figured that there was a fifty-fifty chance of a real-world deployment. After getting ourselves sorted and our gear checked, we were given the training plan. We would be doing some fast-roping from MH-60 Black Hawk helicopters and quite a bit of shooting at the range. It was awesome: fly, rope, and shoot, day and night. A couple of days into the training, I was finishing up at the range with a few other Rangers when I heard a collective roar from the tents where we lived. When we arrived at the tent, Lieutenant DiTomasso told us that we were going to Somalia to catch Aidid. Here we go boys—this is it. I felt fear, excitement, disbelief, and probably every other emotion wrapped up in one as we began to plan to take our turn in history.

			Before we left the safety and comfort of America, I remember seeing a verse of scripture chiseled into a memorial wall. It was from the book of Isaiah, chapter 6, verse 8: “And then I heard the voice of the Lord saying ‘Whom shall I send and who will go for us?’ And I said ‘Here am I, Lord, send me.’” What could possibly be more meaningful to a young soldier in preparation for a real-world mission? Selfless service, a calling to a cause greater than oneself. It was inspiring to think about joining the noble ranks of the warriors that had made the journey before me. Though I obviously had no idea what would lie ahead, that verse set the tone for me and, I believe, the entire task force. Send me, send us, we are here.

			There were two plans of attack to catch Aidid. The first was to capture him while he was traveling in his convoy of cars. The second was to catch him when he was inside a building. That was it, either A or B. It made good sense to me and seemed like a very simple plan: the man would be either inside or outside. We would take him out whenever and wherever he showed himself.

			The task force was broken down into three separate groups: the assault force, the blocking force, and the ground convoy. We would have an assault force of Special Forces soldiers to do the work inside the target building. Almost simultaneously the Rangers in the blocking force would set up a perimeter around the target. Finally, the Rangers in Humvees and five-ton trucks would drive through the city and link up for extraction once we had Aidid in our hands. The assault force and the blocking force would fly to the target site in MH-60 Black Hawk helicopters and MH-6 Little Birds. Once at the objective we would either land or—if no landing zone was available—slide down thick nylon ropes to the street and assume our battle posture accordingly. It was pretty simple at my level, though I know that this choreography took quite some planning for the pilots, crew chiefs, and command.

			Once we were on the ground, the blocking positions would seal the objective and the leader at each position would be able to monitor the ground action on an FM radio.

			Each blocking position consisted of twelve to fifteen Rangers that, as a “chalk,” flew each mission with the same pilots and crew. I was assigned to BP4 (Blocking Position 4), which was transported in an MH-60 Black Hawk helicopter nicknamed, much to the delight of Plano, Texas’s own Sergeant Casey Joyce, the Texas Express—its call sign was Super 67. The crew was the best in the world and proved it every single time the rotors turned. When they flew, they flew with a purpose that screamed to the entire world their motto: “Night stalkers don’t quit.”

			Whichever course of action we executed, our battle position would be the same. Half the Rangers would exit the bird on the port side, and the other half would simultaneously rope from the starboard side. Once the last Ranger landed on the ground, the crew chiefs would release the ropes, and off they would fly to provide overhead cover for us. It was comforting to know that these Black Hawks were armed with 7.62 mm miniguns that could fire at a rate of four thousand rounds per minute, more than ten rounds a second per barrel. There is no joy for those on the receiving end of a burst from those guns.

			Once we were all on the ground, we would fall into a loose L-shaped perimeter, wrapping ourselves around a corner of a building or block. That way, the ends of the “L” could make a visual recognition with the two other blocking positions, thus completing the square around the target. Sometimes we were relatively close to the other two BPs, and other times we might be spread out almost a block away. Still, the key was the visual link-up. Once we were in position, we would scan our sectors searching for the enemy. The urban battlefield is three-dimensional (that is, it contains multistory buildings), so each of us had to scan up and down as well as left and right. Each side of the L had at least one automatic weapon and at least one grenade launcher. The rest of the Rangers carried M-16s or CAR-15s. But our most casualty-producing weapon was the M-60 machine gun. Like the miniguns, this was a 7.62 mm belt-fed machine gun and could easily lay waste to the enemy when engaged. Until October 3, it had been untested in BP4. Our machine gunner had not fired his gun in anger because we had yet to make significant contact.

