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			“War was always here. Before man was, war waited for him. 
The ultimate trade awaiting its ultimate practitioner.”

			—CORMAC McCARTHY,

			Blood Meridian or the Evening Redness in the West

			This was also the quote selected by Gregg, the team’s senior medic, 
to write on the back of ODA 7316’s team shirts.
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			CHAPTER 1

			THE GREEN BERETS

			You can tell a lot about a soldier just by looking at his body armor.

			Climbing aboard the Shadow flight, a sort of private charter flown by the air force for the special operations community in Afghanistan, I scanned the other passengers. I could tell from their scruffy beards and worn gear how long the group of rail-thin Rangers had been in country. The other soldiers, a few Special Forces soldiers with equally worn gear, were mixed in with the staff soldiers who wore pristine and clean armor.

			It was fall 2010. I was flying from Bagram, the large American base near Kabul, to Kandahar, the largest base in southern Afghanistan, to meet up with a Special Forces team I would embed with for the next ten weeks. Special Forces teams were playing an integral part of President Barack Obama’s revamped strategy to surge thirty thousand additional troops into Afghanistan to destroy the Taliban and build a stable government.

			The Rangers barely looked at me. To them, I was some civilian analyst or contractor. My body armor, for one thing, was clean, lacking any of the moon dust that coats everything in Afghanistan. Two, I didn’t have any pouches needed to carry essential gear on patrols or raids. And finally, my beard was thin. I was a nobody, or worse, a “Fobbit,” which is a derogatory term for those who live and work on the large bases.

			I quickly found a spot on the floor, near the crew chief, and settled in for the flight. Unlike the way it was across the tarmac at the conventional side of the airport, there was no formality. You get on the manifest, meet the plane, and find a spot on the floor.

			Big-boy rules.

			Propping myself up against my backpack, I ran a hand through my thin whiskers, the starting point for my future beard, and glanced down at my pristine body armor. While I’d worn the gear on two trips previously, it lacked that battle-hardened look of the Rangers and Special Forces soldiers. I didn’t have to look up to know the Rangers and other soldiers had already taken one look at me and made their assessment. I knew that in the eyes of the men around me, I was a cherry. A new guy who hadn’t done anything yet.

			That was true for this trip because only a few days before, I was flying out of Atlanta on my way to Bagram by way of Dubai. But in reality it was my thirteenth trip overseas to cover the war and my fifth trip with Special Forces. This time was different because I wasn’t coming as a reporter. This time I was coming to write a book. And not any book. I’d somehow come up with this idea that I was the man to write a contemporary version of Robin Moore’s Green Berets.

			The latter book is the unofficial bible of the Special Forces. All of them have read it, can quote from it, and point to it as a source of inspiration. It also doesn’t hurt that John Wayne turned it into a movie.

			Moore, a civilian, is credited with giving Special Forces its nickname. Though they had worn a beret unofficially, it wasn’t until a visit to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, by President John F. Kennedy in 1961 that the green beret was made the official headgear of the Army Special Forces. Moore’s book made the unit’s headgear more than just a hat. It became a household name. A symbol of the Army’s most elite soldier.

			Moore, author of several books and a classmate of JFK, got the first look at the new unit and became the first true embedded journalist by training with and fighting alongside the Green Berets in Vietnam. He recounted stories of Green Berets defending remote outposts, of a lone Green Beret who goes native to fight alongside tribesmen in Laos, and finally how the Green Berets recruited a beautiful Vietnamese woman and used her as bait to capture a Vietcong colonel. The fact-based novel reads like a thriller and created the Green Berets’ reputation.

			I’ve had the unique experience of living with and following Green Berets in combat. But I, myself, am not a Green Beret.

			I am not even a soldier. The closest I’ve ever come to being in the military was three years of Naval ROTC at Old Dominion University in Norfolk, Virginia. But I quit in 1997 with one semester left. I’d just returned from my senior cruise around the Baltic Sea with stops in Northern Ireland, Norway, Russia, and Scotland on a frigate.

			I loved the port calls. Drank way too much beer and still don’t properly recall exactly how I got from the ship to the airport to go home. The times I spent with the officers and crew of the ship are still fond memories. But when I wasn’t working, I was asking questions. A couple of times when I wanted to know why something was done a certain way, I was summarily told “it was the Navy way,” which only left me to ask why again like a petulant two-year-old. And when I finally went to my rack in officer overflow—really just a hallway with bunks—I dreamed of larger staterooms. It was then that I was convinced I wasn’t a warrior.

			So, after bouncing around a few jobs in Washington, D.C., and starting my career in journalism in Boston as a music writer (free CDs and concert tickets), I got a staff job writing about OSHA, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, back in D.C. There I learned how to be a reporter and talked my way on staff at the Fayetteville Observer. Mike Adams, then the assistant managing editor, gave me a shot covering the military.

			Learning from longtime military editor Henry Cunningham, I studied the units, quickly learned the difference between a platoon and a brigade, and started to learn all the ranks. But it wasn’t until one of my colleagues got engaged in Kuwait to an officer she had been covering that I got my chance to cover a war. I spent the next month following the 82nd Airborne Division’s 2nd Brigade Combat Team as they worked their way from Kuwait to Baghdad. It was 2003, and after covering the invasion, I focused on getting an embed with Special Forces in Afghanistan.

			It took me a year. But I got it. And in the fall of 2004, I went to southern Afghanistan to cover a 3rd Special Forces Group ODA. It was during that embed that I got to see the Green Berets in their natural habitat. I followed that up with three more embeds and a yearlong project on the Special Forces qualification course before getting the chance to come over and write a book.

			But I am no more a Green Beret than a researcher who spends months with gorillas in the wild is a gorilla. No, the title of Green Beret can only be earned after a rigorous selection process and months of intense training in culture, language, and specialty skills.

			I think it is hard to argue with the statement that Special Forces are America’s most elite soldiers. It is not because they can shoot the straightest, run the fastest, or do the most push-ups. What makes them special are their smarts. They are the smartest soldiers on the battlefield. They can beat you with a handshake after a long negotiation just as easily as with a bullet.

			More than forty years since the Vietnam War, the Green Berets are in a similar position to the one they were in then. The United States is again at war, this time in Afghanistan, and the Green Berets are playing an even greater role than before. But while much of Moore’s book was still relevant, especially the scenes that highlight the Green Berets’ unconventional methods in Vietnam, much of it was ripe for a rewrite.

			Afghanistan is the Green Berets’ war. With the United States on the verge of cutting combat forces as a prelude to the eventual pullout, Special Forces teams and the Afghans they train are more important than ever before.

			So my pitch was to do a sort of homage. After getting the Army’s approval, I set off to follow in Moore’s footsteps, hoping to write the second volume to his book. But what I’d find was a book about a different kind of Green Beret, fighting a different war.

			No long, drawn-out battles.

			No decisive raid that breaks the will of the enemy.

			Instead, I got the inside story of life on a Special Forces team, warts and all. The boredom of chasing an elusive enemy, of managing third-world cops, of dealing with the infighting among teammates and other units, especially conventional officers who don’t understand that a Special Forces team is best left alone to do its work.

			I also learned how easy it is to lose objectivity. You see, I’d played the role of reporter before. So, with the book, I went all in. I wore the Afghan uniform on patrol. Carried extra ammo and worked side by side to build a Special Forces base. About the only thing I didn’t do was carry a weapon.

			But I considered it.

			Nine years after the start of the Afghan war, I found a force pressed for time, searching for a new identity, and trying to salvage victory in a war that started off as the “good” fight.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			TRIBES

			It seemed fitting that the featured movie on my fourteen-hour flight from Atlanta to Dubai was The A-Team.

			Between naps on the floor of the Shadow flight, I couldn’t stop thinking about the movie’s dumb action perpetrated by a Special Forces team accused of a crime they didn’t commit in Iraq. The movie featured some of the worst abuses of the Army uniform in history. The team wore 7th Special Forces Group beret flashes, but kept talking about their time in the Rangers.

			The thing that struck me about the movie, despite the fact that it was silly at best and groan-inducing bad at worst, was that in some ways it highlighted what Special Forces do. Not destroying things, but thinking unconventionally. Nothing the A-team did in the movie was conventional. They never just ran up and shot the bad guys.