			Each blocking position was assigned either a medic or a Ranger who had been through the emergency medical technicians course, as was the case with BP4. We also had a trained forward observer whose job was to coordinate the air cover for our blocking position. If we were to come into heavy contact, the FO would relay our situation directly to the Black Hawks and call in a rain of fire on the enemies.

			On Sunday, October 3, 1993, there were thirteen of us on board Super 67 in Chalk Four as we set out on our mission. The only thing unusual as we began was that I was in charge of the blocking position this time.

			We call it the “fallout one” drill. It is a simple exercise that we practiced over and over where the leader takes a backseat and allows the second in command to take charge. We accepted the fact that leaders could be killed just as easily as any other soldier so every Ranger had to be able to make decisions on the battlefield regardless of his rank and position. For me, this was put into practice when my chalk leader was called back to the States for a family emergency and I was the next in line. It was almost that simple. There was certainly added stress for me, being put in charge, but the men were superb and I felt very confident that they would perform no matter what happened.

			Sometime that Sunday morning all the leaders of the task force were summoned to the operations center for a briefing. The intelligence was not confirmed, but all fingers pointed to a possible meeting between some of Aidid’s top lieutenants. This would be a good grab if we could get them. Though we had been unsuccessful at catching Aidid, we had been successful at dismantling his infrastructure. We had grabbed his money man a week or so before. We captured some of his other staff officers and were tightening the noose around his neck. When the opportunity for more captures presented itself, we were ready to go. Day or night, it made no difference. To me, it seemed obvious: get them on the run, keep them moving and off balance, wait for the inevitable mistake, and then catch them whenever they showed themselves. I didn’t have the slightest reservation about going into the city during the day. The threat was always very real, and the possibility of getting into the mix was a reasonable bet every time we launched a mission. But I felt that we had the advantage of being the best-trained soldiers in the world. We had the best aircraft and the best pilots and crew, bar none. Speed, surprise, and violence of action would be our calling cards and would help cancel the numeric advantage that Aidid had over us. Yes, I definitely felt very good about this operation.

			Sergeant Jim Telscher and Sergeant Casey Joyce were my right-hand men. The sergeants were my two team leaders. Jim had worked for me for almost a year, and Casey had been with me for a couple of months. They were capable young men whom I admired and trusted wholeheartedly. Sergeant Telscher was also our demolitions guy. He had a knack for knowing everything there was to know about using C4. Casey was “Mr. Dependable”—always there to lend a hand, always calm and collected, and always there to listen and offer opinions at the right time. Having two stand-up men like these made my job very easy. They would make their men do the right thing. They enforced the standards with a calm and thoughtful demeanor and kept me from making bonehead mistakes. Any fears that I had were calmed by the fact that I had the very best team leaders that the Regiment had to offer.

			Rounding out my chalk were Specialist Kevin Snodgrass, machine gunner; his ammo bearer, Private First Class Todd Blackburn; and First Sergeant Glenn Harris, who lent his expertise as a rifleman, as did Sergeant Scott Galentine. Specialists Dave Diemer and Adalberto Rodriguez were my squad automatic weapon (SAW) gunners, and Privates First Class Anton Berendsen and Marc Good were my 40 mm grenadiers. Staff Sergeant Jeff McLaughlin was my FO, and Specialist Jason Moore was my radio telephone operator, or RTO. Together we had done missions before and were ready; there was no doubt in my mind that we would be able to handle whatever came down the pike.

			By the time I left the operations center with the mission diagram in hand, the words “get it on” were echoing throughout the hangar. As I walked to get the rest of my kit, the hangar was a buzz of excitement. Last-minute precombat checks were being completed. Men checked their buddies as they adjusted the Velcro straps on their body armor to get it good and tight. Weapons were slung and double-checked. Finally, we made sure that our American flags were carefully attached to our uniforms. These flags had Velcro backing and could be worn on the sleeve of the uniform, but I always wore mine just above my heart on my left shoulder strap.

			I told Jim and Casey it was going to be a long rope—not particularly good news, as fast-roping from great heights, cool as it looks, usually is not much fun. There were two- and three-story buildings on either side of our insertion point. The ropes might be every bit of seventy feet. There was always a certain amount of bragging about who roped higher, a kind of badge of honor to say that yours was higher and obviously much more difficult than the other guy’s. The reality, though, is that it basically sucks no matter how high or how low you are. It is like jumping from a plane: you just have to grit your teeth and do it, and it only hurts for a second.

			With nothing more than a passing comment about how it sucked, we left the wire, locked and loaded a magazine into our weapons, and headed toward the helicopters. We knew that once we lifted off, we had to be ready to engage the enemy, even while flying. Super 67’s blades were already spinning by the time we arrived. Our crew chief confirmed the dreaded seventy-footer with a smile and bade us enter his domain. His last instruction to me as chalk leader was not to forget to take off my headphones. I thought this was an odd bit of advice before a mission.

			It was a tight fit on the aircraft, but not too uncomfortable. We were by now veterans of a hundred flights or more, which included six real-world missions prior to that day. I took the seat in the middle of the helicopter between the two crew chiefs, put on the headset, and adjusted it as I watched the men filter into their respective positions. Both doors were open, the ropes already rigged and attached to the bar, and the men were ready. Across the helo common radio channel the code word to begin the mission was echoed. Irene.

			It was a beautiful, sunny day, as I remember. The flight was only going to be about three or four minutes. We would take a long flight around the city and make our approach from the north. As soon as we lifted off, the pilots said that the Somalis were burning tires in the streets. Some people thought that the tire burning was an elaborate communications system used by the Somali bandits to signal the thug militia. Others suspected that the burning tires and garbage were nothing more than obstacles to hinder an imminent attack by the Americans. Whatever the reason, it made no difference to me. We were there to do a job, and this was just another problem to solve.

			“One minute” came across the headset. The safety straps keeping us in the helicopter were unhooked, and each team prepared for the signal to toss the ropes. As we made our approach to the target, the Black Hawks and Little Birds broke from formation and headed toward each desired insertion point. Super 67 was the last Ranger aircraft to move to position, the piece of the puzzle that would seal the objective. Seventeen different aircraft were dancing over the city below, ready to rain fire on the enemy at the first sign of trouble. I still had my headset on, waiting on any last-minute guidance from the pilot. It was that last second when you realize the fear has left you and your mind is focused on the very next sequence of motor skills that will allow you to make your body move to accomplish whatever task it needs to do—in this case, the automatic action of removing the headset, donning my goggles, slipping into my Kevlar helmet, moving to the side of the helicopter floor, grabbing the rope with both hands, and pushing off the deck to slide to the objective.

			I watched each of the men gaze toward the crew chief on their respective doors. All eyes eagerly awaited the visual signal to throw the ropes and begin the drill. I noticed an unusual amount of brownout on both sides of the aircraft—the helo’s rotor wash raised a huge amount of dust from the dirt roads. We were flying in at an altitude of sixty-five or seventy feet when all of a sudden we came to a halt. We were stopped at a hover in a cloud of dust when I heard the pilot say, “I can’t see shit.”

			I remember listening to the pilots talking over the helo common frequency during the flight. I was just making sense of his last words to me when I realized that we had come to a stop. I don’t remember anyone shooting at us then, but sitting in a stationary helicopter at seventy feet above the ground wasn’t the best place to be. We couldn’t have given the Somalis a better target. Time just stopped. The Rangers in charge of throwing the ropes had their eyes glued on the crew chiefs, waiting for their signal to toss the ropes. The rest of the men were scanning the ground looking for armed Somalis, as were the crew chiefs.

			The crew chiefs were also charged with security for the aircraft. During the flight, and certainly on approach to the target, the crew juggled about twenty tasks at once. As door gunners they had to watch for the insertion point, watch for the enemy, keep track of us, and all the while let the pilots know what was going on around the aircraft. If my job was difficult at this point in time, these guys’ problems were magnified by a factor of about ten.

			We continued to hover for what seemed like ten minutes. In reality it was probably more like thirty seconds. I heard the pilot who was flying say again, “I can’t see shit.” There must have been some discussion between the pilots and the crew because after a short pause the command to throw ropes was given. We were on our way to battle. The last thing the pilot told me was that we were short of our desired insertion point. He told me to look up at the nose of the aircraft and follow that direction about two or three blocks and we would be in the right place. That was fine with me. The ground was safety. Once on the ground we would make sure we were all accounted for, set a quick security perimeter, and then move to the objective. At least now we were moving. We would have momentum. The sooner we started the mission the sooner we would finish and head back to the airfield.