			That would be too easy.

			Instead, they rappelled down buildings, shot through windows, and swooped in with helicopters to capture a prisoner floating to earth in a parachute. All far-fetched, but the action sequences spoke to the fact that Special Forces soldiers find unconventional ways to perform a mission. They dress up in local native garb to mask their movements. They are willing to eat the nasty parts of a goat to win over a village elder and hold hands with Afghan cops who want to be friends.

			Too often people get wrapped up in the popular Rambo narrative and forget that the Special Forces were created not to destroy things but to sneak behind enemy lines and turn civilians into a functioning army. Part warriors and part teachers, Special Forces teams must be able to fight with and build rapport among foreign soldiers, sometimes at the same time. They are among the Army’s most highly trained soldiers, taught to think like guerrillas who might perform a raid at night and work closely with locals to undermine an insurgency the next morning.

			Until the war in Iraq, Special Forces were the military’s counterinsurgency experts. They spent years training foreign armies and toppled the Taliban by mentoring Northern Alliance fighters. But in the almost nine years since, Special Forces units have instead focused on raids. Now, with time running out in Afghanistan, Special Forces are once again going back to their roots and have started to focus on training Afghan security forces and building the Afghan government one village at a time.

			It is a mission only the Special Forces can do. In a meeting with his generals, General Petraeus reportedly told his commanders that the Green Berets now have the lead in the war. Good timing for me. I was hoping to catch the end of the summer fighting season and be around for the elections. I expected a big push in the fall to rid the south of the Taliban before winter set in and the fighters rested in Pakistan.

			My goal was to take readers on a travelogue into the world of Special Forces in Afghanistan. Imagine the Green Berets as a tribe and the battlefield as their native habitat. Like a tribe, they will have common traits, attitudes, and beliefs. Their society operates under the same rules (big-boy rules), and they worship under the type A mantra of can-do attitudes and an unwavering sense that they can not only train anyone to be a soldier, but can build rapport with the youngest Afghan as well as the oldest.

			But it was also a chance for me to scratch my adventure itch. After months of working a normal job and coming home to a normal house and normal family, I wanted to get to play Indiana Jones. There is nothing like going overseas. With each mile from the United States, the stress of daily life melts away.

			No more cell phones.

			No more e-mail.

			And this time no daily deadlines. For this project, I had a chance to really dig into the team and not get up every day concerned if I had a story or not. For this one, I was going to try to live with the tribe.

			And Special Forces is a tribe of brothers in the truest sense. They pick on each other without mercy, but not out of hate. Out of the fact that at some point they are going to need each other to survive, because unlike conventional units, their family is fewer than twenty guys.

			The Shadow flight didn’t get me to Kandahar until early the next morning. Dumping those of us headed to the Special Forces base at a far-off slab of tarmac across the runway from the terminal, we waited until the C-130 taxied away before piling into trucks and headed to Camp Brown. There, I met Sergeant Ben Watson.

			Watson was my public affairs escort. We’d be stuck together for the next ten weeks and he’d quickly become my partner more than minder. Part philosopher and a better writer than I am, he became invaluable to the project. We’d talk writing. Do interviews together and stand countless hours in the back of an armored truck or walk side by side for miles on patrol.

			A devoted fan of David Foster Wallace, he and I quickly developed a good partnership over books—his tastes far more refined than my own—both in music and movies.

			But at 4 a.m. on that first day, all I wanted was a bed.

			The center of Camp Brown, named after Sergeant First Class Bill Brown, was the latrines. The white building sat on the main drag into the camp and was an easy landmark.

			Unloading my backpack and kit bag—a large green duffel bag—from the truck, I met Ben on the steps. With an American Spirit cigarette dangling from his mouth, he looked surprised to see me. Since he had no idea if I’d made the flight, he was just working up a note with the code to the VIP sleeping quarters and other information for me. Both of us were too tired for a lot of small talk. So, with little fanfare, he marched me over to the room near the headquarters and left me there to sleep off the jet lag.