			As chalk leader I would be the last man out of the helicopter. I remembered what the crew chief had said to us at the airfield, so as the men of Chalk Four started their descent I carefully took my headphones off and placed them on the seat behind me. As I started to adjust my goggles, the elastic strap that holds them securely against my head broke. This would be just one of many attempts by that bastard Murphy to take this mission south. I tossed the goggles aside and put on my Kevlar helmet. I was securing the chin strap when the helicopter suddenly keeled over a few degrees. Kneeling on the floor of the bird, I felt enough of a jerk for me to almost lose my balance. I slipped on my heavy leather gloves and waddled to the door of the aircraft.

			The fast ropes are secured to the helicopter by a big clevis pin attached to a retractable metal pipe that runs across the ceiling and out the doors of the helo. There is a space between the body of the aircraft and the hanging rope of about two feet. It’s just far enough away that a Ranger has to reach a little farther than comfortable outside the door to grab it. Once the rope is securely in his hands, the Ranger will swing his body out and around so that he is facing the aircraft as he begins to slide down toward the ground. All the while, he is feeling for the rope with his feet. Unlike on a firemen’s pole, the only parts of the body that touch the fast rope are the hands and the feet.

			As I started my descent I was looking up toward the belly of the helicopter. I wanted to make sure I knew the direction of flight and therefore the target. I remember the air was so cloudy and thick with dust, and without the benefit of eye protection it was hard for me to see. The seventeen other aircraft also stirred up debris, so it was no wonder we couldn’t see anything. Bless those pilots for holding our Black Hawk steady while we were on the way down. Despite my leather gloves, the nylon of the rope made my hands burn, so I looked down to see how much farther it was to the ground. It seemed like I was on the rope forever.

			When I saw the ground, my heart sank. At the bottom of the rope was a crumpled tan-clad body. My God, someone’s been shot. Who is it? And is he dead? were the first thoughts through my head. That was my first real feeling of fear, a feeling of helplessness, as if I couldn’t defend myself. I had always thought that making a combat parachute jump must be scary as hell since you are floating down into harm’s way, watching a firefight in a hot drop zone all the while. This was as close as I got to what that situation must feel like, except I couldn’t see or hear any shots. Thank the Lord, I finally got my feet on the ground, literally straddling the body. The medics were already working on him. It was Todd Blackburn. As

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			
			This book is dedicated to the nineteen American soldiers killed in Mogadishu, Somalia, on October 3–6, 1993.
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			PFC James Martin

			MSG Timothy Martin

			SGT Dominick Pilla
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			SFC Randy Shughart
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			—Matt Eversmann

			This small collection of stories, while typical of our Task Force in many respects, is but a snapshot of a larger group. In reality there are at least four hundred accounts of bravery and dedication authored by the men of Task Force Ranger. In time, I hope that all these stories will be publicized. For those that won’t, may they be passed on to family, so those who matter most might know what extraordinary people their loved ones are who have committed themselves to defending this country.

			My deepest appreciation goes to Matt for including me in the project. It started with you and you embody the best traits of professional soldiers: integrity and dedication. Your soldiers are lucky to have you. There are three professionals who require recognition. Sylvia Peck is single-handedly responsible for resurrecting our book from oblivion and contributing countless hours to its improvement. You convinced me it was worthwhile to put our stories to paper when I felt strongly otherwise and that there was value in our words. Thanks, Syl, you are the ultimate in an agent and friend, energetic (an understatement) and funny. Ron Doering and his staff at Presidio committed to us and turned our mass of words and photos into a first-class work. Third, but by no means last, I’d like to thank Mark Bowden. Mark wrote the definitive account of our operation in Somalia and agreed to introduce our book. You’ve become a friend and adviser.

			John Belman, Raleigh Cash, Mike Kurth, and Tim Wilkinson deserve credit for having courage enough to expose their stories, and all the good and bad that goes along with revelation, to public scrutiny. Thanks for coming on board with us, guys; I hope it’s worth it. To Pat Rogers, who’s no longer with us, and Tim I’d like to add my personal thanks for years of friendship and the great and not so great times we shared in special ops. To the men of Air Force Combat Control, you make everything happen in the often disjointed world of joint special operations, but receive no recognition. You deserve better.

			My deepest affection goes to the following: my parents, Will and Ruth, whose fifty-four years of marriage taught me what commitment is, and who exposed me as a child to the open spaces of the West that I now value so much; my son, John, who is a great globetrotting companion and a world-class man in his own right; finally, and most importantly, Elizabeth Maria, who understands much, travels far, and tolerates my seven-day workweek and unconventional recreation habits. I would not be where and who I am today without you.

			—Dan Schilling
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