			The VIP quarters were VIP in name only, but for me, any bed would do. A small room with two bunk beds, a few chairs, and a table. But the VIP part was the Internet connection for sure. By the time I got into the room, though, I was too tired to care. I was soon fast asleep, but after a few hours I woke in a familiar place.

			I’d been to Camp Brown many times in the past. In 2004, I’d been at the camp for a few days before working my way out to a team. At that time the war was considered “forgotten” and the teams had autonomy to do what needed to be done. There were few restrictions. Teams basically got an area to operate in and were given a simple mission: disrupt Taliban operations in that area.

			The Taliban took control of Afghanistan in 1996 with the aim of creating a pure Islamic state. After decades of fighting and corruption, many Afghans welcomed the Taliban as the country’s best chance for peace.

			But the Taliban turned out to be oppressive, banning music, television, and movies. Women and girls were forced out of jobs and schools and into all-concealing burkas. Sharia, or Islamic law, was enforced in the form of public executions.

			The Taliban also had a houseguest—Osama bin Laden. The al-Qaeda leader first fought the Soviets in Afghanistan in the 1980s. Once the Red Army left, he began using Afghanistan as a training ground for terrorists. In 2001, the country was the safe haven from which the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon were launched.

			The American response to those attacks destroyed the Taliban as a political force in Afghanistan. Special Forces soldiers and a collection of anti-Taliban groups called the Northern Alliance routed the regime in a matter of months.

			Some of the Taliban fighters and their leaders fled to Pakistan. But some stayed in Afghanistan and are counting on blending back into the population.

			I’d dreamed of going to Afghanistan since September 2001. From the start of the war, I’d been determined to get a job covering it.

			Living in Washington, D.C., at the time, I was less than a mile from the Pentagon when it got hit. My first embeds took me to Iraq for the invasion and the start of the insurgency. I wouldn’t make it to Afghanistan until 2004.

			The war in Afghanistan then was what I’d always envisioned the war in Vietnam to have been like. There were few restrictions even for reporters. The embed process didn’t take weeks. All you had to do was find a unit that was willing to take you along.

			My first embed with Special Forces was amazing. Meeting up with a seasoned team, I was taken along as they tracked down a Taliban commander near Tarin Kowt. They did it using a motley collection of Afghan fighters, mostly Hazaras who fought against the Taliban. They’d gotten intelligence that the commander was using a phone in a nearby village. With no idea what the commander looked like, they went to the village hoping to find the phone.

			On the way, one of their Afghans rolled a truck, causing the team to make adjustments on the fly. Cross-loading the other trucks, they changed the plan and still successfully hit the village. The commander wasn’t there, but eventually wandered into the village and was caught.

			When I’d left in 2004, the captain told me that the Taliban had a few more months left before they’d fold. He said the Special Forces had reduced the movement into survival of the fittest with the war turning into a gang fight.

			“The Sopranos in man jammies” is what the team sergeant called it.

			But the war had changed since 2004. After years of neglect in favor of Iraq, Afghanistan now became the main effort. The elections had brought it to the forefront and President Obama’s presidential campaign made a point of promising more success in Afghanistan, a battleground known for swallowing empires.

			I’d returned a few years later in 2007 and sat in a firebase with a Special Forces team after the country’s first parliamentary elections. And I’d come back in 2009, but by then the war had really changed. The Obama administration had sent in a surge of troops—thirty thousand more soldiers and Marines—in an effort to keep the pressure on the Taliban.

			The added emphasis had made the embed process long and detailed. Moving among units was nearly impossible without approval and the missions themselves were even different. It took weeks, not hours, to plan and execute them. Even the simple missions needed approval from multiple commanders and raids took at least a week to get all the levels to sign off.

			But in 2009, the Special Forces had started Village Stability Operations. Essentially, teams were living and working in villages in hopes of creating a stable local government and police force. Special Forces units in Afghanistan were drastically expanding a program of putting units in rural villages to make it harder for Taliban and other insurgent groups to find a safe haven.

			“We’re going to kill the enemy, but that is not how we’re going to win,” Colonel Don Bolduc, commander of the Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force in Afghanistan, had told me before I arrived. “This is about mobilizing the populace. We’re going to win by securing the populace and preventing the insurgents’ negative influence.”

			The program sought to empower tribal leaders to keep insurgents out and linked the leaders to the government in Kabul. The villages were then given reconstruction projects and other support that they could take back to their tribes. This type of program was successful in Iraq, especially in the Anbar Province, where tribal leaders created councils that helped push insurgents out of the area. The designers, whom I spoke with in 2009, thought a similar effort would work in Afghanistan. They said Afghans traditionally distrust any central government and forcing them to recognize a Western-style government based in Kabul was not working.

			“The important thing is that it is bottom up,” said one of the program managers.

			The program is a departure from the raid-based missions that were common in the early years of the war and experts say that it leverages the strengths of Special Forces. It was exactly what Special Forces should have been doing throughout the war, and I was hoping to see a team carry it out firsthand.

			Still half asleep and fighting jet lag, I waited to get out to a village in the northern part of Kandahar Province. But as with anything in the Army, it took time to arrange everything. So while Ben and Staff Sergeant Jeremy Crisp worked up a plan, I waited.

			Things seemed different from the year before. There was a manic energy. It was like there was a giant ticking clock hanging over everything. The soldiers knew the war was winding down, and they wanted to get their victory before they ran out of time.

			But all I had was time. While I waited, I read the books I brought, wrote e-mails home, and went to the gym. But going to the gym had to be timed just right. You didn’t want to do it early in the morning or late at night because at both those times the crowds hit. Lunch was also bad.

			I tried to go after breakfast. I also tried to go when there weren’t a lot of SEALs in the gym. These guys are exactly like they’re advertised to be. Unlike the Green Berets, who for the most part look like linebackers, SEALs look like models. Their muscles are cut and chiseled and they all seem to care about what they look like. And I say that as a compliment. Being a Virginia Beach kid, I have a healthy respect for the Navy’s special operators. I’ve spent many a night trying to stay on the good side of a gang of SEALs at Hot Tuna, a local Virginia Beach bar.

			Unlike what I had seen on past trips, now the Navy had invaded the Green Berets’ southern Afghanistan home. Months before their most famous raid, and that was an even more elite group of SEALs, the Navy’s “swimming Rangers” had appropriated their own section of the camp. And while there was a fragile peace in place, the two special operations tribes were always on the verge of a blowup. They might all be on the same team, but like a good family, there was lots of infighting.

			And the SEALs and Green Berets fought like brothers over the last cinnamon roll.

			Let’s first explain that Special Forces see the war in Afghanistan as their war. They were the first in, after the CIA. They were the ones who rode horses and chased the Taliban out of Afghanistan. They’d also captured Kandahar, and set up Camp Brown. So, the SEALs were houseguests.

			Too often Special Forces are confused with special operations units like the SEALs, Rangers, Pararescue, combat controllers, Psy Op, and Civil Affairs. All of them are special operations, but only the Green Berets are Special Forces. The Marines have their own command, which was created in 2006, but they are still sorting out their exact role. They modeled themselves after the Green Berets and merged their adviser units with Force Recon, but lacked the history and experience that came with the green beret and were still muddling through what it meant to be part of the community.

			The Special Forces motto, de oppresso liber, Latin for “to free the oppressed,” reflects the units’ historical mission of training guerrillas against an occupying power. The teams are based, in part, on the Jedburgh teams from World War II that were sent to France and other occupied nations to work with resistance units.

			Formed in 1952, 10th Special Forces Group was the first of the units created to operate behind enemy lines after a Soviet invasion of Western Europe to be deployed. Based in Bad Tölz, Germany, the rest of the cadre soon formed more Special Forces units to help train soldiers in Vietnam, where Moore wrote the Green Berets book.

			Most of the other units are trained to break things (Rangers and SEALs) or other specialty missions dealing with influencing the enemy or population or managing relief efforts and projects. The Air Force brought some special skills to the mix, with a focus on linking aircraft to the mission (calling in air strikes or air traffic control) or as medics.

			Going into the gym, I saw the best example of the interservice fighting that makes living and working around the different tribes fun.

			Posted on the door of the gym, and in several other places around the camp, was a flyer. It had a picture of a bunch of SEALs, without shirts, posing on a pier. A SEAL trident badge sat on the top center.

			THE TRIDENT WORKOUT

			
				
						REMOVE SHIRT

						TURN ON POP MUSIC

						THROW NECK PAD

						YELL AND SCREAM

						DROP WEIGHTS ON THE FLOOR

						BREAK EQUIPMENT (DO NOT ATTEMPT TO REPAIR)

						FOLLOW GIRLS AROUND THE GYM (THEY LIKE IT!!!)

						ADJUST BANDANNA

						STARE IN MIRROR (10 MINS IS ACCEPTABLE)

						REPEAT

				

			

			THE ONLY EASY DAY…WAS YESTERDAY!!!

			By lunch, most of the flyers were gone, torn down by SEALs or others who didn’t want to see things get out of hand. I found out from some Green Berets that the “workout” was written by an Army sergeant tired of what he perceived as the SEALs lack of respect for the camp. That kind of grumbling was constant. I’d been to Camp Brown with other Special Forces Groups, who always complained about the previous unit’s camp maintenance.

			But the daggers came out when it was SEALs because while the Special Forces liked to call themselves “Quiet Professionals,” they really craved some of the attention paid to their Navy cousins. Hell, who doesn’t? Would you risk your life for no glory? I know it was unpopular to admit it, but some glory or at least respect was part of the payoff. So, like the Marines, who have convinced a nation that the whole force is elite, the SEALs had the special operations publicity machine on lockdown.

			They also had their own workout. The next day, the SEALs responded on the white board at the gym:

			ODA GYM RULES

			
				
						CONCEAL MUFFIN TOP W/ T-SHIRT

						ROCK OUT TO COLD PLAY

						DISCUSS FID—FAIL [FID is foreign internal defense or training foreign troops]

						USE NECK PAD

						COMMENCE JANE FONDA WORKOUT

						BE GENTLE

						FOLLOW EACH OTHER AROUND GYM—THAT’S GAY

						ADJUST BERET

						STARE AT THE SEALs (NO CARBS SINCE 2004!!!)

						ERASE BEFORE GIRLS SEE

				

			

			To the Green Berets’ credit, the notice stayed on the board for the whole day. No doubt they did this as a way to give themselves motivation to plot a proper response. But I wasn’t around to see the next salvo. My plan to go out to a village had been changed. Now I was going to be with a team training the Afghan National Civil Order Police.

			An FID mission, and one that merged with the strategy to train the Afghans so that they can fight for themselves. But what does a soldier know about being a cop? Not much, until you realize that the criminals they’re chasing are insurgents armed with bombs and machine guns.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			ODA 7316

			After almost a week of travel and logistics, I’d finally made it to my first team.

			I climbed into a beat-up van with Jeremy and Ben, and we made the fifteen-minute ride from the main base to Camp Simmons, a satellite post on the outskirts of Kandahar Airfield. As we drove toward Simmons, I saw aircraft ranging from fighters to massive military and civilian cargo planes bringing in supplies and men. With the surge in full swing, hundreds of new soldiers and tons of supplies and equipment were arriving at the base daily.

			The airfield was the center of the Coalition universe in southern Afghanistan. Mushrooming over the years into a small city that hugs the southern side of the runway, it was home to more than thirty thousand Coalition soldiers, American service members, and contractors. The roar of jets taking off and landing created the base’s twenty-four-hour sound track, and military trucks and civilian 4×4 Toyotas, Land Cruisers, and other SUVs in all shapes and sizes clogged the roads. Base police patrolled the roads and gave out tickets and there was even an open-air market where soldiers could buy food, trinkets, and get coffee at Tim Hortons or a burger at T.G.I. Friday’s.

			Kandahar Army Airfield was not Afghanistan. It was a weird Western enclave that grew up around an airstrip. Simmons wasn’t much better. Next to the main Afghan Army camp, the base was used by the Special Forces team that was partnered with the commandos.

			The Afghans’ elite force, the commandos, were trained and mentored by Special Forces to undertake raids. On one of the sexier missions, a team spent their whole rotation training commandos, helicoptering into hot spots, and spending no more than forty-eight hours hunting and killing the enemy before coming back.

			But I wasn’t going to embed with a team doing that mission. My team was partnered with the Afghan National Civil Order Police (ANCOP). They were teaching the country’s top cops to patrol and set checkpoints in Kandahar.

			The team—ODA 7316—was from the 7th Special Forces Group based at Fort Bragg. They were experts in Latin America. But since there was a high demand for Special Forces soldiers in Afghanistan, they often took a rotation in central Asia.

			And since the battalion in charge of southern Afghanistan was from the 3rd Special Forces Group, the 7th Group teams didn’t get the top missions. There was a lot of talk about everyone being on the same team, but the Special Forces soldiers, like the SEALs, shun other services, and the rivalry stretches to the different groups. I’ve seen two teams at the same firebase fight over a training area.

			So, while the ANCOP mission was necessary, it wasn’t sexy. But it was a good example of what the Green Berets do well: train native troops. And I didn’t want to sit around the headquarters any longer. My original embed was off the table.

			Less than twelve hours before I was supposed to join a convoy to the village, Ben and Jeremy came to my door. When I opened it, I knew. They had that exasperated look that only comes from fighting the good fight with the chain of command and losing.

			“I wouldn’t worry about packing up,” Crisp said. “And we need to get you out of here. There are VIPs coming.”

			My stuff was half packed and lying on the adjacent bed. As I piled it into the backpack, Jeremy told me how the generals in Kabul put an embargo on embeds to teams doing village stability. So my only choice was to see how they trained Afghan cops.

			“The ANCOP guys are over at Simmons,” Crisp said. “I talked to the captain and they have a mission tomorrow. I’ll take you and Ben over tomorrow after lunch.”

			Simmons was nothing to brag about. Built on the same gravel and moon dust that covers most of southern Afghanistan, it was a cluster of drab, tan huts with a two-story barracks for the teams living at the camp. The camp butted up against a bigger base where a hodge-podge of soldiers and contractors worked and was part of the main Afghan Army base in the province. The camps were separated by a gate, and the Green Berets at Simmons would go to the bigger American camp to eat and play volleyball.

			I’d been there the year before and knew the layout. But it was more crowded than I remembered. Obama’s surge included more than just conventional forces. There were more teams in country and two were backed into Simmons.

			Arriving at the camp, Ben and I were greeted by Courtney, the captain in charge of the team. He met us in front of his operations center, a small office room with a wooden desk built along its perimeter. One part office, one part storage area, and one part clubhouse, it was the center of activity for the team on Simmons.

			Courtney was lean with dark skin and a chiseled frame. Prone to doing pull-ups near the chow hall before every meal, he moved like an athlete, but spoke in a very calm, low voice. We shook hands and he walked us toward the operations center.

			“I’ve got to finish these slides,” he said. “You guys can wait in here. We’ll do the premission brief in about a half hour.”

			Courtney had a confident air about him, but not cocky. He was a former company commander from the 10th Mountain Division, and this was his second deployment to Afghanistan. His first tour, in 2006, had been in the eastern part of the country. This was his first tour as an ODA commander.

			Ushering us through the door, the captain told us to wait while he finished up some last-minute details for the mission. On his screen was a detailed plan showing checkpoints set up by the ANCOP a day earlier in Kandahar City. The team was going to spend the afternoon checking on the police and plotting GPS fixes on the checkpoints in the event they came under attack. The team could then race to the police officers’ aid.

			It was a simple mission and one that they’d agreed to let me ride along on. I hoped it would be the start of a steady diet of missions, but first I had to pass the sniff test. I’ve never met a team that wanted to have a reporter tag along. We don’t bring a lot to the fight. I’m not sure how my pen, a camera, or a notebook is going to do much when the shooting starts. That is one of the reasons I try to be seen and not heard during missions.

			While I could not participate as a team member, I did have a role. On the ground, I knew that my best bet to survive was to be as little trouble as possible and to make friends as fast as possible. And the best way into a team or unit was through the top noncommissioned officer. In this case, it was Tony, the team’s sergeant.

			Shaking my hand, Tony told me to make myself at home. Like the rest of the team, he kept me at arm’s length. I’d been forced upon them, I was sure, and they were just focused on getting through the day.

			Tony
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